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      To Paul.

      

      Keep training, brother.  Maybe, in a time of darkness, your skills will be needed, too.
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        Comes the Malatirsay

        When mankind all but fails

        So fall the animaru

        So the light prevails.

      

      

      

      Commentary on the Song, by Ahred Chimlain, Prophet to the King of Salamus, Year 4 of the New Age
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      The infant’s scream pierced the night air, causing Sartan Tannoch to feel a prickle of irritation. The wailing continued unabated for long minutes, punctuated only by the thunder that followed immediately after each flash of light in the sky. The storm would be upon them soon.

      “Miera,” he growled, the brogue of the clans on his tongue. He spoke loudly, but the wind still whisked his words away almost before they could be heard. “Will you take care of her, please? Is it not enough of a trial without her caterwauling?” He closed his eyes and breathed. He didn’t like that he was so out of sorts that he snapped at her.

      “Aye,” his wife responded, mouth going to a tight line. She was already rocking the baby, trying to soothe her. “I’ll do what I can.” She covered her infant daughter’s face with the blanket in anticipation of the rain and cooed to the girl. The crying lessened, but did not cease.

      Sartan looked to the infant in his own arms, the boy. He stared at his father with big eyes but made no sound. The clan chieftain wondered what the baby was thinking, if babies indeed thought at all. He was just happy the twin in his arms wasn’t crying like his sister. This was hard enough already.

      “We must be about the ritual, Sartan,” Arlden said.

      Sartan looked at his friend and fellow warrior. He was a big man, though not quite so big as Sartan himself. His long, dark braid had little bells and bits of colored stones tied in it. The scars crisscrossing his bare, muscular torso flashed silver every time the lightning struck. He wore his great sword across his back, two long knives at his waist, and the small throwing hatchets he favored strapped to his lower legs.

      “Do I need you to tell me my business?” Sartan snapped. “I know the laws as well as you. Do not rush me in this. It will be done.”

      Arlden broke eye contact with the chief and shrugged slightly. “As you say.”

      The infant girl was screeching again despite all Miera, Sartan’s wife, could do to shut her up. Let her cry. It would soon be over.

      Sartan felt a gaze settle upon him and looked down at his son. The baby was intent on his face, as if willing a question into his father’s mind. It was discomforting, seeing that intelligence in so tiny a person. It wasn’t natural.

      Shaking his head, the clan chief looked back to his wife. “Miera, it is time. Go and take care of the girl. I will handle my part with the lad.” He frowned, but it was not meant for his wife.

      Miera’s beautiful face scrunched into a grimace. Even with that expression, she was so striking it took Sartan’s breath away. Her long red hair danced in the wind, whipping about her and giving her a wild look. He had no doubt his daughter would have shared her mother’s beauty.

      Had she been allowed to grow.

      A sadness rushed through him, unlike anything he had ever felt. He was accustomed to pain. Those of the Croagh Aet Brech, the clans of the highlands, were most at home when it afflicted them, but this was different. This ached from the inside out instead of how pain should be, from the outside in. He tamped it down with ruthless efficiency and shifted his eyes back to the bonfire. Absently, he noticed Miera slipping away with the wailing girl, the tiny bundle in blankets held protectively to her chest. The cries faded as the pair got farther away.

      A movement caught Sartan’s eye. His son, Aeden, craned his head toward his crying sister. His eyes held question and fear and something else. Resolve, maybe? No, that wasn’t possible in a child not yet a month old.

      Arlden spoke again. “We are ready, Clan Chief. Shall we proceed?”

      “Yes.”

      Clearing his throat, Arlden spoke to the crowd gathered around the fire.

      “As it has been since ages past, the ritual of welcome must be performed. For each child, a formal greeting must be given to allow a child to be taken into the clan. Boys or girls, it is the same. Except for one case.

      “As it has been passed down for as long as the Croagh Aet Brech have existed, if twins are born of the clan chief, one a boy and one a girl, the female must be sacrificed so that her power will inhabit the male. To allow her to live will weaken the boy, and he will be unable to lead the clan in the way he is required.”

      The warrior looked to his friend, and Sartan saw compassion in his eyes. Never had anyone thought it would be necessary to actually enforce that tradition. In fact, Sartan had never heard of it happening in his, or any of the other, clans. He was not happy to be the first.

      Arlden continued. “So as not to show disrespect for the male child, the female will meet her end away from his ritual, in the dark and empty highlands while he is accepted in the brightness of the fire.

      “Aeden, son of Sartan, Chief of the Tannoch clan, be you welcome. Our brother you are and will always be, for so long as you follow clan laws and represent the clan well in every way.”

      Arlden reached near the edge of the fire and dragged a finger in the ash. Stepping forward, he wiped it across the infant’s forehead, leaving a grey smudge there.

      “So has it always been done, so is it complete. Welcome, brother Aeden. May you grow strong and be the bane of Tannoch enemies for decades to come.”

      “Achman!” everyone shouted, startling the baby in Sartan’s arms. Still, the infant made no sound, just stared up at his father. The clan chief had never seen the like.

      Sartan held the baby up, letting the firelight wash over him. As he did, it began to rain.
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      Sartan Tannoch watched his son train. The clack of wooden swords echoed in the little sheltered valley in which two boys sparred. Sword on sword, sword on shield, and the occasional softer thunk of shields clashing against each other or against the body of an opponent, made a kind of grim symphony.

      The chief of the Tannoch clan smiled. It wasn’t as sweet as the sound of steel, but the rhythm was the same. Well, nearly the same. The sound of battle between skilled warriors was flowing music, songs within songs. This was more like off-key humming or whistling. Still, the melody was there, buried beneath the untrained movements.

      Young Aeden was only eight years old, but he was more skilled than boys several years older. He seemed to adapt well and learn quickly. He would be a fine warrior, a great clan chief after Sartan’s bones had been returned to the earth.

      The boy’s hair was auburn, neither true red nor brown. Just like his father’s. Sartan glanced down the hill at Miera, striding up past the grazing sheep, coming toward him, her red hair a dazzling shroud of flame. It was the color of the berry paste that the Croagh smeared on themselves before battle, and like the thrill of battle, seeing her made his heartbeat quicken.

      Would his daughter have had her mother’s hair? Better not to think of that. He still felt as if part of his soul was missing. He understood tradition and had no choice but to adhere to it, but it was a cruel joke the fates played on him, giving him twins, one of each sex. He shook his head sadly. Two girls, or two boys, and it would have been a different story.

      “What is it, my love?” Miera asked. “Do you not take pride in your son’s abilities?”

      Sartan took her hand and pulled her to him, kissing her cheek. “Aye, I take pride in him. Look how he moves. At eight years old, he can best most of the boys in training and all of the girls. He will be a fine warrior.”

      “And a fine chief, when it comes to that,” she added.

      “Aye, that as well. I thought that very thing less than a minute ago.”

      “Then what is troubling you? Dinna tell me ‘nothing.’ I know that face too well.”

      “’Tis nothing. I was just thinking about the girl.”

      “Ah,” Miera said. “Dwelling on it will not change the past. Our thoughts should be on now, on the living, and on the future.”

      “You are wise, my wife,” Sartan said, kissing her again. “The future is right down there.” He pointed toward Aeden. “He has been introduced to his training partner, his Braitharlan, just this morning.”

      Miera’s full lips turned down into a frown. “I know it is tradition, a way of testing and ensuring loyalty to the clan first, but it’s old and barbaric. Like some of the other traditions and rituals.” She gave him a significant look. “Creating a bond between two young boys, nurturing it, letting it grow, causing them to rely on and cherish it, only to make them fight until one is unconscious or dead, that I do not agree with.”

      “It is our way,” Sartan said. “Warriors must be loyal and act without hesitation for the good of the clan as a whole. Personal attachments must come second. A distant second. You know this.”

      “I know this. I still do not have to like it.”

      “How is it that you have risen to clan chief’s wife with such a tender heart?” he asked, rubbing her shoulders and peering into her eyes as if the answer would be found there.

      “Oh, that is simple. I merely exploited my beauty and trapped the man I knew would be chief. You men have your loyalty, we women folk have other weapons.” She winked at him and then pursed her lips provocatively.

      Sartan laughed. “Yes, you do. You knew from the start I couldn’t resist you. I think perhaps when boys are training for battle, girls are taken aside and given lessons in stealing a man’s mind and heart away from him.”

      The smile she gave him seemed to light up the hillside. “Such things could possibly be true. Who knows what secret powers there are in the world?” Her bare shoulder raised just a hair, pulling Sartan’s eyes from her face to her body.

      “Woman, I have a mind to take you to someplace apart and search you for secrets.”

      She raised her shoulder a bit more, tilted her head toward him, and formed a smoky smile that caused parts of him to tingle. “I have a mind to let you.”

      With a last look at the skinny boy with auburn hair waving in the breeze, Sartan Tannoch wrapped his arm around his wife and headed for their home. He would think of his son’s training later. For the moment, other, more urgent thoughts occupied his mind.

      Later that evening, Aeden sat silently at the table, eating the goat meat stew in front of him. His blue eyes glowed in the lamplight.

      “Your father and I watched you fighting today,” his mother said, ladling up some stew for herself. Sartan was already sitting at the table shoveling his meal into his mouth.

      The boy looked to her, but said nothing.

      “We are both impressed with your progress. You have a natural talent with weapons and with unarmed combat. We have watched you at other times, as well.”

      No one spoke for a full minute.

      “Why are you so quiet, lad?” Sartan asked around a mouthful of his dinner.

      “I speak when there is need,” the boy responded. He dipped a piece of bread in his stew and stuffed it in his mouth.

      “Aye, you do that. But most boys talk constantly when they are your age.”

      “Most boys my age have nothing important to say.”

      Sartan chuckled at that. “’Tis true. I’ll give you that. Still, being so quiet, people might think you simple.”

      “Oh, leave the boy be,” Miera said. “He doesn’t need to be a great orator. He will grow out of it. He is just shy.”

      “Well, shy is fine, but timid is not.”

      “He is not timid, Sartan. You have seen him fight. No one will think him timid.”

      “Ach. Very well, I’ll grant you that.” He turned to his son. “It’s fine, lad. Just promise to speak to me if you are having troubles. Will you do that?”

      “Yes, father,” the boy said, swiveling his blue orbs to meet his father’s paler blue eyes. Sartan was surprised—again—by the depth of those eyes, the intelligence. No, no one would think him simple, not if they looked into those eyes. The clan chief let the matter drop and continued his meal.
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      The scream echoed like crashing thunder. The unearthly wail ran through Aeden and made him vibrate. He wasn’t scared. He knew it wasn’t something come to attack him, though it sounded feral, animal, to him.

      He was trapped in the body of an infant, helpless to do anything but move his head toward the sound.

      There was another baby, one he should recognize, he thought. A figure near him made an indistinct buzzing sound. Speech? Looking up, he saw a face close to his and he worked his eyes to focus so closely.

      It was his father, his mouth moving and sounds coming out. The man’s giant face pointed toward the sound, which continued unabated. Aeden willed his neck to move, his heavy and oversized head swiveling so he could see a woman, his mother, holding the screaming baby. She spoke as well.

      The sounds were foreign, as if he did not know how to speak their language. The crying concerned him most, though. What had they done to her—somehow, he knew the other infant was a girl—to make her so upset? A few stray raindrops fell on his face, and he thought maybe the problem was as simple as her being wet.

      His eyes seemed to lose focus, and he had to force them to sharpen his gaze. He made no sound himself; he dared not. His two huge parents were agitated at the sounds the girl made, and he knew that if he made them, too, bad things would happen to him. He watched and remained silent.

      Other words were exchanged, and his mother walked away, out of the light of the nearby fire.

      Aeden grappled with understanding, trying to think through what had happened but finding his mind unable to grasp the simplest thing about the situation. He only understood that the girl cried and made sounds, and then they took her away.

      Where did she go? He had no concept of distance or time or anything else. Just that crying made bad things happen. It was clear and simple to him. He would not cry, would not make a sound, and he would be safe.

      The wind carried an echo of a scream to his infant ears, and the sound disappeared quickly in the patter of the coming rain and loud booms that shook the world.

      Aeden sat up in bed, his breaths coming in gasps. The dream was nothing new. He had been having it periodically for as long as he could remember, for most of his nine years of life. It never failed to make him uneasy, almost afraid. Crying and complaining, making sounds at all, were dangerous and invited disaster. That was the lesson of the dream.

      It was almost dawn anyway, so the boy got up from his pallet and went to the larder to get something to eat. The other boys in the small room they shared were still sleeping, their breathing deep and regular. He could see the bruises scattered across them from their training. He had a few himself, though not as many as some. He normally gave out more than he received.

      Aeden took a small loaf of bread, a cup of water, and a piece of cheese, then sat and thought about the dream he had so often. Would it ever go away? Why did he have it? Was it prophetic, or did it belong to someone else? He felt uneasy inside, as he always did when the scenario repeated itself in his sleep.

      He had thought at times of telling his father about it, but always rejected the idea. It would show weakness, and he never wanted his father to think him weak. Maybe his mother? No, it would stop or it would not, but either way, such a trivial thing should not bother him. He was training to be a warrior of his clan. Dreams could not affect him.

      It was no use going back to bed, so he took a last drink of water and went outside.

      The sky was beginning to lighten, but it would still be nearly an hour before the others roused and dragged themselves to their positions in the training grounds. He started running around the grounds, his light boots thumping softly as his feet hit the tamped down vegetation. The training grounds were at the edge of the village, which was itself a large, flat area nestled amongst the highland hills. Boys and girls learned the art of war, among other things, at the grounds, and there they were tested constantly.

      Aeden’s stride lengthened as he warmed up, his breathing coming in a regular rhythm. Twice around the training grounds, and he had a thin sheen of perspiration on his forehead. Once more around and he stopped at the practice weapon rack.

      It was a sturdy rack, built mostly of rough wood, the bark still on. It held swords, long knives, staffs, spears, and other pole weapons, with one thing in common: they were made of dull-edged wood, meant to deliver bruises rather than serious wounds.

      Aeden picked up a sword, hefted it in his hand, and returned it to the rack. He repeated the motion three times until he found a broadsword that was balanced well enough to suit him, its weight slightly heavier than he would have preferred, but still usable. If he practiced with heavier weapons, he would become stronger and faster than if he used one of the appropriate weight.

      He snapped into a ready position, the sword held out in front of him, angling upward. His grip was loose enough for him to move quickly, but too tight to allow his opponent to tear the weapon from his hand. He dropped into a low stance, lunging with the sword, a penetrating strike. And then he began to move.

      His arms and shoulders protested at first, not warmed up enough to move with his full range of speed and flexibility. They would get there quickly. Slash, guard, slice, lunge, guard, he went through the movements as he imagined his opponent in front of him doing similarly. He got caught up in the poetry of the movement, letting his mind dwell on nothing but the invisible foe in front of him. Unnoticed by him, the sky continued to lighten around him as he made his way across the training yard, parrying, blocking, striking, and evading.

      “You see?” a deep voice boomed somewhere off to Aeden’s right, startling him out of his imaginary battle. He stopped and looked toward the voice. Their combat instructor, Master Tuach, was standing there with the other twelve boys and three girls who shared the same stage of Aeden’s training. “Aeden has the correct attitude. First to the training yard means first in skills. Take note and emulate him.”

      The master was a perfect specimen of a warrior, tall and muscular and without an ounce of fat on him. His grey eyes seemed to always be scanning for enemies to fight, and his rugged face was most often stern. Aeden had seen him smile only once, when one of the trainees tripped and hit himself in the head with his own weapon.

      Some of the other boys smiled. Others were still wiping the sleep from their eyes, but one or two glared at Aeden, obviously jealous of the attention. One, a boy nearly twice as large as him and two years older, had such hatred in his eyes that Aeden wondered what else he had done to insult the boy.

      For his part, Aeden simply walked to the weapon rack and put his practice sword back. He went to stand amongst the other boys, waiting for instruction from Master Tuach.

      “Good,” he said. “Now then, let the rest of us warm up. I want you loose for our combat trials today. Your bruises have mostly healed by now, and it is time for the level three bouts to begin.”

      Level three bouts. Some of the boys groaned. There were four levels of combat matches in the training, progressively more dangerous and realistic. The third level was more savage than those they had taken part in up to that point. An opponent must be thrown from the training ring or damaged in such a way that it would mean certain death had it been a real battle.

      Level four was even worse. Even being thrown from the ring did not save a combatant. The foe could chase the loser out of the ring and continue to attack. Only loss of consciousness, broken bones, or death would end the bout. When they would actually take part in level four bouts was a secret. None of the boys were looking forward to it.

      Maybe that was not true. One boy might be looking forward to it. Donagh, the boy who had stared at Aeden with such hatred just moments before. He seemed to enjoy causing pain.

      The boys ran around the training grounds several times until the master called them back to the weapon rack.

      “Select your weapons from the rack,” he said. “Aeden, since you are so conscientious, you may take yours first.”

      Donagh glared at Aeden again, somehow making it contain even more heat than before. The master was not doing Aeden any favors in giving him special treatment.

      Aeden nodded and took the sword he had used earlier. At a word from Master Tuach, the other boys swarmed the rack, choosing their weapons as well.

      “We might as well get it out of the way,” Master Tuach said. “Aeden and Donagh, you two will be first combatants.”

      The boy shouldered Aeden aside and walked out toward the center of the area, where a large circle was inscribed in the hard-packed dirt, compressed by generations of clan warriors-in-training. Donagh had selected a polearm, a wooden version of a long pole with a wide, curving blade at the end. The real weapon would have had more than two feet of sharpened steel, something like a broadsword, attached to one side of the staff. He wore a wicked smile, obviously thinking he had the advantage because of the range of his weapon.

      Aeden walked calmly to the circle, sword held loosely in his hand with the backside of the wooden blade propped against his shoulder.

      “You’re going to cry like a little girl,” the boy taunted. “You won’t be the stupid mute you normally are. Just like a little girl, you will cry and scream. No, not like a girl. Like a filthy Gypta. I will beat you like a traveling whore.”

      Aeden’s eyes flashed, the fire behind them enough to make his opponent blink and the smile on his face to slip a bit. Thoughts of the dream, the girl’s screams and the feeling of helplessness and confusion, rushed through his mind. This bitch’s whelp was poking fun at him without realizing how keenly his words cut. He would find out that silence was by far the better choice.

      “Cuir aet biodh,” Aeden mouthed, but did not say it aloud. Most of those around didn’t understand enough Chorain, the traditional language of the highland clans, but the master did. He didn’t want anyone to know Donagh’s taunts had any effect.

      The two boys stepped to the center of the ring. Aeden looked up at the eyes of his opponent, many inches above his own, and saw that Donagh’s smile had come back.

      As they were preparing to start, Aeden caught movement near the other boys. His father and mother stood at the edge of the ring, their eyes intense. Master Tuach nodded to them in greeting and then turned back to the ring.

      “Level three,” he said. “Show us what you are made of.” He met Aeden’s eyes, and shouted. “Go!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Aeden barely sidestepped the butt of his opponent’s weapon as it whistled, rocketing up from the ground with lightning speed toward his groin. His reflexes saved him as he shifted left and swung his sword down to parry. A sharp clack reverberated around the training grounds.

      Aeden transformed the downward motion into a tight circle and struck out at Donagh. The other boy got his weapon up in time to prevent Aeden’s from striking him, but Aeden could see he was off-balance, weight shifted too far backward and too much on his right foot. Donagh had not expected his stealthy strike to fail.

      They stepped back, gauging each other. The larger boy feinted, the darting blade of his weapon tempting Aeden to respond.

      Aeden didn’t. He looked into his opponent’s eyes. Those orbs darted, watching every time the smaller boy flicked his sword, every time he made any movement that could indicate he was going to attack. Aeden smiled inwardly. His own eyes shifted and remained locked on the bigger boy’s waist, but his peripheral vision caught beads of sweat beginning to form on Donagh’s face.

      Donagh rushed in with a flurry of attacks, trying to strike with the butt of the spear, then the blade, then further down the shaft. He even tried to create an opening to land a kick. He was fast and skilled, but Aeden parried some of the blows, shifted to evade others, and jammed the kick with one of his own to the thigh. At the end of the exchange, no blows had landed, and Aeden still hadn’t attacked. His opponent’s eyes darted even more quickly, anticipating movements that never came. He was ripe for the taking.

      Aeden smirked at his foe. It caused the other boy to stumble as he swung his blade in a long arc, trying to take advantage of the extra reach of his weapon. This was what Aeden was waiting for.

      As the blade came down from above, a diagonal downward slash, Aeden calmly stepped toward the other boy. Donagh’s eyes widened.

      The sword blade made contact with the wooden polearm blade, a deflecting blow. The polearm skipped off Aeden’s weapon and the other boy’s strike overextended, putting him off-balance and redirecting the blade out of range.

      Aeden flicked his sword around and struck a deep slicing blow just below his opponent’s ribs that, if he was using a steel blade, would have cut him almost completely in half. As the momentum of his strike carried the other boy past him, Aeden rotated, reversing the direction of his sword, and slashed downward on his opponent’s upper back.

      Though he could have struck a few inches higher, the blow would most likely have crippled the other boy, crushing the bones in his neck. Aeden was fueled by anger, but he would not lose control. Killing or paralyzing the bigger boy would serve no purpose to the clan.

      Donagh shot toward the ground, striking it full with his face and chest, his weapon bouncing out of his grasp. A huff of air came out of him and Aeden knew that he had at least cracked a rib or two, if not broken them. The boy scrambled to his feet, gasping to get breath into his lungs. His eyes were unfocused, but he finally found the spear and bent to pick it up. Aeden stood silently and watched him.

      Donagh brought his weapon up in a ready position, breathing shallowly, face twisted in obvious pain. He was not taunting Aeden any longer. His eyes, glazed with agony, showed real fear. Aeden nodded at him.

      At this, the bigger boy’s face contorted in rage, and he rushed forward, grunting a pathetic and breathless attempt at a battle cry. Aeden waited patiently for his foe to come to him.

      Donagh swung his weapon with reckless abandon, slashing, jabbing, and flailing it about like an untrained barbarian. Aeden knew he had defeated his opponent. “When your enemy has sacrificed his defense for a mindless offense, he has lost,” Master Tuach always told them. If Aeden had ever seen someone give up all their defense, it was his foe right then.

      Aeden sidestepped a wild downward slash, batted away a lunge, moved his sword just slightly to block a strike from the butt of the spear, and watched as his foe twisted the polearm in midair to deliver a fast, hard horizontal blow. The bout had gone on long enough.

      Aeden again stepped toward his opponent, bringing his sword up in a deflecting position high up on the shaft of the spear. The short arc that section of the weapon traveled made it easy to do so.

      Without stopping, Aeden spun in a circle and struck his opponent’s midsection hard. The larger boy didn’t even have time to bend over fully before Aeden brought his sword around to strike the arm holding the spear. If the loud crack was any indication, he’d broken that arm. The spear clattered to the hardened dirt.

      Still moving in a flowing arc, Aeden struck the bigger boy hard in the face with the pommel of his sword, causing Donagh’s head to snap back. Another tight circle with the sword and he struck down on the collarbone on Donagh’s left side. There was a popping sound.

      His opponent was defeated and there was no honor in damaging him more. Still, level three combat required something more than an assumption that the foe could no longer fight.

      Donagh staggered to his feet, one arm hugged to his chest and the other hanging useless with a broken bone. He was a pathetic mess.

      Aeden stepped back half a step and whirled his sword around and back at his opponent. He delivered four short but blurringly fast strikes. Downward diagonal strike to the side of the neck, horizontal slash to the other side of the neck, a savage lunge to just below the sternum, and a final, downward vertical slice on the top of the foe’s head. All of them barely grazed his opponent, causing no damage but making it clear that, even with a wooden weapon, he could have killed the bigger boy.

      Wanting to end the bout, Aeden spun, throwing his foot out and whipping it across his opponent’s face, causing the bigger boy to fall like a tree to the ground, unconscious.

      Aeden looked at the other boy for a moment, then shifted his eyes to his father. Sartan was nodding, as was his mother.

      Master Tuach walked toward Aeden, a grim look on his face.

      “You have won, Aeden,” he said, “but do you want to explain why you spared him the strikes at the end?”

      “He was beaten,” Aeden said simply. “There is no honor in crippling him. We may need him to fight for the clan one day.”

      The master narrowed his eyes and looked deeply into Aeden’s, then he sighed. “Very well. Get back in line.”

      Aeden did as he was told and slipped back into line with the others. A few of the boys nodded or patted his shoulder as he went by, but most of them were too nervous to do anything but look toward Master Tuach, hoping their name would not be called next.

      “That was fantastic!” Greimich said and he slapped Aeden on the back. “It will be a while until he heals. We won’t have to worry about him lording it over us and threatening us for a time.”

      Aeden allowed himself to smile. He and Greimich had been selected to be training partners, Braitharlan. The term meant, literally, “blade brothers.” They trained, fought, ate, and did everything else together. Their bunks were even side-by-side. In the team combat and games of skill, they were always teammates. It was nice to have someone to rely on.

      The boys turned their attention to the two new combatants that had been called by Master Tuach. Not all the trainees fought in the level three matches. There would only be two or three more bouts. The clan could not afford to injure or cripple too many of their students so early in training.

      Aeden watched them as they fought, his mind recording their movements, their habits, their responses. He might have to fight them one day, and seeing them like this was invaluable. He noticed Greimich doing the same thing and he smiled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      The training regimen for Croagh boys—and to a lesser extent the girls—was brutal. Physical training, combat training, survival training, instruction in strategy and tactics, and other things that would be needed to carry on the reputation of the finest warriors in Dizhelim, they had it all, every day from their fifth birthday until their testing at the age of fourteen.

      Aeden thrived in the regimented lifestyle, and he excelled in every facet of the curriculum. His keen mind learned things quickly and could analyze and problem-solve in an instant. His physical abilities were second to none in his class as well, allowing him to sit at the head of the class, the second-ranked boy and first-ranked girl far below him.

      The months passed and he and Greimich became as close as brothers, relying on each other and supporting each other in everything they did. Because of Aeden’s influence, the other boy moved up the ranks as they trained and sparred together. Eventually, his friend was in second place among all the others being trained. It was good. Aeden was proud of Greimich. He saw similar situations with the other pairs who had bonded.

      “It is time,” Master Tuach said. “Tomorrow will be your level four combat. You will fight with all your strength and skill, holding nothing back. You will be using practice weapons, but otherwise, you will treat it like real combat. You will strike your opponent mercilessly and give no quarter.

      “Do not hesitate in this.” The master looked each of the students in the eye. There were twenty-six of them, two classes at different stages put together for the level four bouts. “You will treat your opponent as if he or she is an enemy and trying to kill you because it is true. Go and take the afternoon off. Visit your families, prepare your mind and body, rest. Tomorrow, some of you may die. Dismissed.”

      Aeden looked at Greimich. His friend looked back at him.

      “Level four,” Greimich said. “In the last class, two of the students died and one other was crippled.”

      Aeden’s eyes met those of his friend, but he said nothing.

      “I sure hope you get Donagh again. He deserves to be hurt. It didn’t take him long after he healed to start bullying the others as he used to. He’s had months to get back into shape, and his attitude is just as it was.” Greimich laughed. “Well, almost. I notice he doesn’t say anything to you anymore.”

      “No,” Aeden agreed and chuckled.

      “I’m going to go and see my family. I should be able to survive tomorrow. I’m second in the class in combat behind you. Still, I better go and see them.”

      “Me too,” Aeden said. The boys clasped forearms. “I will see you later, after dinner.”

      They split up and went their separate ways, Greimich to his family and Aeden to his.

      “Level four combat tomorrow,” Miera said with a frown. “I understand requiring the boys to be willing to follow orders even if they don’t agree with them, but I have never liked level four. Why injure or kill one of our own? We could use every man if one of the other clans—or outsiders—attack.”

      “Ah, Miera,” Sartan said, “ever the soft heart.” He pulled her into an embrace and kissed her. “It is a tradition from the first clan that grew from the Cridheargla. It will be fine. Aeden is the best of the class. He will be safe.”

      Miera didn’t say anything, but her face still showed concern. Sartan’s face, too, held reservation. His brow was slightly furrowed and his eyes wouldn’t quite reach Aeden’s. What was going on?

      “Father,” he said. “Is there something we are not being told about tomorrow’s trial?”

      The way Sartan flicked his eyes toward his son and how they opened slightly more told Aeden all he needed to know.

      “Why would you ask such a thing, my son?” the clan chief said. “It is the highest level of combat besides real warfare. Is that not enough for anyone?”

      Miera looked at her hands.

      “Yes,” said Aeden. “I suppose it is. I must get back to my bunk now. I want to be well-rested for tomorrow.”

      The look of relief on both of his parents’ faces when he changed the subject confirmed they were hiding something. Aeden thought he might know what, but he would be patient and wait for tomorrow. Knowing with certainty would do nothing but interrupt his sleep.

      “I love you, Aeden,” Miera said as she swept him into a hug.

      ‘I love you too, Mother. Father.”

      He hugged both of them, suffered through a kiss from his mother, and headed back to his pallet in the barracks where all the trainees were required to live. One thing was sure, he would have to hurt someone tomorrow. He hoped his hunch was wrong.

      Aeden and Greimich woke up at the same time the next morning, neither of them having slept well. They had nearly two hours before they were required to be at the training grounds, so they went to the dining hall and took their time eating breakfast.  The large room was used by all in the village, everyone required to eat at least one meal a day there to keep contact with other clan members. For the most part, the trainees ate every meal there.

      Despite the very early hour, many of the boys and girls in training were already eating their breakfast. It must be normal to feel so nervous about what would happen that sleep eluded them before the level four fights. Aeden didn’t see Donagh, but whether that was because he slept well or because he was too nervous to be seen wasn’t clear.

      It didn’t matter. Aeden had no fear of fighting the other boy. In fact, he would prefer it. The bully had gone right back to his terrorizing ways after he had healed from their last bout. He stayed clear of Aeden himself, but he had obviously not learned a proper attitude. If there was one boy he wouldn’t mind beating senseless, it was that one.

      “How do they pick who we’ll fight?” Greimich asked.

      Several other boys and a girl at nearby tables cocked their heads to listen.

      “I don’t know,” Aeden replied. “I have asked my parents and others and no one will tell me anything. It’s like it’s a big secret or something. I don’t like that.”

      “Aye, me either.”

      They continued eating silently. Greimich looked at Aeden as if to speak a few times, but then apparently changed his mind and took another bite of food.

      When they had eaten as much as was wise considering the first bouts started in just over an hour, Aeden and Greimich left the dining hall and headed toward the training grounds.

      They started, as Aeden always did, with running easily around the area, warming their muscles and gearing up their breathing for the fight. Then, they chose practice weapons, the sword for Aeden and twin sticks for Greimich, and they sparred. They did so slowly at first, but soon moved at almost full speed, attacking, defending, and stalking around the area.

      “Enough,” Greimich called out, crossing his sticks in a salute. “I don’t want to be too tired for the actual fighting.”

      Aeden returned the salute by holding the sword vertically in front of his face. It was good sparring with his friend. The boy had become a fine combatant. He had almost struck Aeden a few times there. Aeden had tapped him with his sword, blows that could have been hard and—if he carried a steel blade—lethal, but it was by no means easy. His body was warmed up, and he was ready for the day’s trials.

      “I know I can take anyone here, except you,” Greimich said, “but I’m still nervous. If I have a bad day and my opponent has a good one, I could be hurt seriously. Or killed. I don’t want that to happen. I’m not a coward, mind you. Pain is part of life. But I wouldn’t want to be crippled before I have a chance to fight real enemies. Do you understand that?”

      “I do,” Aeden said. “I don’t worry about being hurt, but I wouldn’t like to kill one of my own clan, or injure them seriously.”

      The other boy’s eyebrows raised at that. “You are nervous about injuring your opponent?”

      “Yes. Aren’t you?”

      Greimich paused for a long minute, looking at his friend. “No. Master Tuach has told us we must follow orders above all else. If we must hurt our brother or sister to prove our loyalty, it is for the greater good. Right?”

      “As you say,” Aeden said.

      “Gather round,” Master Tuach said, entering the training grounds. “There will be thirteen matches today, so we must get started right away.”

      Aeden and Greimich replaced their weapons on the rack and went to stand with the others as the master motioned to several clan warriors, who moved into position around the crowd of trainees.

      “What you are about to hear you must never repeat to any who have not passed their trials. Violation of this rule carries a penalty of instant death. Do you understand?”

      The boys and girls all nodded. Aeden looked at Greimich, but his friend seemed preoccupied with something else, his face gone ashen. Aeden feared his suspicions were true. He didn’t like that the men surrounded them to prevent any from running. It didn’t bode well.

      “Today’s combat will be level four combat, meaning that the only way a bout will end is if your foe is unconscious, dead, or so severely crippled that he or she cannot possibly rally. Being thrown from the ring will not end that fight. Do you understand this?”

      He looked at each of the trainees to make sure they nodded their affirmation.

      “Good. We will not be drawing your opponent’s names. They have already been determined.”

      As one, all the boys and girls snapped their eyes toward the master. Some even leaned forward. The morning air was silent enough that Aeden could hear Greimich breathing next to him.

      “Combat will be with your training partner, your Braitharlan. Prepare yourselves.”

      Numbness washed over Aeden. It was as he suspected. Still, when the master said the words, they were a surprise to him. He blinked, not moving or making a sound. He heard a noise to his right as one of the boys tried to run out of the grounds. One of the men surrounding them caught the boy and threw him back into the group. There was even weeping from somewhere.

      “Daeann daedos ist,” Aeden spat.

      He turned and saw Greimich looking at him, his face devoid of color. Aeden opened his mouth to speak, but Master Tuach’s voice boomed over anything he would have said.

      “Aeden and Greimich! You two are the top rated and also happen to be paired. You’re up. Choose your weapons.”

      With a final, forlorn look at Aeden, Greimich went to the weapon rack and retrieved the sticks he had just returned. Aeden picked up the training sword he had been using. Both of them trudged toward the center of the training grounds, to the all-too-familiar ring in which they would fight.

      “Let me remind you that this is level four combat,” Tuach said. “You will win or you will be unconscious, seriously injured, or killed. Those are the only options.” He turned toward the other trainees in a loose circle around the combat ring. “You have grown close to your partner, you have become friends, family even. This is a test of your loyalty. You must put the clan first, and the good of the whole clan above individuals. If you cannot sacrifice one, even a loved one, for the good of the clan, you are to be cut off. The clan is all. Any who refuse to fight will face the Daodh Gnath, the Ritual of Death.”

      The master glared at those around him, then nodded. He turned his attention back to Aeden and Greimich. “You are to be the first. Show these others what it means to be a clan warrior. Do not hold back. Fight for your life, for that is what you are truly doing. Begin!”

      Aeden looked at his friend. Greimich looked back at him. Aeden opened his mouth, but Greimich simply shook his head, set his jaw, and attacked.

      The ferocity of the attack surprised Aeden at first, but then it made sense. His friend knew that he could not defeat Aeden in a fair fight, so he would try everything to throw his opponent off-balance. It was a good tactic.

      With a scream, Greimich rushed in, sticks swinging independently, the left coming in with a horizontal strike to the right while the right came down diagonally toward Aeden’s head.

      Aeden lifted his sword hilt up and to the left side of his head, catching the stick and deflecting it downward. In the same motion, he allowed the sword to slide down with the stick until it was on his right side, blocking the other stick. In a blink, he reversed the direction of the sword and sliced downward from right to left, a vicious cut toward Greimich’s exposed neck.

      The other boy jerked both sticks up to block the strike. Barely. Aeden’s swing was so powerful, it battered the sticks against Greimich’s shoulder, forcing him to stumble away, off-balance.

      Aeden lunged and his sword tapped his opponent’s abdomen before a desperate twisting parry with one of the sticks forced the blade away from him.

      Two jabs with the sticks toward Aeden’s face and throat—which he easily deflected with his blade—and three lightning-fast strikes toward Aeden’s head, and Greimich had regained his balance. He tried to move forward, forcing Aeden to give ground, but the clan chief’s son would not yield an inch.

      Instead, Aeden moved a step to his left and transformed a block into a horizontal cut from the left to the midsection. He morphed that motion into another lunge to the belly. He circled his sword to deliver a downward diagonal strike from the upper left, and then quickly changed direction to strike from the upper right down to Greimich’s neck. It all happened in the blink of an eye.

      The other boy batted away or deflected all four blows, but Aeden hadn’t expected any to land. The true purpose of his attack became clear to all as Aeden used the rotation from the last strike to throw his right foot out and sweep Greimich’s left leg.

      Aeden’s friend’s eyes went wide in panic as his leg flew out from under him and he began to fall. As his opponent fell, Aeden continued his spin, brought his left leg out with all the momentum his turning had generated, and connected with a downward spin kick—like an ax chopping wood—right on top of Greimich’s nose.

      The other boy hurtled toward the ground and struck hard, one stick flying from his grasp. He expelled a grunt that sounded like all the air left his lungs.

      This was the tricky part. Aeden followed his opponent to the ground, lunging in once again with his sword. He grunted for emphasis as he drove it into Greimich’s neck, just below the jawbone under his ear. His foe’s eyes rolled up and he went limp.

      Aeden stood there in a lunge, right knee at a perfect square angle, left leg straight behind him, his sword making a clean line with the rest of his body. He didn’t move for two seconds, waiting to see if Greimich would move to get up.

      He didn’t.

      Finally, Aeden straightened, put his sword vertically in a salute to his opponent, turned and saluted Master Tuach, and waited, standing at attention with the back of the sword resting against his arm.

      The crowd was silent. Aeden could hear the labored breaths of some of those close to the training ring. A light breeze caressed his ear. There was a faint sound of retching and liquid splashing, but Aeden couldn’t see who the source of the sound was.

      “Done,” Tuach said, eyeing Aeden with suspicion. “Clear the ring.”

      Aeden dropped his sword and went toward his friend. Though Greimich was bigger than Aeden—by a little bit—the smaller boy picked up his friend and carried him out of the ring. As the spectators moved to allow him to go through, he caught sight of his parents. His mother had a horrified look on her face, almost as if she would cry—though Aeden knew she wouldn’t. His father’s face was impassive, but there was the slightest bit of surprise and maybe a little respect in his eyes. His barely perceptible nod as Aeden passed warmed the boy’s heart.

      His father knew. He knew, and he approved.
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      “What?” Greimich’s eyes snapped open as if he was having a nightmare. “What happened? Oh!” The whites of his eyes showed as his pupils rolled upward. He looked like he was going to be sick.

      “Take it easy,” Aeden told him. “You’re going to be dizzy for a while, maybe sick to your stomach. It couldn’t be helped.”

      Greimich closed his eyes and took a slow breath. “Aeden?” He spoke more slowly this time. “What happened? Did you kill me?”

      Aeden chuckled. “No, but I had to make it look like I did. I just knocked you out. Really far out. It’s been over a day. I was afraid I permanently injured you. It still remains to be seen if you are mentally damaged. More than you already were.”

      “Owww,” Greimich said, putting his palm to his head. “I feel dead. What did you do?”

      “The only thing I could think of on such short notice. You know how the practice swords are. They are heavy and hard, but the point is blunt.”

      “Yeah,” Greimich said.

      “Well, I’ve been looking at some of the old texts. You know, the ones on hand-to-hand combat, the way it used to be done hundreds of years ago?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Well, the other day I found a book about pressure points. There’s one just here,” he pointed to where he had jammed the practice sword. The skin there was brown, yellow, and purple with bruises. “If you strike it correctly, it will instantly make your target unconscious. I kind of jabbed my sword into it. Hard. It’s meant for fingers or a thin rod, but all I had was the sword.”

      “You stabbed me in the neck with your sword?”

      “Yes,” Aeden said, feeling his face go warm. “I sort of had to. I couldn’t think of anything else that would satisfy Master Tuach but didn’t permanently harm you.”

      “Oh. I guess it’s good you read about that pressure point, huh?”

      “I think so. It was either that or hit you so hard I had to chance paralyzing or killing you.”

      Greimich was quiet for a moment. “Thank you, Aeden.”

      “You’re my friend, Greimich, my Braitharlan. Clan or not, you are my friend, closer than family. Rest now. I have to get back to training. I’ll see you when you get out of here.”

      Greimich waved his hand weakly at Aeden and closed his eyes. He was asleep before Aeden had even left the room. Aeden tried not to think about what his friend would have done if their roles had been reversed.

      Three of the trainees received injuries so severe that they would never fight again. Because of the manner in which they were injured, they were afforded some honor and allowed to take jobs they could perform—menial things, mostly—instead of simply being killed ritually in the Daodh Gnath. One girl had refused to fight and was executed. That brought the number of trainees to twenty-two, though nearly half of those were recovering in the healing tents.

      Aeden and Sartan never mentioned what both knew happened, but from what they did speak about, Aeden knew that his father understood what he did and he approved of it. There were no blatant outward signs of this, just a glimmer in his father’s eyes. After Sartan had explained it to his wife, though, she smiled at Aeden every time the subject of the combat came up. She didn’t hide her pride in what her son had done. She even whispered to him once that he had defeated a centuries-old tradition in the most honorable of ways. It was a beginning worthy of a hero story, she said.

      Life became a never-ending cycle of combat, education in other important aspects of clan life, and physical training. Aeden grew stronger and taller and his muscles continued to get larger. He would never be a bulky man, but he was beginning to take on the cast of an agile, supple warrior. He moved like he was dangerous, and he truly was.

      When Aeden was twelve, a group of the clan’s warriors, his father one of them, took him nearly a day’s travel away from their village. When they stopped in a clearing, he was made to strip off his clothes and give them to the men.  They left him with instructions to return to the village in no less than a week’s time. There was no reason to blindfold him or obscure their trail. The test was not of tracking, but of survival in the wild.

      The highlands grew very cold in the winter, and in those months, snow covered the land. Fortunately for Aeden, the trial occurred in mid-summer. Or maybe it was not fortunate. Humidity and heat reigned, and the sun beat down on him relentlessly. Insects swarmed everywhere. Still, it could have been worse.

      His first priority was making a weapon. The warriors left him nothing, not even a knife, so he had to make do with what he found.

      He found what he needed at a nearby river. A hard, brittle piece of flint almost as long as his forearm and some other rocks he could use. It took him the better part of a day, but he crafted a primitive knife by striking the long piece of stone with the other rocks, chipping bits off. When he finished, he held up his handiwork. It was a long, jagged piece of grey rock. It wasn’t much to look at, but its sharp edges made it a fine tool.

      Aeden recited in his head the things he had been taught about survival. Water, shelter, and food were his top priorities. There was plenty of water around, and he found a small clearing near a stream. He selected a site far enough from the water to prevent undue attention. Predators coming to drink would be all too happy if they chanced upon a convenient meal.

      It was long, hard work, but he cut and shaped branches from nearby trees with his new knife to make a lean-to where a tree was crowding a fair-sized pile of rocks. Until he made clothing—maybe he could weave them from some of the vegetation—he would need the windbreak the rock, tree, and his branches would provide. He could cut some of the moss hanging from nearby trees to use as a makeshift blanket, if necessary, but he would see what the nights held for him first.

      Water and shelter taken care of, he concerned himself with food. He foraged for a few hours and found some ostrich ferns, mushrooms, and a few wild onions. Aeden detested onions, but he didn’t have much of a choice. He would eat what he could find.

      Aeden tamped down some of the vegetation in front of his makeshift structure. Then, using his knife, he dug a rough circle and lined it with stones he found near the river. Luckily, he also found other, smaller, pieces of flint. Unluckily, he didn’t have anything made of steel. He put the flint pieces aside in case he could use them later for starting a fire.

      There was some deadwood on the ground amongst the trees, but he had learned a better way to get wood for a fire. Aeden took his knife to a string tree. He couldn’t remember the correct name, but he had always referred to the plant as a string tree. The sharpened stone made short work of it, sawing through the base to sever it from the ground. Once it had fallen, Aeden dragged it to his campsite.

      With some difficulty because of the crude nature of his knife, Aeden sliced the tree open, used a stick as a wedge, and peeled it back, exposing its fibrous insides. He made an incision at the trunk of the plant to free a fiber, then pulled it along the whole length, liberating a thin, tough strand from the plant. Each fiber pulled away from the plant easier than the last one.

      Cut, pull out a length of the thread-like material, set it aside, repeat with the next piece. It took him almost two hours to unravel the plant. When he was done, he had a pile of fibers, each close to six feet long. He began tying them together into a long rope.

      Once he had a section of rope twenty feet long, he attached a heavy stick—about as long as his hand—to one end. He spotted a tree with several dead branches.

      Aeden held the rope a few feet from the stick at the end and swung it around in a circle. The woom, woom, woom was pleasant to his ears, almost hypnotic. A smile flickered onto his face as he let the rope slide through his fingers, launching the stick toward the dead branches.

      His aim was true. The rope slapped the dried wood and, because of the weight of the stick, wrapped itself around the branch. Aeden picked up another stick and wrapped the rope around it at just above head height. With a quick, strong movement, he jerked the rope downward with his handle. The branch made a satisfying crack as a large section of it broke off and crashed to the ground a few feet away from him.

      He unwrapped his rope from the firewood and started the process over again. Between the branches he pulled down and the ones he found on the ground, he soon had enough firewood to last him for at least a full day, maybe two. He coiled up his rope and hauled his tinder back to camp.

      Aeden broke the larger branches into sizes that would fit in his fire pit. He found some dry moss, small twigs, and dead leaves to use as kindling. All that was left was making the fire. He wished he could do it like heroes in the stories he liked to hear. They had magic and could snap their fingers and will fire into being.

      He would have to do it in a more mundane fashion.

      Aeden tied small sticks to either end of a short length of his fiber rope. He found a suitable twig, about as thick as his thumb and a foot long. Finally, he picked out a chunk of hardwood he had found lying near a tree that had been struck by lightning. It was as big as both of his outstretched hands together and as thick as his fist.

      Into this, he carved a small notch with his knife, approximately the same thickness as the stick he would use. He put the bowl—that’s what he would call the chunk of wood—in his fire pit and sat down in front of it. Wrapping the rope around the shaft of his stick and putting the end of it in the notch on his bowl, he was ready.

      It took him a few minutes to figure out how to keep the stick vertical; he had always done this with a helper in the past. He settled on sitting in front of the bowl, his feet together above the bowl, holding the stick upright, and either hand holding the handles on the rope. He packed kindling around the notch on the bowl and started pulling on the rope ends, turning the stick rapidly.

      It only took a few minutes for his consistent turning of the stick in the notch to get hot and start to smoke. When red embers appeared in the smoke, Aeden smiled. He blew gently on the smoldering moss, and a tiny flame came to life. He patiently fed more fuel to the fledgling fire until it was big enough to dump into the pit without going out. The bowl he removed for later use. In a few more minutes, he had a cheerful fire burning.

      The nights weren’t too cold that time of year, but the warmth of the fire felt good on his naked skin. Satisfied with his day’s work, Aeden nibbled on some roots he’d found, stared into the flame, and wondered about the next day.
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      Aeden’s first morning dawned as most did in the highlands, with a cool mist that burned off as the sun cleared the horizon. The coolness would give way to the heat of the day, he knew. With nothing but time until he could go back toward the village, his thoughts turned to better ways to get food, and then to exploration.

      First, he created snares from saplings and the rope of plant fiber he had harvested. He set up a handful of them where he saw slight depressions in the underbrush, lower than undisturbed foliage that would have been pushed aside by large creatures. He knew these to be runs for smaller animals. The ones close to camp he made so they would kill the rabbits or rodents they captured. The ones a little farther away he built so they would merely trap the creature and not kill it. He would make a habit of checking them daily and resetting them if necessary, but he didn’t want his game spoiling before he got a chance to dress it.

      There were predators in the highlands—bears, highland cats, and worse—and he did not feel adequately armed with his one stone knife. Aeden found a long, straight branch on a nearby oak tree, stripped it of bark, and smoothed it with his knife first, a handful of rough pebbles next, and finally handfuls of sand until it was smooth, straight, and about six feet long. Then he securely fastened his knife to the end with the plant fiber to make a spear. If predators came calling, he would want to keep his distance while killing them.

      Propping his spear up next to his shelter, he set about making another knife out of a large piece of volcanic glass he had found. He thought it was obsidian, and he shaped it the same way he had the other, by holding it in a handful of leaves to keep from cutting himself and knapping it with stones. When it was done, its two sharp edges were even sharper than his first knife. He rigged up a sheath for it with the plant fiber and some flexible bark he stripped off a nearby tree.

      Checking his snares, he was happy to discover that one of them had caught a lean, stringy rabbit. It was one of the close traps, so the animal was dead. Parasitic bugs had not yet infested it, and he hurriedly skinned it.

      Aeden made an incision in its belly and pulled out its entrails. He threw them in the river to be washed downstream so they wouldn’t attract scavengers to his camp. Using two sticks he had sharpened with his knife, he put the rabbit over his fire and let it cook while he scraped the flesh from its pelt and washed it in the stream. By the time the meat was cooked, he had formed the skin into a new sheath for his knife by wrapping it around the blade and then winding the fiber rope around it over and over again. He set it on a rock in the full sun to dry.

      After eating all the meat he could pick from the rabbit’s bones, he set out with his spear to survey his surroundings. He would choose a different direction each day so he would get a good overall picture of the land for seven or eight miles each way.

      That first day was uneventful. He found two more snared animals, another rabbit and a squirrel. He killed them, tied some of the rope he brought with him to them for easier carrying, and reset the traps. He also found a section of a fallen tree that had broken off. It contained a hollow within that would serve nicely as a bowl or tub for bringing water from the stream to his camp.

      The first day, he traveled generally north, based on the movement of the sun. The land was consistent with that of his camp, forested, but not heavily, with slopes and dips. He crossed two streams as he explored. Water was plentiful, but it was the dry season so he saw no sign of rain all day.

      Aeden was still naked. He had thought off and on about clothes. He could weave some with the plant fiber, drape larger leaves over him, or save the pelts from his food to eventually sew them—he would have to make needles and slice the fibers thinner for that to work—into some kind of garment. It wasn’t crucial because even at night, the temperature didn’t reach freezing. Still, it would be nice to be able to keep the bugs off him. His skin was covered in bites. As he ate his dinner of roasted meat with foraged roots and vegetables, he thought about what else he needed to do. The ordeal hadn’t been tough at all, and he was almost two full days into it. Maybe it wasn’t worth making clothes for only a few days’ use.

      His exploration of the surrounding area revealed more landscape similar to where his camp was. He continued to find wild vegetables to eat—onions, leeks, parsnip, and some tubers—and snared more rabbits, but there was nothing new until the fourth day of his trial, when he traveled to the northeast to explore.

      To the northeast of his camp, he found a bog and stepped into it to test the footing. His foot sank into the marshy ground with a slurping sound, and he pulled it back out despite its best efforts to keep him there. There would be no going through that.

      He skirted it, finding the swamp much larger than it appeared. He could see standing water a few dozen feet into the bog, but it was too hard to tell if it ended within his sight or went on for miles because the thick, muddy water looked much the same as more solid patches of ground. After more than an hour of walking along its edge, he decided it would be better to go back to camp.

      He had only traveled a half mile when he sensed something watching him.

      Aeden looked around discreetly. He didn’t want to tip off whatever—or whoever—was stalking him. He didn’t see anything, didn’t hear anything, but the sensation of being under scrutiny would not go away. He hefted his spear, scanned his surroundings one more time without moving his head, and continued on. Hopefully, whatever watched was not so fast that it could reach him before he could bring his spear to bear. He thought maybe the easy part of the trial was over.

      Aeden started off again, heading toward his camp, head swiveling and eyes scanning the landscape. The few trees near the bog thinned into the rolling open spaces of the highlands. That was good. Fewer trees meant less cover for his hunter to hide behind. Then again, it also meant fewer objects for Aeden himself to hide behind when the attack finally came.

      But that was faulty thinking. Was he not a warrior, or at least training to be one? He would face his pursuer and fight it like a clansman. If it was too strong for him, it would pay dearly to take his life. That Aeden swore.

      As he came upon a pile of rocks that looked as if they could have been a structure once, he caught a flash of movement off behind him and to his left. It was just a flicker, approximately the color of the weathered rocks. Not a bear then. Of course. Besides the color, that animal also did not stalk silently; it charged in and overwhelmed its prey.

      Aeden went through what it could be. A man? One of the large highland cats? A deer coincidentally going the same way? If it ended up being something harmless, he would be embarrassed, but better embarrassed than dead.

      As he passed around the rocks, he picked up three stones about half the size of his palm and held them in his left hand.

      Aeden only had a few miles left back to his camp. He saw rocks, clumps of bushes he recognized, even a smudged track he had made when leaving that morning. That made him feel better. The camp was familiar and he knew the terrain well. If he had to fight something, he would have his best advantage there.

      The clatter of a stone coming loose and tumbling down the rock pile made him turn his head.

      A grey-brown body flew right toward him, claws reaching out to shred him.

      Aeden dove at the ground and rolled, coming back up to his feet immediately. The large cat—bigger than he was—landed and turned to face him.

      He was sorry he’d guessed correctly. The highland cats were strong and fast as a striking snake. The warriors in the clan sometimes hunted them, but even with bows and well-made weapons, there were usually injuries. The cats were tenacious, vicious, and didn’t fear anything. He would not be able to injure it and chase it away. When this confrontation was over, one of them would be dead. Aeden aimed for that to be the cat.

      The feline’s back arched, its fur standing up on end. It hissed at him and moved toward him from ten feet away. When it got closer, it lifted its right paw, hooked as if to swipe, claws extended.

      Aeden threw the first rock.

      The stone struck the cat in the forehead, causing it to spit and hiss more loudly and to swipe at him, though he was not in range. Good. The madder it got, the more mindlessly it would attack him. If he couldn’t outfight it, he would have to outthink it.

      Aeden threw the other two rocks, one skipping off its head near the ear and the other one striking it on the shoulder. None of the stones did any damage, but they worked the cat into a frenzy. It was frothing mad now and didn’t wait to see if Aeden had any more projectiles. It leapt at him.

      It was the move Aeden had been waiting for. He dove to the side while bringing the spear up between them, hoping it would skewer the beast using its own momentum.

      The spear betrayed him.

      He scored a shallow cut along its ribs, causing it to shriek in pain and anger, but the spear did not puncture the animal as he had hoped. Aeden landed hard on his side, not able to roll properly with the awkward movement, but the claws had missed him. This time.

      The predator landed on its feet, wheeled, and swiped at Aeden again. He wasn’t able to bring his spear up all the way in time, and four stripes of fire raced across his arm. He swung the butt of the spear around and struck the cat on the top of the head so hard he thought the shaft might break. The cat backed up, looking dazed.

      The arm that was slashed seemed to work still, though pain blossomed and it felt weak. He had to take the opportunity now to finish the confrontation.

      Aeden lunged in with his spear as the cat was shaking its head to clear the dizziness. It swiped at the weapon, but only deflected it slightly. The sharp stone blade pierced the creature just under its front leg, causing it to stumble and screech in pain.

      The warrior-in-training danced back from the next swipe of the claw and swung the spear around in an arc. The blade made a savage slice in the cat’s hind quarters, and the cat lost its footing a second time. It regained its balance and eyed him hatefully.

      The beast’s eyes darted from its opponent to the rocks as if it sensed it could not win outside the range of its claws. It bunched itself and jumped at Aeden to close the distance. It was an awkward leap because of its injuries, but the hurtling body came right at Aeden, claws outstretched and mouth open, white fangs gleaming in the afternoon sun.

      The young Croagh was ready this time. As the cat hurtled through the air toward him, he dropped to his knee, brought the point of the spear up at an angle toward the airborne cat, and pushed upward with all his might.

      The spear blade entered the cat between two of its ribs, and the butt of the weapon slammed into the ground from the cat’s weight. Aeden dove to the side, receiving another swipe of claws to his left shoulder.

      “Cachten!”

      Aeden staggered to his feet. The cat struggled to get up, the spear still stuck in its side. Its weight and the force of its jump pushed the weapon entirely through the beast, several inches of the bloody stone blade protruding from its back. It panted, its eyes wild, its nostrils flaring as it tried to come to grips with its situation.

      Aeden went to it and, grasping the spear haft firmly, yanked it out. The cat screamed as the jagged stone blade ripped free. The beast lay there, breathing heavily, trying to get enough air into its lungs, but failing. Its eyes met Aeden’s and held them. The boy nodded.

      He held his spear up in front of him, perfectly vertical, a salute to an honorable foe. Then he drove the spear into the cat’s brain, their eyes locked the entire time.
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      Aeden was bleeding and felt as if all his strength had fled after his combat with the cat. He found an elephant plant nearby and plucked some of the large leaves to stick to his wounds to help clot the blood. He would dress them properly when he got back to his camp, but did not dare spend the time yet. The sun would be going down and he didn’t want to leave his kill to the scavengers.

      The cat weighed more than he did, but he was able to shoulder it, the stress on his injured shoulder and arm making him yelp. He picked up his spear, which he had leaned next to a nearby rock, and started the long trudge back to camp. It was less than two miles, but it took him over two hours.

      When he finally caught sight of his camp, Aeden thought he would cry out of happiness. He threw the lifeless cat to the ground halfway between the fire pit and the river, and went to the water to clean himself off.

      After cleaning the blood off his wounds, he was glad to find they didn’t seem deep enough to cause any permanent damage. He would have to take care against infection and it would take time for him to heal completely, but he thought he would survive. He had to survive.

      That seen to, he turned toward his kill. And sighed. It was going to take a lot of work. With no other alternative, he got to it.

      First was the skinning. Tying part of the rope he made to the back legs, he hoisted the carcass up onto a tree branch so it was hanging with the head down. He made a long slit down the body of the cat with his knife, using the spear hole as a starting point. Then he peeled the skin off the flesh, scraping the ligaments from the skin to allow it to separate as he removed it.

      Aeden soon had a whole hide in a bundle off to the side. This he put into his water bowl, full of water and ashes from the fire to make a murky solution. He agitated the skin and placed rocks on top of it to hold it underneath the liquid to soak.

      He opened up the belly of the flayed beast and took out the entrails. The intestines he wrapped in large leaves and set them to the side for later use. The others he threw into the river and watched as they washed downstream. The ground beneath the hanging body was soaked with blood. Aeden was glad it wasn’t too near his camp. It would start to smell in a few hours.

      Next was the meat. Aeden sliced off thick slabs of muscle from the cat. Hunting must have been good for the predator. There was plenty of flesh to cut off. As he cut them, Aeden skewered the pieces on sticks he had cut and sharpened. These he laid in more elephant plant leaves.

      The entire process took several hours, and he only stopped to start a fire in a hastily-dug pit. The sun went down and it started to get cooler as he finished. Aeden’s stomach growled, and he realized he had not eaten for most of the day.

      Carrying the meat to camp wasn’t too difficult. The rest of the carcass and the hide he left where they were. He would deal with that the next day. As for the intestines, he wrapped them up tightly in several large leaves, tied a bit of rope to them, and hung them from a tree, out of reach of scavengers.

      Before going back to camp, he removed one of the cat’s shoulder blades and added it to his load.

      Rather than starting a fire from scratch, Aeden took a burning stick from the fire he had made in his skinning area and used it to make one in his camp fire pit. Soon, the meat was cooking over it, grease popping as it dripped into the flames. Aeden took some of the leaves he had gathered, made proper poultices of feverbane and scarlet bush stalks on two large elephant plant leaves, and tied them in place on his arm and shoulder. While the meat cooked, he scraped the shoulder blade clean of tissue and then rubbed it across a rough, flat rock to sharpen the curved side.

      He ate as much of the meat as he could, and then wrapped the remainder in some of the large leaves and tied them up to a tree branch also. After being sedentary for so long, his muscles and wounds had stiffened, so traveling to the river to drink was an ordeal. He did it, though, and drank his fill before going back to camp to sleep. As soon as he laid his head down in his shelter, spear by his side and knife in his hand, he fell into unconsciousness.

      When Aeden awoke, he could hardly move. His entire body was sore from combat the day before, and his wounds were laced with fire. He felt his own forehead, as if he would know if he had a fever from infection, but could tell nothing from it.

      Some animals had been in his camp the night before, no doubt smelling the meat and wanting some of it. It was still tied up, but there were footprints everywhere—most from rodents, but one that could have been a fox and one some type of dog—and the few items lying around had been moved. When he checked the carcass, it was the same thing. Some animals had even rifled through the skins, but didn’t try to eat them. They must not have been starving, then. The carcass and the hanging intestines were still right where he had left them, though there were marks on the cat’s body of something chewing what tissue was left there.

      Aeden moved slowly so that he did not tear open his wounds and pulled the skins from the bath he had been soaking them in. The water in which the cat’s pelt had been soaking was grey and smelled of rancid meat, musty fur, and a hint of smoke. He emptied it into the river and refilled the bucket to rinse the skins off.

      Spreading the hide on a nearby rock, Aeden started to scrape, using the cat’s sharpened shoulder blade. The bits of flesh still on the skin came off fairly easily after having soaked overnight. When he was done, he added the ash from last night’s fire to the bucket, swirled it around with a stick, and put the skin back into the liquid. He replaced the rocks on the skin to hold it under the solution.

      Aeden’s meals for the day were the leftover meat from his previous day’s kill, cooked again over the fire until it was almost burnt. Better to eat charred meat than to get sick, his instructors had told him. He drank plenty of water during the day, ate some of the vegetables and roots he had foraged and stored, and changed the poultice on his gashes. They were sore and oozed blood—how he wished he had needle and thread to sew them up properly—but they did not seem to be getting infected.

      Toward the afternoon, he felt up to gathering more herbs and checking the closest snares. He found two more rabbits that had fallen prey to his traps, so he brought those back to camp, dressed them, and saved the pelts. He had scraped clean the large skin from the cat and staked it to stretch it out so it could dry.

      Another day had passed, the fifth since he had been left out in the wilderness. He only had a day and a half left. If he could avoid calamity until then, he would survive.

      The next day when he awoke, the wound in his shoulder had puffed up, and red streaks led from the cuts toward the center of his chest. When he tried to stand up, his head spun and his knees buckled beneath him. He knew what that meant.

      Aeden had two choices. He could abandon his trial and head back to the village, or he could try to wrestle the fever and the infection himself, using the limited herb lore he had been taught.

      If he went back to the village, he could make it there in less than a day, even weakened to the point of crawling halfway. Failure in the Trial of Survival did not carry a death sentence like some of the other trials did, but if he failed it, he would never be a warrior of the clan. He could learn a trade or do menial work, but he would always be looked upon as lowly. He would shame his father and his family. Dying would be better.

      Aeden took the cat skin he had been working on, now dried and stiff. He finally took down the intestines he had hung days before. Slicing them open, he scooped out the reeking gelatinous mass within and started to rub it over the hide, working it in so that the oily material soaked into the leather. He had to take breaks in between rubbings, feeling like he would pass out from the exertion and the stench of the jelly, but in a few hours, he had done enough that the skin was pliable and soft, though the smell of it still made him gag.

      Twice during the time he worked on the hide, he felt fire rising up in him, so strong it seemed it would burn the flesh off his bones. He staggered to the river, to a swirling pool made by several large rocks blocking the main flow, and lowered himself into it up to his neck. Even then, it felt as if the water would boil from the heat he was generating. Once, his body also grew as cold as ice, his teeth chattering and his hands shaking as he worked on the hide. He moved closer to his fire—burning in the daylight to provide heat for him—but the chill would not leave him until the next episode of fire. So the day passed.

      He dosed himself with the ground leaves of scarlet bush, chewing on willow bark in between to dull the pain and fight the fever. And, of course, he cleaned the infected wound often, lancing it with the tip of his knife, draining it of the grey-brown pus that accumulated.

      By the time night had fallen, he had drunk water until he felt he would burst, nibbled on a few roots—the only thing he could get into his stomach without bringing it back up—and went to sleep by the fire, his new animal skin wrapped tightly around him. He barely slept, waking up too cold or too hot, not sure where he was, or even who he was at times.

      His last day dawned, finally time to go back to the village. The fever was still with him, but seemed to be in a lull. He was light-headed still but could think a bit more clearly than he had the day before. As he shuffled around to forage more medicinal herbs—if only he could find one of the rare areas where ginger root grew—he cut all the snares he had set. There was no use in catching prey for other predators to eat.

      Leaning on his spear, his knife strapped to his leg and what remained of his rope tied into one long coil wrapped across his shoulders, Aeden took one last look at his camp and headed off.

      He had his pelt wrapped around him as he left, but removed it and replaced it as his journey went on. Every hour or so, he would stop, chew more of the roots he had brought with him, and try to gain enough strength to continue.

      It was mid-afternoon when he first realized he was lost. He knew the area around the village, should have been able to find it in the dark without trouble, yet nothing looked familiar to him. In fact, when he raised his hand to wipe the sweat from his eyes, his own arm looked foreign. He stopped at a small pool from the last rain and drank, splashing water on his face to cool himself.

      Before he got more than a few swallows down, ice ran up his back, and he had to pull his hide tight to fight it. He clenched his jaw to keep his teeth from clacking against each other and hugged himself as best he could with his injuries. All he could do was wait for it to pass.

      It did, finally. In a flash of lucidity, he recognized the rise of a nearby hill, three rocks perched on its top like sentinels. He could use those as a landmark to steer himself toward his home. It was only a few more miles, and if he hurried, he could get there before dark.

      He had to. He would not survive another night.

      Aeden propped his spear on the ground, levered himself up, and began shambling toward where he knew the village lay. It was a race, truly. He had to make it back. It would be less than half a day beyond the week he was to stay out, but still long enough to succeed. With a grim determination, he set his jaw, aching from clenching it during his last attack of chills, and moved forward at the fastest pace he could set.

      The sun was going down as he noticed several familiar things on the landscape around him. Through the fog in his brain, he groped for what it meant. Yes, home. It meant he would be home soon. Just a short distance.

      Howls echoed against the rolling hills pressing in on him. Aeden’s stomach felt as if it was full of stones, and a chill that had nothing to do with the fever gripped him. He could not be caught out in the open wilderness like this, not in the condition he was in. He willed his feet to move faster.

      One of his feet somehow missed the ground and he found himself sprawled out in the long grass, his spear at an awkward angle beneath him. He lay there, panting, for a time. He was exhausted and weak, the fever almost overtaking him. He told his arms to move, his legs, any part of his body that would help him get up. They all ignored him.

      Would it be so bad to lie there for a time? He could go to sleep and then he wouldn’t feel the pain anymore. Yes, just a little nap. It would be fine.

      The howls grew louder, startling him. He blinked his eyes rapidly, trying to focus in the dimming light. His head ached. Every muscle in his body screamed at him, his wounds even more loudly. Above it all, one thought burst through. If you do not get up the hill and to the village, you will die. You will shame your father and your clan.

      Aeden took two deep, shuddering breaths and heaved himself into motion.

      One arm, then the other, then the first leg and the second, he prepared his body to crawl. Inch by inch, he dragged his tired limbs across the vegetation. Inch by inch, he went up the hill, the howls of the beasts chasing him. They had caught his scent. It wouldn’t be long.

      Aeden was surprised to find himself on the top of the hill. With a superhuman effort, he planted the butt of his spear on the ground and then climbed up it, pulling himself to his feet. He felt the wound in his shoulder tear open again, but ignored it. He could see smoke from the village, the outline of some of the buildings in the dusk. He would make it. It was less than a mile distant.

      Howls and yips assaulted him and he turned his head so quickly, it threatened to make him fall down as the world spun crazily. Several dark shapes broke through the brush, at least half a dozen, and they were coming right for him.

      Highland hounds, or as everyone called them, leapers. They were scavengers and opportunists, quick and agile, hopping about in their random fashion when attacking. One or two would normally not be a problem—they were cowardly when confronted with strength—but even if he were well, a handful of them would be dangerous. In his condition, even one could kill him. He had to escape, get back to the village.

      Aeden tried to take a step toward his home, but his foot found a depression, and he pitched forward. Everything spun until it was a blur, and the ground came up to strike him over and over again. His head, his shoulders, arms, legs, it was like someone was running around his body and beating him. When he stopped moving, he tried to lift his head and the dizziness caused him to throw up everything he had eaten that day. Fortunately, it wasn’t much.

      He was surprised to find the spear still in his hand, as well as his knife still in the makeshift sheath and tied to his leg. As he looked toward his home, so close but still too far away and glanced up at the beasts coming down the hill at him, he found tears in his eyes. So close. He had been so close.

      Wiping the moisture from his face with the back of his hand and, realizing that his injured arm was dripping blood from the reopened wound, he planted his spear on the ground and heaved himself upright. He was of the Croagh Aet Brech and he would die as a warrior should, standing on his feet with a weapon in his hands, not as a crying boy.

      Aeden turned to the creatures coming at him. He counted them more accurately this time. Eight. Drawing his knife and holding the spear midway up the shaft with his other hand, he prepared to die, but to die with valor.
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      Aeden planted his feet as solidly as he could, but he still swayed slightly. The leading creature would reach him in seconds, and as he prepared to die, he thought of his mother and father. He hoped they would be proud of him, fighting to his very last breath. It was all he could hope for.

      The first of the leapers came within ten feet of him and jumped. As it almost reached him, it let out a wild screech, unlike the earlier howls. It seemed to be one of pain. Aeden was able to dodge the hurtling beast. Mostly. As he twisted to avoid it, slashing out with his knife, it caught him on his good shoulder and spun him around, almost knocking him to the ground. Only by using the spear against the ground to keep his balance was he able to stay upright.

      His attacker didn’t get back up to attack him. Aeden stared at it, his slowed mind wondering what was going on.

      Then he saw it. The animal had an arrow protruding from its head. Aeden realized that the other attackers had not reached him either, though they were within a few feet of the lead creature. He scanned the hill in front of him.

      Three of the beasts had been struck by arrows and were either dead or dying. The others had peeled off to the sides and were running away. Behind him, Aeden heard the yells of people. Warriors. Clansmen.

      “We canna help you make it to the village, lad,” a familiar voice said. “You have to do that on your own. We are just chasing the beasties away from our homes, that’s all. We are not helping you.”

      Aeden turned slowly and saw five men just feet away from him, but he had eyes for only one. His father stood foremost, a bow in his hand and a quiver of arrows belted to his waist.

      “Go now, lad,” he said. “Finish your trial so we can patch up your wounds. Go.” He pointed his bow to the homes, lights shining in the rapidly approaching darkness.

      Aeden went.

      Using his spear as a crutch, Aeden hobbled toward his home, trying to look strong and able, but knowing he made a pitiful sight. As he stumbled nearer the buildings, he saw his mother wringing her hands and waiting for him, her eyes wide and liquid. She motioned him forward, dancing on the balls of her feet.

      Aeden went deep inside of himself, trying to burst through the fog in his mind, trying to squeeze out one last bit of energy. He finally set his foot in the area between two of the buildings—a home and the village meeting hall—and then he was falling. The blackness overtook him, and he didn’t know anything after that.

      Aeden’s eyelids fluttered open and he looked around. His stomach lurched violently. He brought his hand up to cradle his head, and the sharp pain stabbing through his shoulder reminded him he was injured.

      “Careful, Aeden,” his mother’s voice chided, “your fever is mostly gone, but you are not healed yet.”

      “Mother?”

      Her face came into view above him. She was beautiful, even more so at that moment. He thought about how all boys thought their mothers were beautiful, but he knew it was the truth because he had heard everyone, from his father to other men and women, even some of the boys, say it. Her wash of red hair fell down, almost brushing his forehead as she leaned over him, shading her face and giving her an angelic quality.

      “Yes,” she said. “You had to make a dramatic entrance, did you now?” She chuckled at him and he smiled.

      “I don’t like to do things the easy way. You know how stubborn I am.”

      “Aye, just like your father. Codaghan, god of war, help all who have to deal with the two of you.”

      “What’s that you’re saying,” his father’s voice said from the doorway of the room. “Are you blaming me for something else again?”

      “No, dear,” Miera said, rolling her eyes so that only Aeden could see them. “We were just talking about stubborn animals.”

      “Ah, I see then.” Sartan turned his gaze from Miera to Aeden. “And how are you feeling, lad? You’re a bit torn up. I can’t wait to hear the tale of how it happened.”

      “Oh, Sar, leave him be. Let the boy heal a bit before you go demanding stories of him.”

      “I must have tripped and fallen down,” Aeden said, smirking at his father. His head still felt like it was full of rocks and jolts of pain shot through him with every movement, but he would heal, and that made his mood better than it should have been. “I’m clumsy that way, always bruising myself for no reason.”

      “Ha!” His father’s laugh boomed. “Clumsy. Aye, that must be it. You tripped and fell, tore open your shoulder and your arm, then rolled around in the dirt until they became infected. I’m sure it happened exactly that way.”

      “Okay,” Miera said, “enough of your japes. Aeden, you must eat some broth and then sleep again. Tomorrow, the fever and infection should be gone all the way and then you can joke with your father and tell him the tall tale of your exploits. For now, Eimhir has charged me with keeping you undisturbed while she tends to the others, and I take my responsibilities seriously. Begone with you, Sartan. Tomorrow is soon enough for your prodding.”

      “Ach, woman,” Aeden’s father said. “If I didn’t love you so fiercely, you would sorely try my nerves.” He leaned over and kissed her gently on the mouth, swiped a stray lock of hair off Aeden’s forehead, and turned to leave. “You make me proud, boy, truly you do,” he said as he left.

      Aeden found his eyes filling with tears, and he was glad his father had already passed through the doorway.

      “Aww,” his mother said. “He loves you dearly, as do I.” She kissed his forehead and put a cup to his mouth for him to drink. He was soon asleep again.

      When Aeden had rested and was thinking clearly, he told his father of his trial. The clan chief nodded as he listened, eyes widening at the account of the battle with the highland cat. He smiled that his son had remembered not only the healing herbs that undoubtedly saved his life, but also how to dress the hide of the beast he killed to provide himself clothing. He also commended Aeden on the right choices, first staying in camp to try to treat his fever so he wouldn’t return early to the village, and also for leaving when he did.

      It was a close call. Eimhir, the healer, said that if he had been a few hours longer, the fever would have taken him and he would have gone unconscious, then slipped into death. The others sitting around Aeden’s bed listening to the tale, several warrior men, a female clan warrior, and Miera, were astounded at the ordeal.

      “We try to pick locations where there are no major predators,” Dor, one of the clan warriors and father to another of the trainees, said. “The trial should be more about foraging and hunting small game than a life-or-death struggle against powerful adversaries. You did fine, though, Aeden. Better than fine. You survived where it is doubtful any of the others could have.”

      “True,” Sartan said. “We lost three to the trials this year. One became lost and starved. One was attacked by a few of the leapers. The last was stung by prickle flies and was allergic. Two others came back early—including Donagh, and so will not continue in their training.”

      “What of Greimich?” Aeden asked.

      “He passed,” Sartan answered. “He met no dangerous animals and was able to catch enough fish that he actually gained a little weight during the week. He has been asking about you. We will let him stop by later today so you can tell each other all about it.”

      Aeden let out a breath, not realizing he had been holding it. His friend was safe. That was good.
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      The time of the Trial of Combat was upon them. Aeden was thirteen years old and nearly a year had passed since the Trial of Survival. He had grown, taller and heavier than before. Most of the additional weight was muscle. He would still never be bulky, but he looked less skinny than before. Sleeker, more developed. His abilities had grown, too, with his training.

      The Trial was designed for each trainee individually to challenge them, but not make it impossible to succeed. For some, it was to fight the one just above them in the combat rankings. For Aeden, it was to fight four of the trainees in the upper middle of the rankings. More, his opponents would have weapons and he would not.

      “Four?” Greimich said to Aeden after the announcements were made. “I don’t think anyone has ever had to face four in the Trial.”

      “There was one,” Aeden said, “maybe twenty years ago. My father.”

      “Oh.”

      “But he was allowed to choose a weapon. He told me he has never heard of four against one, with the one unarmed. I’m just lucky, I guess.”

      “Yeah,” Greimich said. “Lucky.”

      “You know how this works,” Master Tuach said. “This is level three combat, so you do not have to try to permanently harm your opponents. If that is the only way to succeed, then it will be on your conscience if you decide to take the more violent approach. Know that we will judge your honor as well as your fighting ability.”

      The combatants nodded. It was still early on the first day, and those who would be fighting Aeden would have their own Trials the next day so they could have adequate time to rest in between.

      Aeden looked at his opponents. They seemed to be as nervous as he felt, fidgeting, eyes darting. Their lives were not on the line, of course, because they were only the tools to test him. Their own Trials were the ones that mattered.

      He didn’t like it that his Trial was the first on the first day. He would rather watch a few other bouts before fighting, but it would probably be better to get it over with. This way, he would succeed or fail, and then he would be done and able to enjoy watching the others. If he succeeded. If he failed, he could still watch the others, but he doubted he’d enjoy it.

      Aeden squared off with his four opponents in the center of the training ring. He was familiar with their fighting styles—as they were with his—because they had seen each other fight for years at that point. All the smarter fighters paid close attention to the others’ bouts. These four were in the top third of the class; they were smart as well as skilled.

      Carbry was tallest of them, thick and strong and weighing more than Aeden’s other three opponents. He held a great war hammer, its head made of hollow hardwood so it would not crush bones as the real weapon would.

      Next to him was Cinaed, his long red hair rippling in the wind. His weapon of choice was a spear, which resembled his thin, straight body. Morag, the only girl of the quartet, was almost as big as Carbry, and she could wield the greatsword leaning against her as well as any of the boy trainees. She nodded to Aeden, her black hair falling into her face.

      Finally, there was Ruadh, his hair even brighter red than Cinaed’s, almost orange. He had an average build, not as muscular as Aeden was becoming, but not thin as Cinaed, either. He held a broadsword in one hand, much like the one Aeden usually used. Looking closer, Aeden saw that it was the exact sword he normally used, the telltale chip on the blade just above the hand guard confirming it. Ruadh noticed Aeden’s recognition and smiled.

      Aeden himself was not allowed a weapon, so his first order of business would be to take one from one of the others. They would think he would go for the broadsword, since it was his chosen weapon. That meant he could not. They would have laid a trap for him and he dared not fall into it.

      The combatants saluted each other and turned to Master Tuach to do the same. He started the match as he always did, simply shouting, “Go!”

      The four came at Aeden in a rush, not letting him isolate them. They had been in the same lessons as he and knew he was familiar with how to fight multiple opponents. They coordinated their movements and came in together, or at least as closely as possible without striking each other.

      Carbry swung his great hammer from Aeden’s right side with a speed he could not have achieved with a fully-weighted hammer. At the same time, Cinaed lunged in with the spear to stab Aeden with the wooden point and Morag took a wide swing at him with her sword from Aeden’s left side.

      Aeden batted the spear to the side, contacting the shaft just below the blade with his open hand, and stepped forward. The tock sound his roughened hand made on the wood mingled with the whooshes from the other weapons coming after him. He had stepped inside the range of the hammer and was able to jam Carbry’s arm with his other palm, causing the boy to overextend his arm as his elbow locked painfully. The greatsword was still in motion, coming in for a horizontal cut to Aeden’s head.

      He dipped under the sword and as it passed—the momentum being too great for Morag to turn the trajectory aside in time—and kicked out to strike her hard in the kidney. She cried out and stumbled into Carbry, their limbs tangling for a moment. Aeden caught the movement of the broadsword out of the corner of his eye as he turned, and he was barely able to throw his right shoulder at the ground into a roll. Ruadh’s sword missed him by inches.

      Aeden knew he couldn’t dodge all the weapons for long, so as he came to his feet, he dove toward Cinaed, who had started to bring the spear back around to strike at him. He grabbed the shaft of the weapon, twisted it in Cinaed’s grip, and kicked the other boy in the abdomen so hard his feet left the ground. Cinaed did not let go of the spear, though.

      Locking his arms and using the leverage of his rotating hip, Aeden moved the spear to block another blow from the broadsword; Ruadh had recovered faster than the others because of his lighter weapon. Another kick to Cinaed, this time to the ribs, and another twisting motion, and the spear came free in Aeden’s hands. He spun it and struck its former wielder on the side of the head with the butt of the weapon. Cinaed dropped to the ground instantly.

      Aeden turned, lashing out with the blade of the spear where he knew the broadsword to be. The clashing hardwood thudded, and the shaft vibrated in Aeden’s hands. He leapt back to gauge his opponents.

      The three remaining attackers circled him warily. He had a superior reach with his new weapon, and they would proceed carefully.

      At least, Aeden thought they would. Instead, all three charged him, obviously willing to sacrifice one of their number to defeat him. He flicked the spear left to block the broadsword again, then right to deflect the greatsword. Carbry dashed straight toward him, hammer swinging downward with all his might at Aeden’s head.

      Aeden did all that he could think to do. He flicked the flexible shaft of the spear at Carbry’s neck, first on the left side and then the right. The smack of the wooden blade made the larger boy cough and sputter as if being choked. He dropped the hammer mid-swing and put his hands on his bruised throat. Aeden whirled, striking both of the Carbry’s legs behind the knee, and swept them out from under him. He landed flat on his back, still gasping.

      Aeden’s two opponents looked briefly at each other. He could almost hear their thoughts. He has already taken out two of us and now he has a weapon. A long weapon. He resisted the urge to smile at them. It would not do to become overconfident.

      Morag moved first, charging him with her greatsword, Ruadh only a step behind. Aeden danced to the side, swinging the tip of the spear at the boy. The clack of wood echoed through the training yard as his opponent blocked the strike. Morag was on the other side of the broadsword wielder and could not complete her strike without hitting her ally.

      She turned just in time to see the spear coming straight at her face.

      Aeden had laid his weapon along his shoulders behind his neck and propelled the shaft along the length of his left arm and shoulder, controlling it loosely as it zipped through his left hand. She was not able to get her sword up in time, not able to evade it. The point, though dull, would puncture her eye and blind her permanently.

      Aeden closed his fist on the shaft and stopped it just short of blinding the girl, a hair’s breadth from her pupil. She didn’t have time to fully exhale before he stepped forward while spinning the spear to strike her in the temple with the butt of the weapon. She dropped to the ground bonelessly, just as Cinaed had done seconds before.

      Ruadh, not waiting for Aeden to turn his attention to him, lunged in with his sword, striking Aeden’s left arm hard near the elbow. Lightning shot up and down the arm and Aeden almost dropped his spear. Instead, he shifted his shoulder to move the sword upward, away from his head and face, and connected a perfectly-timed side kick that lifted his opponent off his feet and landed him a few feet away.

      Aeden couldn’t control the spear with his numbed left arm, so he grasped his weapon further up the shaft with his right hand and jabbed at Ruadh. They danced around the center of the ring for the time it took for each to attack four times. Lunge, parry, jab, deflect, slice, evade; they moved so quickly the spectators probably couldn’t follow the blurred weapons.

      Ruadh committed himself to a powerful downward stroke toward Aeden’s head. Bracing the spear under his right arm, Aeden swung inward and slapped the oncoming blade toward his left side. In the same motion, his left foot arced outward in a crescent kick that connected to Ruadh’s cheek, upsetting his balance. A right inward crescent kick followed, staggering him even more, Ruadh’s sword still far to the right of the kicks.

      Aeden left the ground, jumping and spinning to harness the motion he had already built up. His left foot came around so rapidly, the dazed Ruadh couldn’t even focus his eyes on it as it contacted him in the side of the head. The force was enough to nearly flip the boy sideways. He landed in a pile of flaccid limbs outside the ring.

      The clan chief’s son landed on the balls of his feet, balanced with the spear held steady in his right hand, the tip pointing at his opponents and the other end behind his arm, protruding out behind his back. There was no need for his ready stance, though. The others were either unconscious or out of the ring.

      He had passed his Trial.

      Master Tuach shouted “End,” and Aeden rushed to his fallen opponents to make sure they were not seriously injured. They regained consciousness a few minutes later, and though Carbry had difficulty breathing and speaking with his throat so bruised, none of the four would suffer lasting effects of the battle.

      “You did not use maximum force or technique on your opponents,” Tuach said to him as the others were helped or carried out of the ring. “You did not strike first and hardest to eliminate your opponents as quickly as you can, as you have been trained. Is this becoming a habit for you, Aeden?”

      “I didn’t need to,” Aeden answered.

      “If one of them had gotten in a lucky strike, you could have lost. Once committed to battle, we must engage with every bit of ferocity we possess.”

      “Master Tuach,” Aeden said. “I know that is the truth, but this is not real battle. One, or all, of these may someday save my life in a real battle. Why would I want to cripple them now? When the stakes are real, life or death, I will not hesitate. But I will also not cripple or kill my family if it is unnecessary.”

      The master looked at him, searching his eyes, then nodded and put his arm on the boy’s shoulder. “Good. That is good. Just don’t go telling the other lads that. They wouldn’t understand and would use it as an excuse to shirk.”

      “I will keep silent about it,” Aeden said.
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      The trainees who were successful in their Trials of Combat paid a visit to Dubhach, the tattooer. In general, clan warriors each had a few tattoos, some many more than a few. Perhaps the art commemorated important battles or quests, or at times they would indicate something special, and Dubhach was the one to make the designs come to life with needle and ink.

      The tattoos for the successful completion of the Trial of Combat, though, were a sacred thing and had to be applied exactly as they had been for the last thousand years. It was an intricate design, but one that the tattooer could do in his sleep. It took hours of detailed work and was always on the left wrist for all to see. It looked like a continuous band around the wrist, swirls and maddeningly complex curves, but was actually two copies of the same art, one on each side and meeting in the middle.

      “This marking symbolizes that you have passed your Trial of Combat,” Dubhach told Aeden as he finished the tattoo. “There is another that you will receive when you pass your Trial of Magic, but that one is not the work of any such as I. It is applied to your skin magically, a product of the spells the clan chief and the clan elders cast upon you.

      “These two tattoos announce to anyone who knows our ways that you are a warrior of the Tannoch clan and that an attack on you means they attack and insult everyone else in the clan. You are halfway there. Succeed in your Trial of Magic, and you will truly be a warrior of Tannoch.”

      Aeden nodded respectfully to the tattooer and inspected the marking on his wrist. It stung still, would do so for several days according to Dubhach, but it was a beautiful thing to behold. He followed the swirling lines around, trying to see some pattern in it, but he could not. Perhaps it symbolized the ever-flowing and circular nature of life and the world.

      He laughed, thinking that maybe he had been reading too many of the old philosophy books kept in the village safehold. His father always joked with him that he acted twice his real age. Aeden figured the hard training was responsible, causing him to put away boyish things much earlier than he otherwise would have. It was a puzzle for wiser heads than his.

      The boys and girls who did not pass the Trial of Combat to earn their tattoos had one other chance to prove themselves worthy. Once they healed fully from the previous trial, they were allowed to face the Trial again.

      The elders of the clan knew that not everyone would be the best fighter of their peers, so the Trials were designed to push them, to force them to go beyond their normal abilities, to grow as warriors. It was rare that anyone failed the second Trial of Combat. Those who did, however, were cast out of the clan, given a waterskin and a knife and forced to flee. If they were ever found within clan lands after their banishment, they would be killed on the spot. There was no one who received such punishment in Aeden’s class. He was glad of that. He could think of nothing worse than banishment from the clan.

      In addition to continuing their training in survival, combat, and strategy, the trainees began to learn the forms for the clan magic.

      “Tannoch clan magic is blood magic,” Master Solon said, “and so involves life and death. Blood is the surrogate of both. Without it, there is death, with it, there is life. The power of our magic is based upon this premise. Thus is it called the Raibrech, the Bloodfire. It is no small exaggeration to say that it is what makes us of Clan Tannoch.”

      Aeden looked around at the others. They were all rigid, focusing on Master Solon with intensity. He turned his attention back to the man in front of them.

      The warrior was more than sixty years old, but he stood erect and moved like a man much younger. Aeden had seen him sparring, and he was still agile and quick. His long, almost completely grey hair was tied behind his head in a ponytail, a complex piece of jewelry made of interlocking vines and snakes holding it in place. His sharp beak of a nose dominated his face, and several scars crossed his cheeks and forehead. They were reminders of battles with other clans, it was said.

      “You will be learning the forms for the magic, but will be unable to use it until the Trial. By tradition, the quickening happens when you become adults, at fourteen years of age. The elders have cast blocking magic upon you to prevent any from prematurely gaining the ability.

      “You must pay attention to every nuance, every movement and every word of power I teach you. It could be the difference between passing the test and failing. You do not want to fail this test.”

      So began their training and practice in the clan magic. Aeden thought it was fascinating, the mixture of deft hand and arm movements and words in other languages.

      Ruthrin, the common speech shared by most of Dizhelim, was used for conversation in Clan Tannoch. Some spoke in the traditional Croagh language, Chorain, but as time passed, that tongue was being relegated to the past. It saddened Aeden. It was a beautiful language, much more so than Ruthrin. Though a few of the words of power they were learning were Chorain, the vast majority of them were in another ancient language. The “language of magic,” as Master Solon called it, sounded even more impressive than the other two.

      “No, lad,” Master Solon said. “You canna do it like that. Turn your wrist a quarter turn and straighten your back. The magic will not come if you do not channel it correctly. And speak up. You’re barely whispering the words.”

      Aeden did as he was instructed and the master smiled. He had Aeden repeat the movements several times, adding the words of power in a clear, loud voice, and then Solon clapped his hands twice, getting everyone’s attention.

      “Everyone, come here.” The master pulled Aeden toward him so he was standing next to the older man. “I want you to see how the motions and words should be done. Aeden, perform the spell.”

      Aeden did as he was told, just as he had done earlier. Others in the crowd mimicked his motions.

      “Good,” the master said. “Keep practicing.”

      “It’s strange, isn’t it?” Greimich told Aeden later. “We’re told to go through the motions, say the words, do everything we would need to do to cast the spell, but we’re not allowed to call the magic. How can we be sure we have it right if we can’t actually feel the magic?”

      “We have to rely on the master to tell us if we got it right,” Aeden said.

      “But why would they block us that way?” Greimich groused.

      “It’s tradition. Maybe there was a reason in the past. Maybe too many trainees hurt themselves or others with their practice. Can you imagine loose magic flying about the training yard? Someone could burn the village down by accident.”

      “Aye, I see your point. Still, I don’t have to like it.”

      “No,” Aeden said, patting his friend on the shoulder. “You do not. But we have to accept it, don’t we? We have to train, learn what we need to learn, and trust that when the block is removed, we will pass the test. It’s all we can do, is it not?”

      “I suppose.”

      There were sixteen main magics to learn, with another four lesser spells, but the trial would consist of only a few. There were healing spells—not many because the blood magic concerned itself more with causing injury—as well as offensive and defensive magic.

      Some forms even did simple, mundane things. The master demonstrated a few, just to show them there was more to learn after succeeding in their Trials. For the time being, though, he drilled them relentlessly on the handful of forms they needed to master first.

      The time finally came for the Trials of Magic to begin. They had been learning the forms for nearly a year, since just after the Trial of Combat. At fourteen years of age, they were considered adults, though not yet warriors of the clan. Each of the trainees would be individually unblocked by all six elders of the clan, including Aeden’s father, for their test.

      “Before you go to get unblocked and take the Trial,” Sartan Tannoch said, addressing all the trainees, “I want to commend you all on your hard years of training. We took wee lads and lasses and have forged them into warriors deserving of the clan name.

      “After today, you will be free to go to your families and to take part in the day-to-day life of the clan. You will no longer live in the barracks and will no longer have your schedule set for you each day. You will have proved your adulthood and will be seen as such in the eyes of all the clan. After today. For now, you have one more task to complete, one more trial. The Trial of Magic. Let us begin.”

      The Trials were performed in reverse order, the lowest ranked boy in the class all the way up to Aeden, the top of the list. Aeden watched the first few, all successful, but to different degrees. The masters and the elders judged if the use of the magic was sufficient to allow the candidate to pass. While some showed a firm grasp of it in one or two of the required spells, many barely brought the magic up at all. It made Aeden feel better, though he was still nervous.

      Since the trainees were not required to watch, most of them went back to their bunks and rested, only returning when it was their time. After a while, Aeden did the same.

      The crowd sounded different than it had all day. It had the cast of disappointment and surprise, the tone dropping as the sound reached his ears. Aeden left the barracks and went toward the spectators to see what the commotion was about.

      “He failed,” someone said nearby, merely a whisper.

      “Seam didn’t pass the Trial,” another voice said.

      It seemed true. Seam was walking toward the mass of those watching the Trials, head hung low, his step barely a shuffle. The boy looked up at Aeden as he walked and there was pain there in his eyes. Failure. What would happen to him? No one had ever told them. What price did failure bring?

      The rest of the Trials passed without failure, and soon it was Aeden’s turn, the last Trial of the day. He went to the elders who, in unison, made several gestures and spoke unfamiliar words. A warmth settled over him, spread throughout his entire body, and then dissipated.

      Sartan smiled at his son, nodding his encouragement.

      “The last Trial,” Master Solon said. “Aeden, son of Sartan.”

      Aeden strode boldly up to the space in front of the masters and the elders. He did not feel as confident as his posture portrayed. Still, he had practiced the forms, knew all the words. The block was removed. All he need do was bring forth the magic.

      “Perform for us ‘Skinning the Highland Cat,’” Master Solon said, and chuckles rose from the spectators. All of the spells held poetic names such as this, not only to differentiate them from the others, but to remind the user of what the magic did. The pun on his Trial of Survival, a well-known story to all, was humorous to some. But Aeden was too nervous for joking.

      The boy dropped into a deep stance, such as would be used to withstand a charge, and he began to move his arms in the prescribed motions, circular in a counter-clockwise direction, the shifting so the right hand continued in that direction while the left moved clockwise. He clearly enunciated the words of power, “Feann. Cait. Gaidhal,” while facing the training dummy he was to use as a target.

      Nothing happened.

      “Cachtionn daedos d’estaigh!” Aeden muttered under his breath. His mother paled at the particularly vulgar curse. His father hid a small smile. What was he thinking, cursing at a time like this?

      The surprise on the masters’ faces stood out in stark contrast to the smiles of a moment before. Aeden knew his own face must reflect them. His hands shook slightly and his heartbeat doubled. His motions stalled until he grappled his mind back under control and started to repeat the fluid motions. He said the words again, this time louder, more insistent.

      Nothing.

      “Perhaps one of the more powerful spells will warm you up more quickly,” Master Solon said. “Take two deep breaths and perform for me ‘Light to Conquer Darkness’.”

      Light to Conquer Darkness. It was the most powerful magic they had been taught in their training. Done correctly, it would force the blood magic into the opponent, overwhelming them with energy and literally tearing their bodies apart from the inside out. It was one of the rare spells they had been taught that could affect more than one foe at a time. It was very powerful.

      Aeden breathed as he’d been instructed, noticing the look of concern on his father’s face. He closed his eyes, pushed that out of his mind, and pictured himself successfully performing the spell, the dummy in front of him exploding from the energy of the magic he wielded.

      Opening his eyes, he stared at the dummy with such intensity it should have burst into flames without the magic. He made rolling motions with his hands, almost as if he was punching something directly in front of him with one hand, then the next, repeated over and over again. As he did so, he fixed his mind on the dummy and the conflagration he would force into it, seeing the actual flame in his imagination. He spoke the words of power.

      “Rausha. Jitaka. Airuh!”

      The only movement was the soft breeze gently carrying the ribbon tied around the dummy’s head. It remained still. And whole.

      Aeden’s heart doubled its rate again. It pounded in his chest, trying to get out, to run away. His palms were moist and his forehead dripped with perspiration. He didn’t understand. He did the forms correctly, exactly as Master Solon had taught him. The words were pronounced exactly right as well. He had just performed the same spells yesterday for the master, and he said they were perfect. Why, then? Why would the magic not come?

      Frantically, he repeated the motions and the words, louder this time, still with no result. He did so again. Nothing. The next time was interrupted by Master Solon’s hand going up.

      “That is enough, Aeden. If the magic has not come yet, it will not. You are done. You have failed the Trial of Magic. I am sorry.” The old master hung his head.

      Aeden looked to his father, whose face had gone pale. Scanning the crowd, he found his mother. She had tears in her eyes as she looked at him. Why were they overreacting so? Was he to be banished? What was the punishment for not passing the Trial of Magic? He was afraid he would find out all too soon.

      Three of the clan warriors stepped forward. One grabbed his arm roughly in a fist and one of the others did the same with Seam. The men pulled the two boys away from the crowd toward the clan meeting hall.

      “What is going on?” Seam asked. “I need to see my father. Let me go. What is the meaning of this?”

      Aeden kept silent. Words would do him no good. Whatever happened to them would happen. And he didn’t think it would be good.
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      Aeden and Seam were kept in the meeting hall until well after the sun went down. They were not given any food or water, something Aeden took to mean that they were the lowest kind of prisoner.

      “What do you think will happen?” Seam said, his voice frantic. He had probably been going over the possibilities. Aeden knew he had. The boy had not shut his mouth the entire time they were there. He announced every idea that popped into his head, and the chief’s son stopped listening long ago.

      “Why won’t you speak?” Seam said. “How can you be so calm? They may beat us, or banish us. What is wrong with you?”

      “Seam,” Aeden finally said, “if you do not shut up, I will knock you out. Whatever they will do, they will do. Your whining and pacing will not make it easier and will not change the outcome. Sit down and wait for them to get us. We’ll find out what will become of us soon enough.”

      The other boy looked as if he would argue, but he knew well enough Aeden’s fighting ability. It was not an empty boast. Aeden could strike him to unconsciousness fairly easily. The other boy sat down and stopped talking, though he fidgeted and kept darting glances from the door to Aeden and back again.

      The same three warriors came to fetch them three hours after darkness had fallen. They were Sartan’s friends Arlden, Beathan, and Fingal.

      “Come,” Beathan said. His tone made it clear that if they did not do so willingly, they would be made to come. The two boys followed him out, and the other two men swung in behind them.

      They were taken to the edge of the village, where most of the village council was waiting. When Seam saw his father, Dor, he tried to run to him, calling at him, “Father, what is happening? What will you do to us? Are we to be beaten?” The strong arm of Fingal, a giant of a man, stopped the boy cold. Dor wore an expression that was somewhere between sadness and disgust. He turned his head to talk to another of the elders.

      Aeden stood there quietly, watching the exchange. He turned his gaze to find his father looking at him. His face was a mask, but his eyes, oh his eyes. Aeden knew then what was to become of him. He nodded slightly to his father and let out a breath, dipping his head to look at the ground.

      “You are to come with us,” Sartan said to the boys as he started walking out of the village to the east. Aeden followed immediately, Seam after a few seconds and a prodding by one of the other warriors.

      They walked for almost three hours, the torches carried by the warriors and elders the only light on the cloudy night. Aeden had never been this far east of the village—his ordeal of survival had been to the north of his home. He watched what he could see in the circle of light made by the brands, but it looked no different than any unfamiliar landscape in the dark. He gave up and looked at the ground directly in front of his feet.

      Their escorts did not prevent the boys from speaking to each other. Seam edged in close to Aeden and nattered on about what was going to happen. None of the others would answer, so he fixated on Aeden.

      After Seam asked the chief’s son what would become of them for the dozenth time, Aeden grabbed the boy by his tunic and pulled him in so their faces were only two inches apart. “Shut your mouth, Seam. You don’t want me to describe what will happen to us. Be silent and act like a warrior. It will all be over soon. Now is no time to be a little girl.”

      He released the other boy and went back to looking at the path in front of him, but not before he saw several of the men around him nod, including his father…and Seam’s father as well.

      “Stop,” Sartan said after they had been traveling for several hours.

      The brush and small trees of the highlands around their village had transformed into bigger, heavier trees. The group had been steadily descending into the flatlands, and it seemed that they were truly no longer in the highlands—in Aeden’s homeland—at all. It was as if they were in another world entirely.

      It would happen here.

      Sartan called out names of the warriors with them, directing half to go toward Seam and half toward Aeden. The fathers were to be with their sons. It was to be expected.

      “You, among the many trainees in the warrior arts of Clan Tannoch, have failed the Trial of Magic,” Sartan said, his voice heavy as if fighting emotion. “That offense is inexcusable. The magic of the Raibrech is what makes our clan, and those who would be warriors must have mastery of it. Without it, you are not of Clan Tannoch and you must be cut away.”

      Seam still did not understand. He looked around, at his father, at Sartan, at Aeden. He still did not see.

      “It would be better,” Sartan continued, “had you never been born than to bring shame upon your families in this way. To amend the wrong, you will be beaten—”

      Seam let out a relieved exhalation. They had been beaten before, he must have thought. It would not be so bad.

      “—until you are dead,” Sartan continued, “the final blows being struck by your own…father. It is the Daodh Gnath.”

      Seam’s gasp filled the night air. Now. Now he understood.

      Sartan spoke again. “You will not fight back, or your limbs will be broken to prevent it. You will stand like warriors and accept your punishment so that you do not bring even more embarrassment and dishonor upon your families. Do you understand this?”

      Aeden nodded. Seam started pleading with his father. “Father, there must be something you can do. You are an elder. Do not do this. I will train harder, I will pass the test. Allow me a month and I will pass the test. Please. Please!”

      Dor took his son by the arm and pulled him violently forward toward him. Then he pushed him toward one side of the clearing they were in. The others who were assigned to Seam went with him. Thudding sounds began to fill the air, dull echoes of flesh striking flesh, as did screams of pain from the boy.

      “You are to be beaten in such a way that you will feel the pain of it, every blow meant not to kill but to injure,” Sartan said, his face frozen in an emotionless mask. “Your suffering will last as long as possible to bleed your unworth from your mortal flesh. No killing blow will be struck until the last, struck by your own father, is dealt. May your suffering and pain cleanse you and prepare you for the embrace of Percipius, Lord of the Grave.”

      He had said it loud enough for both boys to hear, but Aeden knew it was only for his sake, and for the sake of tradition and ritual. Aeden nodded as he was led twenty feet away to another part of the clearing.

      And then the blows began to fall.
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      “Fthr…awk…hss...awk…”

      The noise brought Aeden out of whatever dreamless sleep he had been trapped in. He tried to open his eyes, but didn’t have the strength. His eyelids seemed strange anyway, as if they were fused to the skin of his face. He tried to move his hand to rub them, but his limbs didn’t seem to respond.

      A light came close to him, burning like the sun. Aeden squeezed his eyelids, but they were already closed.

      “…the light…back off…” the sounds came again. Words, then, not unintelligible babbling. The ball of fire that had invaded the safety of his darkness receded.

      Something cool and wet touched his forehead, startling him, but his sluggish body couldn’t even muster the energy to flinch. His breathing quickened, but that was all he could manage.

      “…going to live?” another voice, a softer, more pleasant, almost musical one, said.

      “I think so, girl, though Danta knows how it’s possible. I thought for sure he was a goner.” This voice was deeper, obviously male, whereas the other, Aeden recognized, had been female.

      “Don’t crowd him, Fahtin,” another female voice—an older sounding one—said.

      Aeden focused all his energy on his eyelids, willing them to open. They did. Slowly. He fluttered them, bringing them up a hair and then allowing them to retreat when the light was about to overwhelm him. After what must have been hours, he opened them enough to see. Blinking rapidly and straining to make sense of the blurry world in front of him, he was finally able to pick out shapes.

      “He’s opening his eyes,” the younger woman said. Fahtin? Is that what the older woman called her?

      A dark-haired shape resolved itself into a girl, her pretty face hovering over his, much too closely. Aeden grunted. Words were still beyond him.

      “Back away now, Fahtin,” the older woman said. “Give him some room to breathe.” This woman’s more mature face came into view, an older copy of the young girl with decades and a just a few pounds added. “Would you like to drink something? Some water?”

      Aeden grunted again, tried to nod, but could not move his head. It weighed a thousand pounds.

      The cold metal of a cup touched Aeden’s lips and he vocalized his surprise.

      “It’s just a bit of water,” the kindly woman said. “Nothing to be concerned about. It may be a little cold, but that will be fine.”

      She tilted the cup and allowed water to drizzle into his mouth. The sweetness of it traveled down his parched throat, soothing the fire he hadn’t even known was there. He tried to take a breath and some of the water went into his lungs.

      The coughing fit that took him shot white-hot tendrils of pain through his body. The world spun and blackened at the edges of his sight. The darkness narrowed, and then everything else winked out.

      When Aeden was lucid again, he knew some time had passed. Music seemed to invade the darkness, its slow, haunting strains making him feel like weeping. The fast, raucous canter of other songs made him wish he could tap his fingers. He opened his eyes, more easily this time, and saw only the girl sitting in front of him, watching him.

      “Fahtin?” he croaked. Her half-lidded eyes snapped open all the way and she made a little seated hop.

      “Yes?” she said. “Yes. That is my name. You heard that much, did you? Good, then maybe your brains were not turned to mush like the rest of your body.”

      “Water,” he forced out past the desert of his mouth.

      “Of course. Here, but drink slowly and do not take a breath while drinking like before.”

      The familiar touch of the cup to his lips, and then the trickle of life-giving water felt wonderful in the midst of all his pain. The girl gave him barely a swallow at a time, then allowed him to breathe before tilting the cup for him again.

      “Mother says I can try to give you some broth, if you want. It will be days before you can eat, probably, but at least the soup will be something more than water. Would you like some?”

      “Aye,” Aeden forced out. Words didn’t hurt as much with his throat wetted.

      The girl bustled around for a few minutes and came back with another cup. Before it even got near his face, he could smell it. The tangy aroma made his stomach growl and his mouth start to water. She tilted the cup so he could take a little at a time, as she had done earlier with the water.

      “I added some cold water to it so that it wouldn’t be too hot,” the girl said. “Is it still too hot? Is it okay?”

      “Fine.” His speech sounded more like words and less like croaks now with the warm liquid soothing his throat even more than the water had.

      “You gave us quite a scare,” she continued. “No one was really sure if you would make it. Luckily, Jehira knows some herb lore, and there was not much damage inside you. The outside looked bad, though.” She seemed to have run out of things to say. “I’m glad you didn’t die.”

      “Me. Too.”

      It was at least two days, judging from the times he awoke to the light of day and to the dark of night, before they could prop him up so that he could properly see who was nursing him back to health.

      He was in the middle of what seemed to be a caravan of some sort. Wagons, shaped like rounded little houses on wheels, were arrayed like mushrooms in a faerie ring, their bright colors flashing in the sunlight filtering through the trees around the clearing they were in. A line of horses stamped, skin twitching and tails flicking, off to his right. A fire pit lay directly in front of him twenty feet or so away, and people hustled around doing work or chatting with others. They were colorful, too. At least, their clothing was.

      Fahtin stepped back from him. “There, will that do? Are you comfortable?”

      Aeden nodded. It was the first time he’d been able to get a good look at the girl who had been feeding him and nursing him back to health. He was well familiar with her dark brown hair, flowing in gentle waves to the tip of her breastbone, and the fine, angular cast of her face, but seeing her all at once like this, in the daylight instead of in small pieces in dim light, made him realize just how beautiful she was. Her hazel eyes had green starbursts within them that twinkled when she smiled. And she seemed to smile a lot. Her clothes, as colorful as the ones around her, were of reds and yellows, a dazzling display of lines and hues that hurt his eyes when he looked too closely at the pattern. Bracelets on each wrist clattered as she moved, and her skirt, bright yellow, seemed to make the sun above look almost dim.

      “Aye,” he said, “at least, as comfortable as I can be.”

      He was still in constant pain. He had not seen what condition he was in, but he felt it. The Croagh relegated the pain to a corner of his mind so it didn’t overwhelm him. Doing so made it seem as if his body belonged to someone else. It would not move at his bidding, and even something as simple as breathing caused agony that made him want to tense up. It was probably lucky for him that he couldn’t, or the pain would most likely increase. He twitched the fingers on his left hand and saw the movement out of the corner of his eye. That was new.

      “You seem to be more coherent than you have been,” she said. “That’s good. It means you are healing.” She nodded at him. “It is past time for a proper introduction. I am Fahtin Achaya, of the Gypta. And you are?”

      Aeden cleared his throat weakly. “I am Aeden, son of Sartan, of Clan Tannoch. Thank you for your care, Fahtin.”

      She smiled at him, her perfect white teeth shining in the morning sun. “So you are from the clans.”

      “I told you he was, girl,” the man’s voice he had heard several days past said. Its owner came into view. His dark hair brushed his shoulders and his face was clean-shaven. It was obvious he was related to the girl, with the same sharp features and thin face. His clothes—loose pants, a billowy shirt, and a vest over the top of it—were also striking in their colors. Blues, greens, reds, and yellows swirled and clashed enough to make Aeden dizzy. The man looked old enough that he was probably her father. “With that hair and those eyes, in this place, what else could he be?”

      Aeden didn’t speak, waiting on the man.

      “I am Darun Achaya, Fahtin’s father and leader of this family. My wife is Ritma.” The older woman he had heard and seen earlier stepped beside the man and waved at Aeden. Yes, he could definitely see the resemblance to her daughter. She was still beautiful, though age had softened some of the sharp angles of her face, and she was a bit heavier than her other two family members. Fahtin seemed a perfect blending of her two parents.

      “What happened?”Aeden asked.

      “We were hoping you would tell us that,” Darun said. “We found you, just a hair’s breadth from being dead, lying twenty feet from another boy about your age who truly was dead. There were no weapon marks on you, none that we could see, but you were obviously beaten, and by more than just one man, if I don’t miss my guess.”

      “Beaten,” Aeden said. “Yes.”

      “Oh, Darun,” Ritma said. “Leave over. Let the boy regain some strength first before you ask him to recount something so distressing. There is plenty of time to learn the situation of his condition later. You just rest Aeden, regain your strength. You can answer questions when you are up to it.”

      “I understand your concern, Ritma,” her husband said, “but I need to find out if we will be attacked by the Crows. If the boy is some kind of criminal and sentenced to be executed, they may attack us for taking him in. Are you then, boy? Are you a criminal? Answer me that and I will leave the rest for later.”

      “I am no criminal,” Aeden said.

      “Very well. Rest then, get your strength, and we will hear your tale in a few days. Good enough for you, my wife?”

      Ritma slapped the man’s shoulder lightly. “Fine, but be off with you now. Nursing wounded men is women’s work and no concern of yours.”

      Darun favored his wife with a smile and moved off toward one of the wagons. The exchange, and the emotion that came with it, had sapped Aeden’s energy. He was not a criminal, true enough, but what was he? He had been cast out, left for dead. The clan did not want him. His life consisted of disgrace and embarrassment. He deserved to die. Why hadn’t he?

      The thought of taking his own life snuck into his mind, but his people did not believe in such things. It was the worst kind of cowardice, a proclamation that you did not have enough strength to face what the world brought against you. He may not be considered by his clan to be of the Croagh Aet Brech, but in his own heart, he always would be. His family may have disowned him, but he would not turn his back on what he was: Aeden, of Clan Tannoch, one of the Croagh, and he would not be a coward.

      But what would he be? That was the question, wasn’t it?
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      “Your people beat you nearly to death?” Darun asked when Aeden had told his tale. “And your father? What did he do while this was happening?”

      Aeden’s mind went back to that night, to the circumstances he last remembered before awakening in the caravan.

      The blows rained down upon him, precise, painful, but not lethal. The men attacking him were all skilled warriors, both with weapons and unarmed. Their beatings—punches, kicks, strikes with the knees and elbows—were delivered with just enough force to turn his tissue to blue-black mush without breaking his bones. The attacks meant to cause internal damage would wait until later. The sole purpose of the blows at the beginning were to cause pain without crippling him. Yet.

      Through it all, Aeden did not make a sound. He became dizzy with the pain, and soon it seemed as if he was removed from the actions, as if he was feeling it from somewhere else, watching the pitiful wreck of a body beaten over and over again. He fell many times, too many to count, but always dragged himself to his feet again. He would not die a coward. He would show them he was a man of the clan, no matter what they did to him.

      Soon enough, though he thought it had been more than an hour, his father stepped up. He had not yet taken part in the beating. His was a special role. Aeden was on his knees, unable to get to his feet any longer. In fact, he was surprised, in the murky midst of his thoughts, that he was even able to balance on his knees.

      His body swayed, threatening to collapse, but he locked his muscles rigidly and—through a great force of will—lifted his chin to look his father in the eyes.

      Aeden had never seen his father cry, but there were tears in his eyes now. Tears, and something else. Through the fog that clouded his mind and his vision, Aeden could swear he saw respect in those eyes. His father clenched his jaw, drew back his hand and struck Aeden in the side of the head. A brilliant flash of light exploded into his sight, and then he knew nothing after that.

      Until waking in the caravan.

      “He struck the final blow,” Aeden said.

      “Your father actually struck the last blow?” Darun asked. “Danta’s tender mercies, what kind of people are the Crows?”

      “A strong one,” Aeden said, leaving it at that.

      The people in front of Aeden remained silent for a moment, some busying themselves with food or drink, some scanning the area. Aeden caught Fahtin watching him, and he looked at her defiantly until she averted her gaze. Her eyes held unshed tears, but he could tell already that she was too strong to release them. He respected her for that.

      A few others had come to sit nearby as Aeden was telling his tale. An old woman, the skin of her face creased like aged walnut bark, sat next to Fahtin on a log. A small boy huddled at her other side, almost hiding in the folds of her skirts. A man and a woman stood at the edge of Aeden’s vision.

      “Well, then,” Darun said, looking at Ritma sitting next to him. “We’ve had your story now. I am convinced you are not a criminal, though I daresay I may question your sanity. We usually do not come this close to Crow’s land—”

      “The Cridheargla,” Aeden interrupted.

      “What’s that?”

      “Cridheargla, it’s what our land is called.”

      “Cree…cree… what is it again” Darun said, trying the words out on his tongue.

      “It is pronounced cree arg la. It is a shortened form of the full name which means old blood-red teeth. Crionna crodhearg fiacla in my tongue, Chorain, the speech of the clans.”

      “Right. Cree arg la. As I said, we do not often come this close to the Cridheargla, but it was lucky for you that we did. You would not have lasted much longer without aid.”

      “I do appreciate it, Darun. Why were you so close to the clan land?”

      “We are Gypta,” the man said. “Traveling is what we do.”

      “Gypta,” Aeden repeated. “I do not know much of your people, other than that I have heard you sometimes trade with the clans. They say you make good clothes and knives.”

      Darun smiled. “Yes, that we do. Know you nothing else of us, then, good or bad?”

      “Some say other things, too.”

      “Let me guess,” Darun said. “We are thieves, we are cowards. We will cheat and rob you blind if you turn your back on us. We are the despised ones.”

      “I have heard such things,” Aeden said. “And I have heard that others outside the clans name us barbarians and workers of dark magic, the most evil kinds of men.”

      Darun laughed. “So some say. We, most of all, don’t believe everything we hear.”

      “Nor I.”

      “Good,” Darun said. “Fair is fair, boy. You told me your tale, so I will tell you of my people. The reality, not the rumor.”

      The caravan leader looked around at the others, his audience. Aeden had a feeling the man was waiting for others to arrive, the more the better, but then Darun shook his head and fixed his eyes on Aeden.

      “Many long years ago,” Darun started, “three thousand, perhaps more, there was a great nation. It was called Agypten. Now, you have to realize that there were many places in the world that did not have multitudes of people, yet most of the land had been claimed by one nation or ruler or another. Such was the case here.

      “Agypten had a king. As kings go, the legend says, he was not bad, but the most important thing to him was to build his legacy for his sons and future generations.

      “There lived an isolated community of craftspeople within his lands. The name they called themselves has been lost to the ages, but the important part is that the king looked at them and saw how they prospered, and he began to worry. You see, these people were proud, and they rarely mingled outside their own large family.

      “Of course, when I say family, I mean an extended group of people related more by their being together over time than by blood connection. Still, they did not seek mates outside the family, kept themselves apart. Perhaps they thought they were better, or the culture of other groups insulted them, or there was some other reason, but there it is. They remained apart from the rest of the kingdom. This worried the king.

      “He could not eliminate an entire group of people, not quietly, so he came up with another idea.

      “‘You are to be my emissaries,’ he told them. ‘You are to travel the wide world sharing your crafted items, trading and becoming rich, all the while proclaiming me and my nation. You will bring fame to the name of Agypten so that whenever someone uses an item of your crafting or wears clothing you have made, they will think of this, the greatest nation in the world.’

      “The people were skeptical, but what could they do? They had to obey their king, and so they built wagons, packed up their belongings and the tools for their trades, and set out, looking forward to the promised time when they would return to the nation in favor and honor.

      “The world was different then, but one thing was the same as now: people were selfish and suspicious. As the traveling people made their way around all the areas of Dizhelim, rumors began to spring up like mushrooms after a heavy rain. They were thieves, they were swindlers, they stole children and ate them, they worshipped dark gods. As these false rumors spread, people treated them more and more poorly. Sometimes they were even forced to flee when large forces threatened attack.

      “Through it all, they continued to make their slow circuit of the land mass of the world. Their crafts narrowed to things that could be done more easily while traveling. No longer did they make swords or large wooden pieces. Knives and other small metal objects easily made on transportable forges, clothing, and other items were their stock and store.

      “And music. The People loved their music. Some made instruments, lutes, lyres, fiddles, and wind instruments, but all of the People sang and danced. You have to understand, when the world has taken all from you, even the common decency due to all men, music has a way of lifting the spirits, making the heart free. So it was that music became such an important part of life for the People.”

      Darun scanned his audience. Others had come to hear, though Aeden’s attention was only on the storyteller. The man smiled and nodded his head. He seemed to like the number of his listeners to grow.

      “For over thirty years the People traveled. Sometimes they were treated fairly, but most often not. Even in places they were not shunned or threatened, there was never an offer to stay, to settle and become as others. This idea, to stay in one place, became a source of contention amongst them.

      “Some among the grand caravan wanted to go back to their lives as they were before the exodus. Others, taking up the spirit of the music and the freedom that comes from not being tied to one location, argued that they must continue to move. This caused the first great rift.

      “Every day, some would leave the caravan, sneak off to go settle somewhere as the stationary folk do. It can only be surmised that they succeeded in assimilating into the different nations and lost their love of the road. They stopped being of the People.

      “Those who continued disagreed at times also. The structure of order started out as patriarchal, one elder head of the entire group, but that soon ended when he died, as heirs squabbled over who was to take leadership. This caused further splinterings as whole groups of the People left the grand caravan.

      “As they came back full circle to Agypten, ready to reap their reward and finally regain their land, they were shocked yet again that they were refused entrance. The king had died and his son ruled. The new king had no place for traveling craftsmen and musicians and declared in no uncertain terms that they must leave his lands, upon pain of death.

      “The People sent emissaries to speak to the king directly, reminding him of the service they had rendered, proclaiming the name of Agypten throughout the world, but he would hear none of it. He made a formal declaration that any of the People found on his land, one or a thousand, would be hanged as criminals. They had no choice but to withdraw and begin their traveling anew.

      “Some among the People had learned things from their travels. During that time, there was more magic in the world, and some particularly clever or gifted members of the caravan learned things and passed them to others. Fortune telling, potent curses, things such as these, were incorporated into their lives, even sold for money. But the most important use was the one they directed at the king who had spurned them.

      “All of those with magical talents coordinated their efforts in a lengthy and complex ritual of cursing before they left Agypten land. They created a curse so potent, its like has not been seen since.

      “Its effect was simple enough, even if its casting was not. The king would be murdered within a score of days, and the civil war caused by his death would weaken the nation to the extent that neighboring nations could take advantage and overwhelm them.

      “Within the allotted time, the king was murdered by a trusted advisor. Within a year, Agypten was no more, its lands carved up and taken by other nations.

      “Still, the People had no home, so they began to travel again. On their circuit, they found that the rumors had spread…and changed. They were now the lowest of men, not to be trusted and to be shunned where possible. They were treated even more poorly than before. And they had been given a name. Because of their proclamation of their former nation during their travels, they had been named Gypta, a name synonymous with the lowly. In fact, in the ancient writings in the language Alaqotim, Gyptuman means lowly or despised, though whether or not that came from the name of the people or was merely coincidental is unclear.”

      Darun looked at the old woman Aeden had seen before. She sat down next to Fahtin, drawing Aeden’s eyes there, and was shaking her head. She wore a sullen expression. “Of course,” the leader continued, “Jehira has other ideas about our history, but that is perhaps an argument for another time.

      “Let us leave it at the traveling people, the Gypta, are reviled and spit upon in the world, but it matters little to us. We have always been set apart from others, and our songs and crafts keep us busy and our fires keep us warm. Perhaps we will settle down again someday, but I cannot see doing that. Why would we give up the ability to go where we will and chase the wind? Why would we want to put down roots and be unable to move? No, to be Gypta means to be free, and to be free? Well, I will let music do our talking where words fail.”

      He clapped his hands. “Let us show Aeden from the Cridheargla how the Gypta celebrate life, how we take that which has been thrust upon us and draw from it happiness.”

      Others had joined the crowd during the story, some with instruments. Many of the objects had strings on them, but some were also held to the mouth and blown through to make sound. Others were coming, Aeden saw, and soon the strains of music washed over him.

      They soothed him in a way he had never felt. He was still in pain from his wounds, but as the sounds vibrated through him, he felt like getting up and dancing. The only music he had been exposed to in the clans was that of funeral dirges. This was new, exciting, and pleasurable. He lay there, propped up, and closed his eyes. He could feel the smile crawling across his face as he did so.
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      It was almost two weeks before the boy was moving around relatively comfortably, Fahtin dogging his every step. His wounds had healed well, and though he still moved carefully as if he had aches and pains, he was in surprisingly good shape for someone who had been so close to death. He began walking the camp, using a stick as support. Within a few days, he was using it only for balance, or just in case he should fall. Each day, he seemed a little stronger.

      Fahtin found him fascinating. She had never met a young Crow before and wanted to learn everything about him.

      Besides his walking, he also practiced some kind of dance consisting of what looked like fighting movements. He did it each day, very slowly, seeming frustrated when he lost balance. In those cases, he would set his jaw, start from the beginning again, and do it all over. Each night, he fell into his cot right after eating the evening meal and went immediately to sleep. She was exhausted just watching him.

      She sat on a log at the edge of a small clearing, watching the boy. He had healed and was able to move about, hardly ever showing that his wounds still pained him. At the moment, he was doing those strange exercises he did every day.

      She had been the one who found him as she was out gathering wood for their evening fires. He’d been a mass of bruises and cuts and seemed like a corpse already, though his chest did move with shallow breaths.

      He had looked like he had been through a battle, but the area didn’t look it. There was some trampling of the vegetation around where he lay, but no significant damage to nearby trees or shrubs, no blood, and nothing else that indicated he had fought back or that anyone else had been attacked. Well, except for the other boy twenty feet or so away.

      The other boy looked to have tried to run or to defend himself, as evidenced by the more pronounced bruising on his forearms from trying to block blows. His damage was more severe, too, not as precise. Wilder. He was dead of his wounds. Neither boy bled much, so Fahtin’s father stated that they had not been attacked with weapons, even blunt ones like a cudgel or a quarter staff. No, they had been beaten to death with bare hands. Almost to death, in Aeden’s case.

      Aeden was now unrecognizable from that discolored lump of flesh she had found. Her heart had sunk when she had really taken a good look at his injuries, when she had gone to get her father and others. She had expected him to die while she was fetching help.

      But he didn’t, and though he was thinner than he probably was before his injuries, he looked human again. Even in the last week, he seemed to be putting on a little weight, eating as much as any three other people in the caravan. He looked to be a victim of starvation, but he would fill out. She wondered what he would look like when that happened.

      He moved with the grace of a dancer, like one of the Gypta. It intrigued her. His red-brown hair, matted and tangled when they first found him, had been shaved off so his head could be inspected for wounds. It was just fuzz covering his skull, but he looked good with it short like that.

      He really was very handsome and exotic. She’d never seen eyes like his, the same color as the shallow waters of the Aesculun Sea far to the south, a blue-green she found fascinating. Her heart leapt when she thought what he would look like when he had regained his normal appearance. How he looked already did things to her body that were at once mysterious and exciting.

      She thrust the thought from her mind and watched him more intently. He started his exercises the same way every day, going through slow movements, turning, balancing on one leg, dropping low to the ground. As he proceeded, his speed would increase, just a little at a time. It took him almost half an hour to work up to his full speed, but once he did, it was clear what the exercise movements were.

      He was fighting as if surrounded by invisible foes. He whirled, struck out with his hands, feet, knees, and elbows. He evaded, blocked, and moved about with such grace and flexibility, it was hard to believe this was the same boy who just a few weeks before couldn’t even lift his head. And he was not healed completely yet. How fast could he move when whole and healthy?

      Aeden stopped, as he always did, with his right knee bent, left leg straight out behind him, left arm above his head—forearm parallel to the ground—and his right arm thrust out in a fist, as if he was lunging in and striking someone in the belly. Then he stood and turned to her.

      He wore a sheen of sweat, and nothing else above his waist. His clothes, ruined from his attack, had been replaced with Gypta clothing, the loose, colorful pants allowing him to do his movements without obstruction. He was thin, but he still showed wiry strands of muscle through his torso and arms. There did not appear to be any fat at all on the boy. She wondered if that would change if he kept eating as he had been.

      He also had scars, many of them. Shoulders, arms, some across the chest and on his back. Fahtin was glad he didn’t have any on his face. She had heard that the clan savages liked scars on the face, but his sweet, smooth, boyish face would not wear them well, she thought. She pondered that face as his pale eyes met hers.

      He smiled that boyish grin he sometimes wore, and she was grateful that his attack did not knock out any teeth. That was a wonder to her, with how much damage there was to the rest of his body.

      “You do those exercises without fail every day, at least since you were healed enough to do so,” she said to him. “You seem committed, so intense.”

      “Aye,” he said. She liked his voice. It wasn’t deep yet, though she thought it would be in a year or two, but it was just…pleasant. And she liked that accent, so unfamiliar to her. “I am not fully healed yet, and the time when I was unable to train has made me slow and weak, but it feels good to do them again.”

      “Why do you work so hard at it?” she asked.

      “My father used to say, ‘If you’re going to take the time to do something, then you better do it well.’” As he spoke, his brows drew down and his eyes grew cloudy, almost liquid. He dropped his gaze to the ground. “Hmm.”

      “What are you thinking?” she said. “What just occurred to you?”

      His eyes snapped up to hers as if he had forgotten she was there.

      “I just thought of something about what my father did. It’s nothing.”

      Fahtin stood up and went to him, taking one of his hands and pulling him toward the log where she had been sitting.

      “Aeden,” she said. “Tell me about it. Please. It’s obvious that it’s a painful memory. It helps to share things like that. We can talk about it, or I can just listen silently, but I would like to know.”

      He looked at her dispassionately. He always seemed so calm and in control, not at all like the other boys his age in the caravan. What kind of life had he led that would turn him into a grown man inside at fourteen? Like most girls, she was more mature than her male counterparts, but he seemed…old. He seemed like an adult, with adult stresses and responsibilities. It broke her heart.

      His eyes flicked to his hand, still clasped in hers, and back to her face.

      “I will tell you.” He gently pulled his hand from hers and put it with the other in his lap.

      “My father is the chieftain of our clan, a leader and a great warrior. He proved his valor and skill in many battles with the other clans and in hunts.” Aeden studied his hands for a moment, wringing them and turning them about. “That night, when I was cast from our clan and beaten, the responsibility was his to strike the final blow. He told us this himself. The other boy, Seam, and me. His father, Dor was also there, and was to strike the final blow on his own son.

      “As I have said, my father is a skilled warrior. When he struck the final blow, it was to end my suffering, end the ritual beating. To kill me. It did not, obviously. But why? Why am I not dead?”

      “Because he spared you,” Fahtin said. “Because he loved you.”

      “It is not so easy a thing as that,” Aeden said. “If it was an accident, if he tried and thought he succeeded in striking that final, merciful blow to end my suffering, why am I not dead? If he tried but failed, then he is not as competent a warrior as I believed, and he is less in my eyes.”

      “But—”

      Aeden raised his hand to stall out her objection. “My second thought is this. If he is in fact a skilled warrior, controlled and capable and able to direct a blow that can kill, why did he not do so? Was it because I embarrassed him and our family so much that he wanted me to suffer longer? Even if it was because, as you say, he loved me, why did he put me before clan? To disobey a tradition as old as the clans themselves shows a flaw in his character that is wholly unworthy of a chief.”

      Fahtin put her finger under his chin and raised it so she could look in his eyes. The pain swirling in those eyes made hers water.

      “So you see my conundrum,” he continued. “Either my father hated me so much that he wanted to prolong my agony beyond what tradition dictated, he is an incompetent warrior, or he is not as loyal to the clan as he should be. All of these things are troubling.”

      He blinked three times and the glaze that had come over his eyes cleared away. He looked into hers, focused on them, and forced a smile onto his face. “But his advice is still good. If I am to do something, I will do it with my whole heart and everything I can muster. So, my dear Fahtin, my savior and nurse, that is why I exercise intensely.”

      It felt as if she had been staring into storm clouds, anticipating rain and thunder and lightning, and then they cleared to a bright blue sky. She smiled back at him and saw his transform into a more sincere one.

      “I understand,” she said. “I know no one else like you, Aeden of Clan Tannoch. You are unique.”

      “No. I am different than you in some ways, but the same as others of my clan. Within us, all people are the same, I think, even if you do have some ideas and customs that are strange to my mind.”

      “We have strange customs?” she said. “This from a boy who was beaten nearly to death for failing a test?”

      “Aye. Maybe we both have strange customs. To each other.” He got up from the log and put his hand out to her. “Let’s go see if your father needs any work from me. I am ashamed of the care I have received and the food I eat without repaying your family’s kindness.”

      Fahtin took his hand and followed him toward the main fire pit. “You are unique to me, Aeden. I think you are probably unique even within your own clan.”
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      Darun did, in fact, have chores for Aeden to perform. The next day, the caravan would be moving on again, continuing in the perpetual travels, so there were preparations to make. The clan boy was uncomfortable with what this might mean to him. Would they cast him out, or would they allow him to travel with them until they came to a settlement where he could live? He could no longer go back to his own clan’s lands, and if he tried to assimilate into another clan, he would be killed on the spot at the worst or cast out anew at the best.

      His tasks involved mainly getting firewood and helping the old soothsayer Jehira gather herbs before they left the area. He knew many of the herbs, ones that grew around his home as well, so they were pleased with his help.

      Fahtin, though she had work of her own, as all the young women in the caravan did, stayed with him for a few hours, helping to forage. He taught her about some of the herbs they gathered, and she was a quick student.

      The day passed quickly. The family prepared an evening feast as a celebration of moving on to a new location, a new adventure. It created a lump in Aeden’s throat that, though they had never said so, it was for him and his healing that the caravan had stopped for so long. Even if only for that, he owed them a debt of gratitude.

      “What is it to be tonight?” Darun asked the family gathered around him. “Who will tell a tale of daring, of adventure,” he looked to the young women in a bunch off to his left, “or of romance and undying love?” The girls giggled and some of them blushed. “Who will give us a story to start off the festivities?”

      There were often stories around the fire at night, but this was the first time Aeden had seen the entire family gathered as one. Usually there were several fires and groups, simply because it was difficult for so many to physically fit around one fire. They were nearly two hundred strong. The problem was solved by digging four new fire pits in a location a short distance away from the one Aeden usually frequented. It was usually Darun who told the stories around his fire, so the call for a teller surprised Aeden.

      “Aeden,” a girl’s voice shouted. He thought it sounded an awful lot like Fahtin, but he couldn’t see her.

      “What’s that?” Darun said. “You want our young visitor to tell us a tale of the clans?” He turned to Aeden. “What say you, boy? Do you have a story, one of your clan myths or histories? Something we have not heard before?”

      Aeden felt warmer than the fire would account for. The sour taste in his mouth made him want to slink off silently. He had to answer, though. These people were his gracious hosts, had saved his life. He owed them at least that much.

      “I am not much of a storyteller,” he said.

      “Oh, come now,” Darun said. “Surely you must have something we have not heard. We are all friends here. No need to be shy.”

      Aeden was not shy, exactly, but neither was he prone to long speeches. Or conversations. “I…”

      Fahtin moved around some of the other girls and stepped up to him. “Aeden, would it help to pretend you’re just telling the story to me? We have talked about your clan and your homeland. It will be nice to hear something of that.” She sat on a folding stool in front of him, put her elbows on her knees, and laid her chin in her palms, looking up at him expectantly.

      “I…can try,” he said. He had no recourse and tried to think of something suitable. When with the clan, he had enjoyed sitting with the other trainees or with his family and listening to stories of heroes and monsters, of great battles, and of quests for magic. He had never been the one telling them, though. Which one could he tell them? A short story, certainly.

      He cleared his throat and looked out at all the faces cast in the flickering firelight. They were waiting patiently, but some eagerly, it seemed. “There is a story told by my clan, one about the hero Erent Caahs—” some of the younger boys and girls oohed at that, and it made Aeden feel a little more comfortable. Everyone loved stories about Erent Caahs, arguably the greatest hero in living memory, and the most famous.

      “It is a story that you may not have heard, one that may have been solely responsible for the man, the hero, that he was eventually to become.”

      Jehira, the old soothsayer, hunched in what looked to be the most comfortable chair in the camp, a place of honor. Her eyes were fixed on Aeden, her wrinkled face emotionless. A young boy of no more than ten years of age came up beside her from behind to get a better look at Aeden. He sat on the ground, and his shadowed brown eyes also locked onto Aeden’s.

      Aeden wasn’t sure how to start the story. He had thought about it many times, telling it over and over to himself, but a story in your own mind was different than speaking it. He paused and looked to Fahtin. She smiled warmly at him and nodded. It was probably best just to get it over with. He began.

      “Erent Caahs had always been special, from the time he was a boy. He learned the bow at an early age, hunting with his father in the Grundenwald, at the far southern edge. Even then, he had an uncanny knack for being able to hit his target no matter how it moved. No one could match him.

      “As he got older, tragedy and circumstance required him to leave his home and explore the world. So it was that he began to roam. As he did, he passed through areas that were less civilized, more dangerous. That is when he first got a taste of real battle and what it was like to be a hero.”

      Aeden cleared his throat and took a gulp of water from the cup beside him. Why did he feel so tired, and why was he sweating? He looked to Fahtin, took a breath, and continued.

      “There are stories of his first heroic acts and how he came to have the habit of helping those in need. I don’t need to speak of those. But few of the stories tell of how he and his best friend and companion, a man named Raisor Tannoch, a Croagh Aet Brech, of Clan Tannoch, met another who would change the hero’s life forever. From Raisor comes this tale, as told around our fires at festivals. I heard it once from Raisor himself, and so I tell it to you.

      “Erent and Raisor were traveling the land, on their way from one place to another, on a quest to help others, and they passed through a village called Delver’s Crossing. As they did, they noticed the villagers wore downcast looks, as if they had been carrying a heavy weight and could stand it no more. Some were openly weeping. It tugged at Erent’s heart.

      “’What tragedy has befallen you?’ he asked a middle-aged man and woman sitting on a bench in the village square, weeping.

      “‘It is our daughters,’ the man said. ‘Two days past, they, along with other young women of the village, were stolen away by slavers. They killed two of our men and injured others, snatching eight of our girls to sell as slaves. They were too powerful for us to stop.’

      “Rage began to build in Erent Caahs. ‘Did you gather up your men and chase after them to bring the girls back?’

      “‘Alas,’ the woman said. ‘We cannot. One of those killed was the constable, and there are a mere handful of men who have weapons, let alone know how to use them. There were at least twenty of the slavers, well-armed and experienced in fighting. We have sent to Villen for help, but it is two days’ travel, and even if they send aid, it will be several days before they arrive.’

      “‘Which way did these slavers go?’ Erent asked through gritted teeth.

      “‘To the north,’ the woman answered, turning her red eyes in that direction. ‘They didn’t seem concerned about being followed. They took the road.’

      “Erent looked to Raisor. His friend nodded. ‘We will get them back for you, if it is possible.’

      “The man sitting next to the woman laughed. It was a mocking, hurtful laugh, but Erent knew it was not meant to offend. The hurt was from the inside, not meant toward him. ‘You are only two. If you follow those men, you will be killed before you get within eyeshot of the girls. We appreciate your concern, but do not throw your lives away.’

      “‘We will rescue them,’ Erent said. ‘You’ll see. When your help arrives from Villen, tell them that Erent Caahs and Raisor Tannoch have gone to retrieve the girls.’

      “At this, the man’s eyes became larger and he sputtered, ‘Erent Caahs, the hunter of men? Erent Caahs, the hero?’

      “‘I don’t know about this hero nonsense,’ he said, ‘but yes, I have been known to hunt men who needed hunting. I will hunt these and I will give them what it is they deserve.’

      “So, Erent Caahs and Raisor Tannoch set off after the slavers, the fire of his anger giving strength to his legs.

      “Within ten miles, Erent stopped. ‘They left the road here,’ he told his friend. ‘Maybe they cared more about being followed than the villagers believed. They seem to be careful men. We must be wary of traps and ambushes.’

      “‘Aye, but they better be wary of my sword and your bow.’ Raisor slapped Erent on the shoulder. ‘We’ll find the lasses and bring them back. And we’ll give those blackguards the drubbing they deserve. You can count on it.’

      “Now everyone knows about the tracking ability of Erent Caahs. It is said that he can track yesterday’s wind over stone while fighting an army. It is not too much of an exaggeration. The trail through the Greensward forest showed him that his prey were accustomed to such travel. They moved quickly and left few signs, but he picked their trail out as if it was painted on the ground.

      “The end of the first day brought them to the first trap. Raisor was walking beside Erent when the hunter put the back of his hand on his friend’s chest, stopping him. ‘Stay here for a moment,’ he said, and stepped carefully and slowly ahead.

      “He bent down and gently moved a fern frond to the side. ‘It’s as I thought,’ he said, stepping back to Raisor. He directed his friend to follow him as he backtracked twenty feet. Then he turned, nocking an arrow and drawing it to his cheek. He let a slow breath out and released the shaft.

      “There was a snapping sound and two large tree branches, one on either side of where they had been, rushed inward and met exactly where the fern was, where Erent had shot the arrow. Anything standing near the tripwire at the fern would have been impaled by a dozen sharpened spikes, attached to the branches.

      “‘Let’s move on,’ Erent Caahs said, as if out for a stroll on a sunny afternoon. His friend shook his head and laughed.

      “There were other traps, all of which were detected and disarmed by Erent. Over three more days, the pair tracked the slavers through forest and on roads, and then to a vast, grassy plain. Then it was that they finally caught sight of them off in the distance.

      “Their enemies rode horses toward a structure on a distant hill. Erent knew he and Raisor would not catch their prey before they reached that hill, not with the pair afoot and the slavers mounted. He wondered where they had gotten the horses. The hoof tracks had started the day before at the intersection of two roads. Someone had either brought them horses, or they had left them there earlier to await their return.

      “‘Do you feel like attacking a fort?’ Erent asked Raisor.

      “The Croagh laughed. ‘Aye. It’s been a while. Sounds like just the thing for an evening’s exercise.’

      “Late the next day, the duo reached the hill and looked up at the structure in the fading light of dusk. Sharpened stakes twelve feet high with a serviceable gate consisting of double doors made of logs attached to each other with ropes, almost indistinguishable from the wall itself, loomed in front of them. The two heroes lay in a depression just out of eyesight of any who might be watching and waited for darkness to fall.

      “Two hours after sunset, Erent Caahs and Raisor Tannoch moved to the wall. It was roughly made, intended to be used to delay attackers so archers along the wall could strike at them. The two chuckled softly at it.

      “They easily climbed over, using the gaps in between logs to wedge their feet and hands. The two soon swung their legs through the gap between two sharpened ends and landed softly on the platform on the other side.

      “It was obvious the slavers did not expect attack. The torches set on the wall did not light the area well enough to spot intruders, and only two sentries patrolled the section of the wall where Erent and Raisor had climbed. Two well-placed arrows, and the guards dropped soundlessly to the platform without time to sound an alarm.

      “Erent left Raisor crouching on the platform while he scouted the camp. The Croagh was a fine warrior, but could not move as silently as his friend. It didn’t take long.

      “As he made a circuit of the fort, the hero found the main building. He counted the windows and created a mental layout of the structure, where the doors and rooms were most likely situated. There were noises inside and, looking around for sentries and finding none, he moved closer to listen.

      “‘That’s right, boys,’ said a deep voice, ‘take your pleasure with these seven. We’ll sell them for labor, so it won’t matter much in the price if they’re a little messy. This one, though, she needs to be kept pure. We have a buyer for one exactly like her, but only if she is untouched. We’ll get more gold from her than the others combined.’

      “The hunter almost charged the building right at that moment, but was able to control his rage. He took three deep breaths and let them out, then he went to collect his friend.”
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      “When he returned with Raisor, they estimated fourteen men in the main room of the building, and a few more scattered about in the other three rooms that shared the walls. Erent’s abilities let him know where people were, how many were there, and how they moved.

      “On his signal, they opened the door to one of the smaller rooms and darted inside. Two men were there, one standing at a washbasin and the other lounging in a chair. The whip of two arrows zipping through the air and then a wet squish were the only sounds, followed by the thump of the standing man falling to the floor. Erent retrieved his arrows from the men’s eyes and nodded to Raisor. They went to the next door, the only room left between them and the main room with all the slavers.

      “As they opened the door, Erent Caahs pushed his friend to the left, out of the way, and then spun away off to his right. Three arrows whizzed through the doorway and embedded themselves in the wall on the other side of the room, quivering. Somehow the men had known they were there.

      “The hero darted through the door, dodging two more arrows as he did so, twisting his body unnaturally to allow the sharpened missiles to pass within an inch of him. He drew back the arrow he had nocked on his bow, released it, and one of the three men dropped, arrow shaft protruding from his throat.

      “Quick as thought, Erent drew, loosed, drew, and loosed again. He didn’t bother looking at the result, instead scanning the rest of the small room. The sound of the other two archers dropping to the floor told him all he needed to know.

      “The portal on the other side of the chamber was open, and he could see through it that the men were ready for them, weapons drawn.

      “‘Are you ready?’ he said to his friend, who had sped into the room just in time to see the archers fall.

      “‘Aye,’ Raisor said. ‘Let us be about our business.’ He hefted his broadsword and shook the small buckler attached to his other arm to make sure it was tight.

      “No other words were needed. The two rushed through the door to meet their enemies.

      “There were three more archers among the throng, and Erent targeted them first, the last just before he released his bowstring to fire an arrow at Raisor. The arrow spun crazily and skittered across the floor, embedding itself in a table leg. His friend had already bowled into a knot of four men with swords, slashing with his broadsword and batting aside attacks with his buckler.

      “Erent took two more slavers with his arrows before they surrounded him, too close for his long-range weapon. He laid about him with his bow stave, knocking aside cudgels, knives, swords, and maces. As many as there were, they could not seem to strike him. He was in one place one second and in another the next, too fast and slippery for them to touch.

      “The hero dropped his bow when the crush of men was too close for him to swing it, and he drew his long knives in a fluid motion, slashing at one man’s arm and one’s neck as the blades left the sheaths.

      “The abductors were no match for either of the two heroes. The pair cut through them as if harvesting wheat with a scythe. Before long, there were only four people left standing in the room: Erent, Raisor, the one who had to be the slavers’ leader, and a young woman. The man had a knife to the woman’s throat.

      “‘You will let me go,’ he said, ‘or I will kill the girl.’”

      “‘Go ahead,’ Erent Caahs told him. ‘I am here to kill you, not to save anyone.’

      “The man’s eyes widened. It was the last thing he ever did. Erent’s long knife flew through the air and rooted its point in the man’s eye. Lifeless fingers dropped the knife, and as it fell to the ground, his body joined it. The girl had not flinched.

      “‘I’ll check on the others,’ Raisor said, heading toward the other girls huddled in the corner of the room.

      “Erent didn’t answer him. He was staring at the young woman standing before him. She wore simple commoner’s clothing, a blue dress with a tight-fitting bodice and sleeves of an unadorned shirt coming through it.  Her long dark hair fell in ringlets to the middle of her chest, framing a heart-shaped face and dark eyes that looked straight into his own. Her chin was raised, as if in defiance, and her lips were set in a line.

      She was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.

      “They stared at each other for a moment, an eternity and yet the blink of an eye, and then she let loose a breath and slumped as if to faint. He was there in an instant, arms around her, guiding her to sit in a nearby chair.

      “‘You are safe now,’ he told her, when he could speak.

      “‘I know.’

      “Erent gave her water from the pitcher on the table, scanning her to see if she had been hurt. She seemed uninjured, so he left her there to help Raisor.

      “The other girls had not fared so well. They had been used by the men and beaten, so they were a mass of bruises and welts. The damage to their minds was probably worse. Some did not respond at all to questions, while others drew in on themselves as if they would be beaten again. It was a pitiful sight.

      “The two heroes gathered up the girls, took what food and supplies they might need from the slavers, and left the fortress. As they departed, Erent set fire to the entire thing. They could see the light of it for miles as they made their way to a sheltered clearing in which they could camp. There was no question of spending the night in the structure before leaving. The sooner the girls left that place, the better.

      “Erent and Raisor had eaten from their own ration of foodstuffs as they pursued the slavers, supplementing it with a few wild vegetables they snatched in passing when they saw them. The girls would need something more substantial. While the Croagh watched over and soothed the seven, with the help of the eighth woman who had not been violated, Erent hunted a stag and brought back meat to cook. Some wild potatoes, onions, and a few handfuls of mushrooms completed the meal. He even found some berries for dessert. It was difficult to get some of the women to eat, but they were able to get food into all of them, though for some just a few bites.

      “It took them four days to travel to where they met the men from Villen coming toward them on the main road. In that time, Erent got to know more of the girl he had saved.

      “She tried to protect the other girls, all younger than her, to prevent the men from doing what they did, and for that, they beat her. Never on the face—they did not want to mar her beauty—but she moved like she had bruises all over her body. Erent did not ask to see them, and every time he suggested that she put on the salve he had created from herbs they foraged, she declared the others needed it more.

      “By the end of the four days, Erent Caahs was in love with Lela Ganeva.

      “‘Will you stay in the village for a while and rest your feet?’ she asked him, after they had returned to Delver’s Crossing, those mesmerizing brown eyes of hers drilling into him and leaving him breathless. ‘Will you not spend some time talking with me?’

      “‘I…cannot,’ he said, his heart rending even as he said it. ‘There are things I must do, places I must go. For now. I would like to visit again, if I may. To see how you are doing. May I do so?’

      “Lela’s smile, a soft triangle showing her perfect white teeth, her cheeks raising and the skin around her eyes crinkling just slightly, made Erent stare. ‘I would like that, Erent Caahs.’ She kissed his cheek and fire rushed from it and shot through his body. It made his vision swim.

      “‘I will do so, then, as soon as I am able.’ With that, he and Raisor bade the village goodbye and they went on their way.

      “As everyone knows, Erent Caahs did visit Delver’s Crossing many times after that, always with the aim of seeing Lela. She neither married nor accepted any of the many suitors who fell at her feet, instead waiting patiently for Erent Caahs to come back one day to stay. And as everyone knows, meeting and falling in love with Lela Ganeva changed Erent’s life, and the future of Dizhelim forever. But that is a different story. For now, you know of the meeting of Erent and Lela, from one who was there, Raisor Tannoch.”

      Aeden took a breath and looked out at the family of Gypta. Some of the women had tears in their eyes, some of the men had their chins raised as if proud to hear of the heroic deeds, but all had their eyes fixed on Aeden, unblinking. The boy next to Jehira had eyes widest of all.

      In the silence, Aeden thought that he had ruined the story in his telling, but then first one, then several, then all of the people around him started stamping their feet and clapping their hands. Some whistled and some expelled ululations, and smiles broke out on their faces. Fahtin smiled at him while clapping, too, and his muscles finally relaxed.

      Darun stepped up to Aeden and clapped him on the back. “That is a tale we have never heard, boy. Are you sure you’re one of the Crows? You tell a story like one of the family.”

      Aeden didn’t know what to say, so he remained silent.

      “Which reminds me,” Darun continued. “We will break camp tomorrow and continue on our way. It doesn’t do for the Gypta to stay in one place for too long when the open road calls to us.”

      Aeden’s heart sank. Now he would find out what was in store for him.

      “I have made a decision and I am sure everyone else will agree. You have no home, Aeden, no family to call your own, no place to belong. In this, you are like the Gypta, with one exception. We, no matter where we go, have family. We may not have ever met them before, but as long as two Gypta live in Dizhelim, each will have a family.

      “We would like you to join our family, if you would be so inclined. Blood is not what makes family, but love, respect, and common purpose. Will you accept and join us?”

      Aeden’s mouth dropped open. He had not thought of that. At the best, he figured they would let him travel with them for a time, but this? With the tension from telling the story and the suddenness of the offer, he felt his eyes become wet. Not trusting his voice, he simply nodded.

      “It is done, then,” Darun said. “Welcome to the family.”

      Those around them applauded even more loudly.

      He looked to Fahtin, her smile even wider than before, and she winked at him. She was beautiful, and now she was his sister. He had a family again. He let the tears fall and smiled at the rest of them, accepting their handshakes, pats, and hugs.
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      The family left the next day, traveling again. It was strange to Aeden at first, moving, stopping for a day or two, and then moving on again. On the road, people bustled around, busy as before, but they seemed both contented and excited to be on the move again. He finally understood what Darun had been telling him about the wandering spirit and the joy of the open road. It was contagious. He was starting to feel it himself.

      The one constant feature of their daily life was the music. It was everywhere. In idle times, someone always played an instrument, singing or creating a song. It wasn’t long until Aeden had learned some of the simpler songs, just by hearing them so often. He began to hum them as he worked.

      One day, as he chopped firewood, he began humming a song that had stuck in his brain. Before he had done fifteen minutes of work, he was singing.

      There was no one around, so he felt no embarrassment in doing so. Everyone else seemed to have their own work to do, and it was just him, the wood, the ax, and a few birds and squirrels. As he sang, he felt at peace and yet energized at the same time. His ax swung to the rhythm of the upbeat song, and he lost himself in it.

      As he ended his rendition and prepared to start anew, clapping burst from within the trees behind him. Turning, his face already becoming red, he saw Fahtin striding into the little clearing, her arm through the handle of a basket covered with a piece of cloth. Her eyes twinkled in the sunlight, and the smile on her face dazzled him. Her long, dark hair trailed out behind her, rustled by the wind of her fast pace.

      “That was fantastic,” she said, setting the basket down on the stump he was using to split the wood. “Why didn’t you tell me you could sing like that?”

      Aeden still felt like his face would burst into flames. “I don’t sing. I mean, the Croagh, we don’t sing. Nothing but funeral dirges. Was it very bad?” He cast his eyes on the ground, still too embarrassed to look at her.

      Fahtin giggled. “Aeden, it was marvelous. You have a natural talent. If it wasn’t for the food I brought getting cold, I would have happily sat in the trees and listened to you all morning.”

      He flicked his eyes to hers and saw she was not teasing. “Really?”

      “Truly,” she said. “You should sing more. I like it.”

      He smiled at her, his face starting to cool.

      “But for now, I have brought you some roast hen and some warm bread. Are you hungry?”

      He thought about it and realized he was. “Yes.”

      Fahtin twitched the cloth cover off the basket, and the smell of the cooked bird mingled with the yeasty smell of the bread made Aeden’s stomach grumble.

      “Come on over here and we’ll eat lunch together,” she said as she took the basket with one hand and his hand with the other. He dropped the ax and let himself be led to a tuft of grass in the shade.

      They began to eat. It tasted wonderful, the hen perfectly cooked and the bread so warm and light that it melted in his mouth. Aeden accepted a liberal dollop of butter on his bread, but declined the honey. He sat back, eyes closed, enjoying the taste and the smell of the food and the feel of the light breeze on his body, sweaty from his work.

      He sensed Fahtin’s gaze on him and opened his eyes to see her biting on her lower lip while looking at him. “Your people really do not sing?”

      “We do not, other than the dirges.”

      “That is strange to me. Do the children not hum, sing, or whistle as they play?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “There is no music in the clans. It is…inessential. Our lives are based on combat. Anything that does not help to make us stronger or better at fighting is a luxury we cannot afford.”

      “But surely you have games. Children still play in the clans, right?”

      “Oh yes,” Aeden said, glad to be off the previous subject. “From when we are very young, we engage in play fighting, mock combat. Good Warriors Versus Bad, Chase the Monsters, Hunt the Bear, all of those games. We’re human, after all.”

      Fahtin just looked at him. “What of Ball and Hoop, Tag, Hide ‘n’ Seek, kissing games?” Aeden’s blank expression must have told her the answer. “None of those? Only fighting games?”

      “It is our life, Fahtin. We are bred, trained, and grown to do one thing: fight. It’s why we’re the finest warriors in the world. You cannot become the best at one thing when you spread your focus on twenty different things.”

      “I see.” She took a bite of chicken and studied him. “I like our way better. I like having music and singing around.”

      He smiled at her around a piece of bread. “I do, too. It gives me peace I have never felt. I like how it feels to sing and to listen to singing and music. Maybe some of my clan kin would feel the same if they gave it a chance. Who knows.”

      “Oh.” She sat up straight, eyes glittering. “You should learn to play an instrument. It would be the perfect thing to immerse you in music.”

      He thought about it for a moment. “Play an instrument? It sounds like it would be interesting. But no, I have no such instrument, and it would probably interfere with my training. I have been invited into your family, but I am still Croagh at heart. I will always train to be the best warrior I can. Nothing can change that.”

      Fahtin nodded, her eyes far away. “Yes, I guess so. Still, you can sing for me sometimes. Just for me. You won’t have to let anyone else hear you. We can sing together. It will be fun.”

      “I don’t know,” Aeden said. “I would feel embarrassed singing in front of someone. Plus, I need all my time for practicing my fighting.”

      “Oh, Aeden, you can sing for me. We are like brother and sister. You never have to be embarrassed in front of me. If you will sing with me, then maybe I can help with your fighting. We can train together.”

      He looked at her. “Do your people fight?”

      “When we need to.” She made a motion with her hand, and a knife appeared in it. Where had she had that hidden? “I am accounted a fair hand with a knife.” She flicked her other hand and a knife materialized in that one, too. “Or two.” He smiled at her.

      “I see your point. Fine. We will train together and sometimes—maybe—we will sing together.”

      She flicked her hands again, and the knives disappeared before she clapped and giggled. He caught the movement and saw her tucking them into sheaths strapped to her forearms under her sleeves.

      “It’s going to be fun, you’ll see,” she said, her smile brightening up the sunlit clearing.

      Later that day, as evening approached, Aeden was loading all the firewood he had split onto the cart they kept to store the fuel. Darun walked up to him, a bundle under his arm.

      “Aeden, my boy,” he said, smiling at him. “A little bird has told me that you desire to take up the fine tradition of music-making. A grand and wonderful thing, to be sure. But alas, with no implement to make this music, you are at a loss.”

      Fahtin must have told her father about her idea. Aeden waited for Darun to finish.

      “I was cleaning out the wagon the other day and found something I forgot I had. I was debating whether to try to sell it at the next town or use it for firewood. Perhaps you could help me by taking it off my hands.”

      The man handed the blanket-covered lump to him. Aeden peeled the cloth off it to reveal a fiddle and a stick with some kind of string tied to it. He had seen instruments like it in the caravan. The man who played it rubbed the string on the stick against the strings tied to the fiddle and it made noise. No, it made music. He looked up at Darun.

      “Well, what do you say, boy? Will you do a man a favor and relieve me of this burden?”

      Aeden looked down at the fiddle. It was a little battered and scratched, the surface not as shiny as the others he had seen. Its dull brown color was not attractive, but the slim lines of the shape of it was the most beautiful thing he had seen in a long time. He hefted it, the light weight of it surprising him. The thing was hollow!

      “Thank you, Darun,” he said. “It is a wondrous gift. Thank you.”

      “Gift? No, boy, you misunderstood. I have no need of it and you are the one doing me a favor by taking it. Thank you.” The leader of the family winked at him, turned, and walked away.

      Aeden cradled the instrument in his arms like it was an infant. He had no idea how to play it, but Fahtin would be able to tell him who to visit to solve that problem.

      Aeden caught up to Fahtin half an hour later, after he had finished with the firewood.

      “So,” he said as he walked up to her, fiddle in his hands, “your father just happened to have an old fiddle he wanted me to take off his hands.”

      She tilted her head and suddenly found her hands to be fascinating.

      “What a coincidence, eh?” he said.

      “I guess I may have just sort of mentioned to him that it would be good if you could learn to play an instrument.”

      Aeden laughed. “Somehow, I don’t think the conversation went quite like that, but that’s fine. Thank you. It’s a lovely instrument. I’ll need to learn to play it.”

      Her smile broke out and she tossed her head, causing her hair to fly up and settle back down like fine thread on the wind. “You will love it. I can’t wait to hear you play.”

      “I’ll need to find someone to teach me, Fahtin. This isn’t something you learn on your own.”

      “Oh no,” she said, “you won’t have to. I’ll ask Charin Mez to teach you. He’ll have you sorted out in no time.”

      “Thank you,” he said again. “For that and for the instrument. I’ve never owned anything before that wasn’t a weapon.”

      “Really?” she searched his face as if trying to determine if he was joking with her. “The more I learn about your people, the stranger they seem. Anyway, now that you have figured me out, I’ll give you the second part of your gift.” She reached around a water barrel near her and brought out a battered case roughly the same shape as the instrument. She handed it to him.

      “Ah,” he said. “I was wondering how to keep it from being damaged. The blanket your father had it wrapped in didn’t seem adequate for the job.”

      “I wanted to give you something, too, not let him have all the fun.” She wrinkled her nose at him and made a silly smile.

      “Then thank you for the third time. I seem to be owing you a lot of thanks today. I’ll need to do something for you to even the score a bit.”

      “Funny you should mention that because I have just the thing. I was thinking of what we were talking about earlier, how you were going to sing for me—”

      “How I may sing with you,” he corrected.

      “Yes, how you may sing with me and how I would train in fighting with you.” She paused.

      “Go on,” Aeden said.

      “Well, I want you to teach me to fight. I am good with my knives, but I know you could teach me to be better. And maybe you could show me how to do those things you do with just your hands and feet.” She made striking and kicking motions. “You know, so I can defend myself if I don’t have my blades.”

      She looked at him expectantly, chewing on the right side of her bottom lip.

      “I think that is a wonderful idea,” he told her. “It’ll be good exercise, good practice, and it will be fun. Yes, I would love to teach you to fight.”

      She laughed, spun around, and clapped her hands. “That will be great. Thank you, Aeden. Thank you.”

      He made a half bow to her and put his fiddle into its case. “Would you like to start now? We have the better part of an hour before dinner.”

      “Yes, of course. The sooner the better.”

      As he put his instrument down, a smile came to Aeden’s face. He would be busier than he had been, a good thing. With teaching Fahtin and learning to play the fiddle, there would not be idle time to breed boredom and laziness. He was looking forward to it. The busier he was, the less he thought about his life and why he was alive. The less he thought of what had happened to him and what he had lost.

      His smile slipped a little at that thought, but he was thankful for what he had received. He didn’t know the purpose of his life, but he would find it, and when he did, he would be ready to excel in whatever task it required of him.
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      Aeden and Fahtin were practicing with wooden weapons he had carved himself using a fine knife Fahtin had given him. Hers were rough duplicates of the knives she carried about hidden on her person, and his was as close as he could come to the shape of the practice broadsword he used to use.

      He had originally been drawn to that weapon because of Raisor Tannoch, the hero of the clans, or at least the hero of his own clan. He used to imagine himself as the hero, fighting at Erent Caahs’s side and vanquishing evil. After he had started practicing with it, it just felt right in his hands, so he stuck with it. He had mastered many different weapons, but his favorite was still the broadsword. It wasn’t what some would call a broadsword, but more like the shape of one of the flexible weapons used in Shinyan, wide, curved, and single-edged.

      “You need to pivot more at the hips when you strike, and when you turn aside the opponent’s blade with your knives,” he said to her. “It gives you more power and helps to make your movement smoother.”

      “Like this?” she said, swiveling her hips in an exaggerated manner, making it look like she was dancing. It was…provocative.

      Aeden laughed. “No. If you do that, you’ll do nothing but make the man you’re fighting drop his weapon and gape at you.” He thought for a moment, then laughed harder. “Actually, that might work better than the fighting you’ve been doing. He’ll stand there, lovestruck, and then you’ll put a knife in his heart while he’s staring at you. I hear that’s what women do anyway, figuratively speaking.”

      She stopped wiggling her hips and glared at him. It lasted for three seconds before a smile burst through and she started laughing along with him. “Maybe I can wear very tight clothing and move like this,” she slunk around him, making his face flush.

      Though her clothing was loose, it was clear every line and curve was in exactly the place it should be. She had traded the skirts she often wore for pants similar to the ones the men wore, but cut so they accentuated her hips. The colors were just as bright, though, red for her trousers today and a riot of yellows, blues, and greens for her blouse. A matching headscarf held her hair out of her eyes as they practiced. Aeden cleared his throat. “Yes, maybe that will work for you,” he said. “But let’s just work on the fighting techniques. You can use that other method as backup.”

      They went back to practicing movements, slowly so she could do them correctly before progressing to a faster pace. As they did, Aeden glimpsed a shadow in the nearby trees. It didn’t move, but he kept part of his vision trained on that area in case it did. He could kill with his practice sword if he had to.

      As the lessons progressed, he realized the shadow was that of a young boy. He thought it was the same boy he had seen the night of the story he told, the one who sat with Jehira, the soothsayer.

      Aeden and Fahtin trained every day. He taught her some of his exercises, and they worked on proper, efficient movements. She had some skill with her weapons to start, though she also had bad habits he had to correct, which took extra time. Within a few months they could spar at full speed. She couldn’t match him, of course, but he had enough control to keep from hurting her and also to keep her from hurting him accidentally.

      Through it all, their little shadow observer watched. Aeden had even caught sight of him practicing the movements with them from the safety of nearby vegetation. He quirked an eyebrow at Fahtin when he saw that she noticed the boy, but they never spoke of it.

      “He is a solitary boy,” she said to him one day when he finally mentioned it. “Shy, with few friends. His parents were killed years ago, and now he lives in the wagon of his grandmother, Jehira.”

      Aeden’s heart went out to the boy. He had not lost his parents in death—at least not theirs—but he knew well the feeling of being without family. He did a little. Because he did have a family now, solely because of the kindness of Darun and the others, he decided he was obligated to help others as well.

      “Why don’t you come out in the sunlight, Raki?” Aeden called one day as he and Fahtin were preparing to train. They were two miles out from the town of Brausprech, still traveling in their westward direction toward the Kanton Sea, an inland body of water that was also sometimes called the Sea of Magic. It was spring and the air was cool, perfect for physical activity. The blue sky held a few fluffy clouds. “Join us.”

      Surprise lit up Fahtin’s eyes, but then she smiled widely at Aeden. “Yes. You have practiced enough in the shadows. Come train with us.”

      The boy’s shaggy head poked out from the bushes bordering the clearing the two had chosen for their activities. His body followed, and Aeden got the first good look he’d had of the boy. Every other time he had seen him had been in shadows or by firelight. Raki never seemed to be out and about in the camp as the other children of the family were.

      He was thin, waifish. His headful of brown hair was messy and came down almost to his shoulders. He swiped at it to move it out of his face, and his clear brown eyes looked about nervously, as if he expected a trap or some other danger.

      “Come now,” Aeden said in as soothing a voice as he could use. “We’ve seen you practicing with us in the trees. Would you like to join us, learn to fight like Fahtin here? Don’t you think she is a fine warrior?”

      The boy nodded and took a step closer.

      Fahtin, impatient as always, huffed and went to him. She hugged him and took his hand, leading him back toward Aeden.

      “Raki Sinde,” she said, gesturing toward Aeden, “this is Aeden Tannoch. As if you didn’t know the newest member of our family. Aeden, Raki.”

      “It’s an honor to meet you formally, Raki Sinde,” Aeden said as he slapped his fist to his chest in salute. The boy emulated the movement and a small smile crept onto his face.

      “Is it really true that the Crows tried to kill you, but the whole lot of them couldn’t do it?”

      Aeden looked to Fahtin. She had a neutral expression on her face. Too neutral. Her eyes glittered, though, the green starbursts inside the hazel irises shining with unexpressed humor. She shrugged slightly.

      “Aye, I suppose that’s close enough to the truth. Is that what the young folk amongst the wagons have told you?”

      “No,” Raki said, flushing. “I just hear things.”

      “Well, then,” Aeden said, putting his hand on the boy’s shoulder, “now that we have that out of the way, would you like to learn to fight? A man can never learn enough about protecting his home from dangers on the road.”

      Raki nodded, excitement emerging from the wariness in his eyes before.

      “Aeden,” Raki said after they had trained together for a few days. “Is it true that the tattoo on your wrist makes you invincible, unable to be touched by weapons, and that’s why your clan had to attack you with just their hands?”

      Aeden looked at the boy, not quite knowing how to start his answer. “No. I won’t even ask who told you that. This tattoo on my wrist,” he held up his left wrist to show Raki, “means that I passed the Trial of Combat. I had to fight four other boys my age or older to do it. If I had passed the Trial of Magic, there would be another one on my other wrist. All clan warriors have both tattoos.”

      “Oh,” Raki said, and left it at that, though Aeden could tell from the distracted look in his eyes that he was logging the information into his memory.

      Raki fit right into their training, all three doing the warm-up exercises and stretches before actual combat training, and then the combat itself for an hour or two a day. He learned quickly, having already practiced some of the movements the other two had been performing, but Aeden realized that hand-to-hand fighting would not be enough for the boy.

      “You see,” Aeden told him, “the problem is that fighting with your hands is fine if your foe is a man or two. You can’t use it to defend yourself from a bear or to hunt for food, though. That’s important. Some men live their entire lives without having to kill a man, but everyone has to eat. What we need is a weapon for you. What do you fancy?”

      “I’ve never used a weapon,” Raki said. He had proven to be quite talkative once he was comfortable with his new friends. “I have only ever held some of the knives made by Payta Torn, but mostly just to cut up vegetables for the stewpot.”

      “Hmm,” Aeden mused. “Knives could be a good weapon for you, though with your size, I was thinking maybe something with a little more reach to make up for the fact that every opponent you will face will be bigger than you.”

      With no other ideas, Aeden had carved another pair of practice knives like Fahtin’s so Raki could practice. It was by accident that they found his true talent.

      “Can I see that knife?” Raki asked Fahtin one day as she was idly throwing it at a target board Aeden had set up for her. She was a fair hand at throwing the blades, hitting the target board most of the time, though not exactly the spot she was aiming for.

      Fahtin looked at the boy skeptically. “Yes, but be careful with it. It’s not like the practice knives. This one will cut you if you slip with it.”

      “I’ll be careful.”

      She flipped it into the air and caught it by the blade, handing it to him with the hilt first. He took it reverently, eyes growing wide.

      “It’s beautiful,” he said.

      Fahtin’s smile lit up the clearing. “Thank you. Payta made me five of them, all alike, for my last name day. It is a lavish gift. He could have sold them for quite a bit of gold. My uncle is very generous.”

      “Can I try to throw it?” Raki asked.

      Fahtin shot a look at Aeden, rubbing her earlobe with her thumb and forefinger as she did when she was indecisive about things. Aeden shrugged at her.

      “I…I suppose you could. You have to be very careful, though. Here, let me show you how to judge the distance and how to hold it.”

      She walked him closer to the target board, about ten feet away from it, and flicked her wrist. Another knife appeared there. Aeden was used to seeing her flourish her knives like that, pulling them quickly from hidden sheaths, but Raki’s mouth dropped and he stared at the blade in her hand. He looked from it to the one in his own. “Ooh,” came from his mouth. Fahtin winked at him.

      “The secret is to know how many turns the knife will make, end over end, until it strikes your target. You have to change how you hold it, either by the blade or by the hilt, and how you flick your wrist to change the speed it turns, to get it right. You will probably strike near the target with the blade flat or with the hilt at first until you get used to it. It’s just all practice.”

      After a few minutes of showing the boy how to stand and hold the knife, she stepped back to let him try. Aeden knew she was nervous about him ruining her knives. They had bone handles, and her anxious expression made it obvious she feared the boy striking the handles on the target and loosening them. Still, she let him try.

      Raki pulled a stray lock of hair from his face and stood in front of the target as Fahtin had showed him. The look of concentration in his eyes and the set of his mouth beneath his smooth cheeks almost made Aeden laugh, but he settled for a smile the boy couldn’t see.

      With a gentle flick of his wrist, Raki launched the knife at his target. Fahtin’s exhalation turned to a grunt of surprise mid-breath. The knife had struck solidly in the center of the target, the point buried an inch into the soft wood.

      Raki smiled as he went to retrieve the knife. Fahtin glanced over her shoulder at Aeden. He nodded at her, still smiling himself.

      They had the boy try again, and again. Each time, he stuck the knife in the center of the target. They had him back up and try again. Every time, he struck his target exactly where he was aiming. It was uncanny.

      “Raki,” Aeden said to him. “I believe we have found your weapon. We’ll continue to train in fighting with the knife, but this throwing, well, you are a natural talent at it.”

      The boy was all smiles as he handed Fahtin’s knife back to her.

      The three visited Payta Torn to ask a favor.

      “Fahtin!” the man said, wrapping her in a hug that engulfed the girl.

      Aeden had seen taller men, but Payta was so heavily muscled, the only word Aeden could think to describe him was massive. The clans produced big men, but Payta looked as if he could bend steel without the help of his forge and hammer.

      “Uncle Payta,” she said after he had released her. “This is Aeden Tannoch—”

      “I know of the new member of the family,” he said, putting out a hand to shake Aeden’s. It swallowed the boy’s hand as if it was a thin twig. “Well met, Aeden of the clans.”

      “Thank you,” Aeden said. “Well met to you.”

      “And you know Raki,” Fahtin said.

      “I do.” The big man shook Raki’s hand, too, doing it daintily so as not to crush it. “I haven’t seen you around, boy. And here I thought you were going to try for my apprentice.” He winked.

      “We have a favor to ask, Uncle,” Fahtin said.

      “You do, do you?”

      “Aeden needs a weapon.”

      “I see,” the bladesmith said. “And what kind of weapon would you want, Aeden?”

      “A sword. A broadsword. The curved type that my people use, not the silly straight, thin blades used by the Aranir. I don’t want it to break on the first use.”

      The blacksmith raised an eyebrow and Aeden thought maybe he had said something wrong, but the man didn’t mention it. “Oh, now that would be a problem, seeing as the only forge I have is one that breaks down easily for travel. It’s meant to forge knives and other small items, not something so long as a sword.”

      “We didn’t think of that,” Fahtin said, her mouth turning down into a frown.

      “How much room is there in the forge?” Aeden asked. “How long a weapon can you make?”

      “I can perhaps make something with a blade as long as twenty inches, maybe two feet if I’m clever.”

      Aeden closed his eyes and pictured the weapons he had seen and used, trying to find an ideal compromise. “Have you seen the long swords of the Tiroshimi? They are almost straight but with a slight curve.”

      The big man studied Aeden. “I have. The master bladesmiths of Teroshi do fine work.”

      “Could you make two swords like that, but in the size you have said you can make? Their length would be somewhere in the middle between their long and short swords.”

      “I could make such things, if I wanted. What would you pay me for them? Swords like that will take a bit of work.”

      Aeden hadn’t thought of that. “I have no money. I could work for you, do whatever it is you require. I’m strong and can move things for you, split wood for the forge, anything.”

      The bladesmith looked at Aeden for a good long time, thinking. He looked over at Fahtin, and then to Raki. Finally, he smiled. “I could do that for you. I have knives I haven’t been able to sell yet and am growing bored. A new project may just be the thing. Come back tomorrow morning—early, mind you—and we can get started.”

      It took three months of work for Payta to finish the swords for Aeden. In the meantime, he worked with the bladesmith for several hours a day, learning a little about the art itself and gaining strength and muscle where he had not had it before.

      His daily training with Raki and Fahtin kept him limber, fast, and fluid, so the additional muscle did not slow him down. By the time he got his swords from Payta, he thought he was probably in the best condition of his life because of the unorthodox ways he was causing his body to adapt and grow.

      “Here are your swords,” the big man said as he handed them to Aeden. The red-haired young man had made the scabbards himself, with Payta’s direction, and painted and lacquered them in green and red, colors that reminded him of his homeland. The green of the highland hills and the red of the blood shed by the warriors of the clans.

      The blades themselves were as fine as any he had ever seen. Payta was a true master bladesmith. They were light, much lighter than the broadsword or the wooden sword he had been practicing with, and they were razor sharp. He could take a large leaf from an elephant plant, drop it on the upturned blade, and watch it separate into halves as it floated downward.

      Payta had a surprise for them as well. He pulled out a small case and handed it to Raki.

      “I have seen you practicing with these other two,” he said to the boy, “and I have seen you throw the blades I made for Fahtin. I’m not sure if your grandmother would approve, but maybe we can keep this as our own little secret.”

      Raki’s eyes lit up. He was not expecting a gift himself. He opened the case and his eyes grew even wider, then they became liquid as he set the box gently on the anvil next to Payta and hugged the big man with his whole strength.

      “Thank you, Payta,” he said. “Thank you so much. They are beautiful. How can I repay you for this?”

      “No need, boy. You have been here every day, helping Aeden with the chores I have set for him, never with a thought for yourself. That kind of loyalty and generosity deserves something, does it not? Besides, I had bits of scrap steel cluttering up my cart. I needed to do something so someone else would carry it around for a while.” He winked at the boy as he ruffled his hair.

      Raki picked his case back up and opened it to show Aeden and Fahtin. There, lined up in nice little rows set in velvet padding, were throwing knives, spikes, and pieces of sharpened steel that looked like snowflakes, each point glinting in the sunlight.

      Time seemed to pass quickly with their travels, the training, and the work that Aeden continued to do for Payta. Fahtin’s uncle told him it was unnecessary, but Aeden wanted to help. It was good strength training, he was learning about metal and the art of making weapons, and he still felt he had not repaid the man for his kindness. Raki worked alongside him every day, the two as inseparable as he and Fahtin.
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      It came to pass that at the end of almost four years from when they had found him, the caravan had made its way back to the eastern part of the world. Aeden was nervous about seeing his homeland, but it would be a few months before they reached it. There was no need to be concerned about it. Yet.

      In addition to training and working with Payta, Aeden had been practicing his fiddle and could play well enough that he did not mind doing it in front of other people. Along with the others of the family who played instruments, he entertained his adopted brothers and sisters at the campfire each night.

      He loved the music and sang any time he was alone. He had even given in to singing with Fahtin, as per their agreement those few years ago. Raki would join in occasionally, but for one of the Gypta, he wasn’t very talented in that respect.

      It was one spring night that he first heard it. The Song.

      They had reached a special time for the Gypta. Not only was it Manandantan, the festival to the goddess of music, but it was also a Pach—the word meant five in the ancient Gypta language—festival that occurred every five years. That night, the campfire was larger than Aeden had ever seen it, even larger than the night he had been adopted. Every member of the family bustled around all day excitedly preparing for the night’s festivities. Aeden was not disappointed.

      There were songs he had never heard, dances he had rarely seen, and stories he hadn’t known existed. The culmination of the evening was the singing of the Song of Prophecy, the Bhavisyaganant.

      Jehira stepped up in front of the fire on the little stage they had put together for the evening’s entertainment. She was short and squat, her grey hair pulled back from her wrinkled face. Aeden had not talked much with Raki’s grandmother—or Nani, as he called her—but he had helped to gather herbs for her a time or two.

      She smiled nervously as she mounted the stage. Aeden wondered what instruments would accompany her and was surprised when she took a deep breath and began to sing without any music at all.

      From the first word, an unseen force wrapped him up and held him immobile. He didn’t blink, didn’t move, did nothing but stand and feel the energy swirl throughout his body.

      Daen fantim lishant dara sai

      Admum dah stuta sai

      Prein tons adhuton

      Selim sabmen dah fortuta sai

      …

      It was no language Aeden had ever heard, but it affected him strongly. In his chest, a locked door inside opened and let out a light brighter than any he had ever seen or felt.

      The song went on for quite some time, the soothing voice of the old woman weaving a spell around all those in attendance. There was no other sound than the crackling fire, which seemed to change and modulate according to the song itself.

      When it was done, Aeden slumped as if he had been carrying rocks all day. He found that he had tears in his eyes. He looked around and found that he wasn’t the only one. Fahtin, standing next to him, took his hand in hers and squeezed it.

      “What is that song?” he asked her, wiping at his wet cheeks with his other hand.

      “It is the Song of Prophecy, the Bhavisyaganant. Bhagant for short.”

      “It’s beautiful,” Aeden said. “It sang directly to my soul.”

      “Yes. It is very powerful.”

      Aeden knew he must learn more of the Song.

      The next morning Aeden went to Jehira’s wagon. Everyone had been up late the night before celebrating, so the camp was slow in moving and getting started with their day.

      Raki answered the knock at the door of Jehira’s wagon. His eyes lit up as he saw Aeden there, Fahtin in tow.

      “Is your grandmother about?” Aeden asked the boy.

      “She is. I’ll go get her.”

      When the old woman climbed out of the wagon, she looked at Aeden confidently. “You’re here to ask me about the Song.” It didn’t sound like a question.

      “Yes,” Aeden said.

      “You felt its power running through you?”

      Aeden nodded. “I have never felt anything like that before. What was it?”

      “The Song has power. It calls to the elemental and blood magic in the world. Its words are a powerful prophecy about the time of the end of the world.”

      “The end of the world?” Raki said. “Nani, you never told me that.”

      “You are young yet, Raki. I would have gotten around to it. Surely you recognized some of the words of the Song. I have been teaching you Dantogyptain for years now.”

      The boy dipped his head. “I know, but it’s harder to hear the words in a song. I do recognize some of the sounds, but you only sing the whole thing every five years.”

      “True,” Jehira said as she patted his head.

      “Jehira,” Aeden blurted out. “Will you teach me the Song?”

      “No.”

      Aeden was stunned. He blinked at the old woman several times and worked his mouth as if to speak, but couldn’t think of anything to say. He had thought it would just be a formality to ask her and then she would start teaching him. The family had always been so open with all the knowledge they had.

      “Why not?” he finally got out.

      “It is too difficult for you.” She stepped one foot out into a wider stance and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “It is in Dantogyptain, the ancient language of the Gypta people, with some Alaqotim words thrown in. No one really speaks either language anymore.” She nodded for emphasis, as if she had made her point.

      “All the more reason to teach it to me,” Aeden said. “Then one more person will be around who knows about the languages.”

      The old soothsayer narrowed her eyes and stared at Aeden. “There is truth in what you say.” Hope rose in Aeden’s belly, a fluttering feeling. “But no. I will not teach you.”

      The flutters died in his stomach and turned to stone.

      “Will you tell us what it means, tell us the story it tells?” Fahtin asked.

      “It does not tell a story, precisely, girl,” Jehira said. “It is a prophecy. It foretells the future, and it does not translate well to the common tongue of Ruthrin. No, you will have to wait another five years to hear more of the Song. Now be off with you. I have work to be about and cannot be bothered by the lot of you.”

      All three made groaning noises but began to leave.

      “Not you, Raki,” his grandmother said. “There is work for you to do. I need herbs gathered. You can go and spend time with your friends when that is done.”

      Aeden offered to help, and Fahtin went along with the idea. It only took an hour to gather the herbs Jehira needed with all three working. When they returned with them, Jehira smiled at the trio and told Raki he was free the rest of the day, until their evening lessons in Dantogyptain.

      “Can I come, too?” Aeden asked, noting that Fahtin’s head snapped around to look at him when he did it. “If I can’t learn the Song, maybe I can learn some of the language. Maybe it has power, too.”

      “It does,” Jehira said. She studied him for a minute, her dark eyes drilling into him. Aeden could see white spots on her eyes, things that looked like little wet warts reflecting the sunlight. “Yes, you may come, but don’t trouble me with questions. You will have to try to learn what you may without affecting Raki’s pace.”

      “Thank you, Nani,” he said, using Raki’s name for her. “Thank you.”

      The three left to do their weapon training.

      “What was that about?” Fahtin asked when they were far enough away from the old woman.

      “I want to learn that song,” Aeden said. “If I can’t learn it the normal way, maybe I can learn pieces of it, or at least the language. I have never felt that kind of energy before, Fahtin. I don’t know if it is the language, the Song itself, or something else, but I have to find out.

      “You know I was cast out of my clan for failing the Trial of Magic. I said the words, but it didn’t come. I felt nothing when I tried to call it forth.”

      “I know that,” she said, “but what does that have to do with the Song or the language it’s in?”

      “When Jehira sang it, I recognized some words. Rather, they were words that are the words of power for our blood magic. When she sang them, I felt a tugging, as if something pulled me toward her. It was almost as if the Song had life and wanted to share its power with me. I have to learn more about it.”

      Fahtin still looked skeptical, but nodded. “Okay. I’ll take your word for it. But she said she wouldn’t teach you the song. Pardon me for saying it, Raki, but Jehira can be a stubborn old woman.”

      Raki smiled. “She can, you’re right.”

      “She’ll teach it to me. You watch. She’ll teach it to me because she must. I’ll make her see that.” He wished he was as confident as he sounded. Still, learning the language would be interesting, and it might tell him something about himself and his inability to use the magic of his clan.

      The caravan drew nearer the Cridheargla. Aeden and his friends trained, he practiced his fiddle, and he did what chores were required of him. His highest priority, though, was learning everything Jehira would teach him about the Song and the language it was in. He practiced the words he learned constantly and soon was better with the language than Raki.

      The soothsayer saw his effort, and in a few weeks, she relented and began to teach him some of the words of the Song. It would be a long time before he would be able to translate all of them, but if he could learn the lyrics, that was his first step. He excitedly spent as much time with the old woman as she would allow, learning the Bhagant.

      “It really is a prophecy,” he told Fahtin as they had finished their sparring for the day. “A real, honest prophecy. Jehira says it was written more than two thousand years ago, at the height of the devastation of a great war of magic. It tells of the end of the world.”

      “Will you tell us what it means?” Raki asked. “Nani will never tell me when I ask her.”

      “I have only learned the translation for the first part, though I know the Dantogyptain words for almost the entire Song now.”

      “Tell us,” Fahtin said.

      “It is a very long song, and it does not follow a logical narrative like a story. The first bit I have translated doesn’t really tell us anything.”

      “Please, Aeden,” she begged. “Share it with us. Then, as you can translate more of it, we can all learn together.”

      Aeden looked toward Jehira’s wagon. She had never told him he couldn’t share what he learned with the others, but he felt guilty for wanting to do so. Most of all, he didn’t want her to stop teaching him because he couldn’t keep the secret of the Song. She seemed very picky about who she let have the knowledge.

      “Fine,” he finally said. “I can tell you what I have learned, but you will be disappointed.”

      His two friends smiled at him and settled in to listen.

      “The Song itself, in Dantogyptain, is like this:

      Daen fantim lishant dara sai

      admum dah stuta sai

      Prein tons adhuton

      Selim sabmen dah fortuta sai

      

      Senie, tukra ua dera deh rouleta sain

      Oudra Dishelim ua airuh dadain

      Ua Arushelim dasanim dera deh nanteta sain

      Animaru bahen abahun, uprapen onaki daralma.”

      Aeden tried to simply say the verses, as he would with poetry, but from the first word, it came out of his mouth in song. Even as he sang it, his eyes went wide and he felt as if he had lost control of his own body. It was just eight lines, but energy welled up in him.

      “Wow, Aeden,” Raki said. “Your Dantogyptain has gotten much better than mine. That was amazing. You sounded as good as Jehira singing it.”

      Aeden just nodded, still trying to catch his breath. It felt like he had run several miles. Fahtin eyed him suspiciously, but said nothing.

      “Okay, that was the first part, two of the sections. There are fourteen more sections like that.”

      “What does it mean?” Fahtin asked, looking back and forth between Aeden and Raki.

      “Don’t look at me,” Raki said. “I can never pick the words out of the Song.”

      “The meaning isn’t exact, remember,” Aeden said. “Things don’t translate over directly from Dantogyptain to Ruthrin. I am starting to understand why Jehira doesn’t like to tell people the translation. There can be three or four meanings for each word. You really have to feel the Song’s intent. Here’s the gist of it, though:

      The last day dawning

      A warning rings

      For a future time

      The world all ending

      

      See, the pieces of the evil spread

      Across Dizhelim from untold darkness

      From Aruzhelim flood the evil creatures

      Animaru vast, without number, ready for the kill.

      “That’s what I know so far.” As he recited the words in the common tongue, a shiver ran up his back. Whether it was magic or the fact that the Song was a prophecy of death and destruction, he didn’t know.

      “What is Aruzhelim and Animaru?” Raki asked. “Those don’t sound like Dantogyptain words.

      “They’re not,” Aeden said. “I asked Jehira and she told me they were from a language even older. Aruzhelim means ‘un-world,’ or ‘dark world.’ Animaru are some sort of legendary creatures of darkness. Monsters. There are other words from that language mixed in, too. It’s hard to tell sometimes which are from what language.”

      “So, the prophecy is about dark creatures coming to eat us?” Fahtin laughed. “It’s like the monster stories our parents used to tell us to make us do our chores.”

      Raki laughed, too, though it didn’t seem natural. Or comfortable. Aeden didn’t even smile.

      “Poke fun at it if you like,” he said. “This song holds power. I feel it when I sing it and even when I talk about what it means. It is no laughing matter. We have to hope that it won’t be fulfilled for many years yet, decades. I would as soon have it fulfilled when I’ve been dead a hundred years.”

      “Oh, I was just teasing,” Fahtin said. “Don’t get too excited about it. I’m sorry if I offended you. It does sound fascinating. I can’t wait until you can translate more of it.”

      Aeden nodded slowly. He wanted to know more about the prophecy as well, but a small part of him wanted nothing more than never to hear it again. The Song did things to him, made him feel energy he had never known. He wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad one.
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      Aeden had heard many stories in his four years with the Gypta, and he filed the memories of them away so he could recall them in the future, either to tell them or to glean lessons from them. Many were nonsensical and trivial, humorous tales meant to entertain or evoke wonder in young listeners. Some, though, had hidden meanings, knowledge that, if pondered and ruminated upon, could be helpful in everyday life.

      One night, the old fiddler, Aeden’s instructor, told a tale as old as the rocks around them. Charin Med had a raspy sort of voice when he spoke in normal conversation. When he sang, however, it transformed into something much different, a smooth baritone with not a hint of his usual scratchiness. It had always amazed Aeden to hear the man sing.

      Charin took a drink of warm spiced wine and cleared his throat; it seemed they would be subjected to a voice that sounded like a bowl full of pebbles being shaken around. What came out was smooth and pleasant, though.

      “I would tell of Mellaine, the goddess of all nature and of growing things,” the old man started. Aeden’s surprise at the pleasant speaking voice was not evident on any other face around him, but he knew Fahtin had seen his eyes go wide. She winked at him and smiled. The singing he had gotten used to, but this?

      “Mellaine, with the green hair and matching eyes, the beautiful goddess in whose care are all the plants and animals of the world. Of her, and of Codaghan the god of war, and of the human hero Trikus Phen.

      “In a time long past, when gods walked Dizhelim and shared the world with men, the Voordim, a group of the most powerful of the gods and goddesses, held their court in Srantorna, the dwelling place of the gods, where no mortal has ever set foot.

      “You have all heard of them. Of Surus, the king and chief among the gods; of Ianthra, her domain love and all things beautiful in the world; Mellaine, nature’s goddess; Codaghan, god of war; Arcus, the god of smithing and all clever devices; Aesculus, god of water; and the others. In this time all the great and mighty deeds were done, when magic coursed through the world, pulsed in the very air, and when miracles were commonplace. This was before the great war and the exodus of the gods.

      “In this time, the mighty warrior Trikus Phen was making a name for himself. Of the nation of Salamus, he was the greatest among the heroes and warriors of the world. It was whispered that the man could challenge Codaghan himself, a whisper that displeased the god of war.”

      Aeden leaned closer to the fiddler. Codaghan was precious to the Croagh. It was claimed that from Codaghan, all the people of the clans were descended. He was the only god worshipped by the clans, though the Croagh respected the god of death, Percipius, as well.

      “In one particularly bloody battle, its name lost to the ages, Trikus Phen found himself alone against a mass of forces from the nation of Gentason. All his allies had been killed, and it looked to be the end of the armies of Salamus. But Phen would not give up. He straightened the shield on his arm, gripped his sword, and entered the fray as if rushing to a lover.

      “The bodies of his enemies piled up before him, and he had to move to other parts of the battlefield to see over the tops of them. They came in droves, valiant men and strong, but none could stand before him. The odds against him, so very great at first, seemed to be evening out. Such a battle it was that Codaghan himself took interest and lounged upon a nearby mountain to watch, for what he loved more than anything else was conflict, battle, and death.

      “And Trikus Phen fought on. All through the day, his arm guided his sword, slashing, stabbing, defeating foe after foe. When the light began to fade, and dusk fell over the land, Codaghan looked about and was surprised to see that few of the enemy army were still left alive. Phen had whittled their numbers down during the day to such an extent that it seemed he would actually win the battle single-handedly.

      “But the enemy forces had held in reserve a handful of their greatest heroes, believing that if they struck when Trikus Phen was tired, they could defeat him. So it was that they mounted their last assault, a dozen of the remaining soldiers among the heroes of the army. As one they closed on Phen, meaning to overwhelm him.

      “Such was the skill, strength, and valor of Trikus Phen that though the best warriors came against him in a rush, he withstood their assault. In the first crush of the enemy, he killed half the soldiers. In the next, he killed nearly all of the other half, leaving only the finest of their fighters. Back and forth they battled, moving around the bodies already dead, the heroes’ corpses adding to their number one at a time.

      “It came to be that there were only two combatants left, Trikus Phen and Starin Kolus, the greatest of Gentason’s heroes. The foe would normally have been no match for Phen, but he had been fighting all day, killing men by the score, and he was tiring. The two danced around the battlefield, then to as-yet untouched areas. Neither could strike a killing blow, though several smaller wounds were traded.

      “Codaghan was fully absorbed in the melee, licking his lips and seeing nothing else but the struggle between the two. When the end came, he exulted in the finest battle he had ever witnessed by human men.

      “Trikus Phen slipped on a stone slick with his own blood and looked to be falling toward the ground. His foe, taking the opportunity, lunged in with what would be a killing blow. But somehow, the hero of Salamus twisted, barely evading the sword coming at him. In so doing, his own sword lashed out and opened the arm of the other man, causing his enemy’s weapon to fall from his useless arm.

      “A quick kick to the other arm dislodged Starin Kolus’s shield, and Trikus Phen stood over his foe, sword point at his throat. They froze there for several seconds, Starin expecting the sword to open his throat as it had his arm, and Phen looking down upon his defeated opponent. Codaghan leaned toward the men, wanting to see clearly the ending of this epic battle.

      “‘Go,’ Trikus Phen said, lifting his sword from the other man’s neck. ‘Go bind up your wounds and heal. You have fought valiantly today and I am tired of the killing. Your nation has no army. The battle is done.’

      “His foe, shocked at the hero’s mercy, got to his knees and kissed the blood-spattered boots Trikus wore. ‘You have shown me mercy when I would not have done the same. You honor me more even than death in battle. I would hope that I too could show kindness in such a situation, but if we meet again and I am victorious, I do not know if I could manage it.’

      “‘We shall see if that will ever come to pass.’ Phen told him. ‘Now go, and tell your king what happened here this day.’

      “Codaghan, the god of war, spat and cursed. ‘Mercy?’ he bellowed. ‘You fought a beautiful battle for an entire day, a tale worthy of being told for centuries to come, and you end with mercy?’

      “In a rage, he rushed to where Trikus Phen sat amongst the bodies of those he had slain, cleaning his sword and staring at the corpses surrounding him.

      “‘Trikus Phen,’ Codaghan screamed as he arrived. ‘Do you know who stands before you?’

      “The image of the god Codaghan was well known to Trikus. He was a man over seven feet tall, impossibly muscled, and wearing tight-fitting armor of a golden metal stronger than steel yet lighter than leather. Weapons were strapped all across his massive chest, waist, back, and tree-trunk legs. He wore no helmet, instead letting his long, red hair float upon the breeze.

      “Trikus fell to his knees in front of the god. ‘You are Codaghan, the god of warfare,’ he said, bowing his head.

      “‘And do you honor me, Trikus of Salamus?’ the god asked him.

      “‘I do, my lord, more than any other. Are you not the god of all that is my life?’

      “‘Then why is it that you would allow your foe to live?’ He pointed toward the retreating figure of Starin. ‘Why did you not finish your foe and grant him a glorious death?’

      “Trikus looked at Codaghan, puzzled. ‘There was no reason to end his life. He was defeated and could do no further harm.’

      “‘He could do harm!’ Codaghan yelled. ‘He may continue to do harm! He will heal and he will come to you again, in the future, and maybe you will be the one to fall by his sword.’

      “‘I do not think so,’ Trikus said calmly, ‘but if I erred, it was in ignorance, not weakness.’

      “‘Ignorance is weakness,’ Codaghan screamed, ‘as is mercy.’

      “Trikus stayed silent, knowing that no words would ease the god’s anger. But Codaghan was not finished, his rage building by the moment. The things he had heard, that Trikus could challenge the god of war himself, burned through his mind.

      “‘You have no right to live, no right to call yourself a warrior,’ Codaghan said. And then he struck Trikus as he knelt before him. His great mace slammed down upon the hero, casting him to the ground and dazing him.

      “Still, Trikus was a warrior and his body, tempered by countless battles and training, moved to save him. He rolled to evade the next strike, then he came up onto his knees, flicking his sword out at the god attacking him. It scored a long scratch on Codaghan’s armor, all the way across the belly. This enraged the god even more.

      “Regaining his feet and shaking his head to clear it, Trikus snatched up his shield just in time to intercept the mace coming at him again. The force of it knocked him from his feet and launched him into the air, his arm going instantly numb from the contact. He landed several yards away, stumbling upon landing, but regaining his feet quickly.

      “Codaghan pressed the attack, battering at the hero relentlessly. Trikus Phen, for his part, fought valiantly, scratching the god’s armor in several places and finding targets at the joints that drew blood from Codaghan, the god of war himself. In the end, Phen’s shield was battered and broken, his sword notched and dull, and the god of war, untiring and stronger than the mere mortal, proved to be too great an opponent.

      “The god smashed the arm Trikus threw up to block his mace, then crushed his shoulder, followed by the breaking of his legs. Trikus Phen lay on his back, looking up at the vengeful god, knowing his life was over. Codaghan screamed at the mortal, spittle flying as he cast curses upon the dying man. With a final swing of Codaghan’s massive mace, the hero of men knew no more.

      “However, Mellaine, the goddess of the natural world, had chanced upon the final scene of the battle and watched from afar as the god of war unfairly defeated the mortal. As soon as the red-haired god departed, she hurried to the man, hoping against hope he still lived.

      “He did.

      “Mellaine could not interfere in the combat, being no match for Codaghan, but she could help the mortal after, she thought. She could use her powers to heal him, perhaps allow him to live. She took him deep into her secret forest home where no other god ever came, and she set the dying man upon a bed of moss. Then she began her work.

      “Using all her power, and aided by herbs and fruit and other things in the natural world that had curative properties, she snatched back Trikus from the gates of the realm of Percipius, the god of death. Soon, the man was sleeping peacefully, the danger past.

      “As Trikus Phen healed, Mellaine spoke with him. He thanked her for her aid and promised his life and his whole power in her service. She delighted in the spirit of the man. Though he was a warrior and hero, she found in him a kindred spirit in the ways of nature, a spirit he showed when he spared Starin’s life.

      “Within a fortnight, the goddess had fallen in love with the hero, and he with her. No longer concerned with the world of men and the warfare of nations, he asked if he could remain in her domain, loving her until his mortal lifespan ended. She consented, and he lived out the rest of days with her.

      “In not too many years, Mellaine bore a daughter to Trikus, and they called her Osulin, a demi-god with her mother’s powers of nature and her father’s human sensibilities. He taught his daughter about the mortal world and delighted in her and her mother as nothing he had ever experienced before, including the combat he had once loved so.

      “Before his death, Mellaine had told her human husband and love, ‘It was by fate’s hand that I observed your act of heroism and your vicious beating by Codaghan. Perhaps it was for some reason important to your kind or mine that I saw and helped you and found love with you. I have delighted in you, my love, and count the years with you among my most precious.’

      “Trikus, his breath failing as he heard it, answered her. ‘There,’—he pointed toward Osulin, a beautiful woman where just the day before she had been a small girl—‘there is your reason, my true and greatest love. It is for our daughter that I was spared, a great purpose no other has ever had the privilege of serving. She will be a comfort and protector when there are none in the world.’ He kissed his wife, the goddess, gently on the lips, and then passed on from the world into Percipius’s realm.

      “Mellaine mourned her husband for a hundred years after that…and she does still. When the gentle spring rains come upon the land, it is her, weeping for the one she lost. Though she has left the land, her tears remain still.

      “And Osulin? Her great love for her father and his people moved her to do magnificent works in the land. When the time came for the gods to flee Dizhelim and to forsake the humans upon it, she alone remained of them, doing her good works as her father said she would. And for this, we can feel blessed.”

      The old fiddler took another sip from his cup, bowed his head, and sat amongst the crowd.

      Aeden thought about the story long after the campfire had died and all his family had gone to bed. He sat and watched the embers dim and finally wink out, leaving him alone with his thoughts and the blackness all around him.

      Had he been spared for some reason also? Was there a purpose to his surviving being beaten to death by his own clan, his own father? Could there be something he was meant to do?

      It had always troubled him, his living and Seam dying. Why? Was it pure dumb luck or something grander, more profound? Magic still lived in the world, and the fates still touched events occasionally even now, but was he important enough that they would intervene on his behalf? Or was life simply not finished causing him pain, and so let him live and hope, waiting for the right time to take it all away?

      He sat for long hours, wrestling with his thoughts, until he went off to sleep. He would not find the answers in the darkness or in the stars shining above him. Maybe he would never find them.
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      “I want to travel the world,” Fahtin told Aeden as they rested after a grueling sparring session, both of them lying on their backs on the grass and looking up at the tree boughs high above them.

      “You already travel the world,” he told her. “That’s what the Gypta do.”

      “No, I mean I want to travel to all of the world. We only make a circuit of the largest continent, Promistala. We do not visit the smaller continents to the south and the islands around them. I want to see it all, to witness miracles and solve mysteries and experience adventure.”

      “You’re daft,” Aeden said. “Adventure is another word for danger. The world is full of it. Why would you want to put your life at risk? I can see enjoying the glory of battle, but why would you go looking for ways to injure yourself, like by crossing a stretch of water you cannot see the other side of. It’s crazy.”

      “Then what is your wish, if you are going to discourage mine?”

      “I…I’m not sure,” he said. “I would like to find the answers to questions, too, but I’m not sure that I have dreams or goals for my life. Before, all I wanted was to be a clan warrior, but now, it seems enough that I am alive. Too much, sometimes.”

      Fahtin rolled over onto her stomach and propped her chin up on her hands, elbows in the grass. “What kind of questions do you have that you need answers to?”

      Aeden sat up, plucked a long blade of grass from in front of him, and started tearing it into thin strips. “I don’t know. Why am I here? What is my purpose? What am I to do, to be? There are so many questions. I don’t know what my life holds for me.”

      Fahtin laughed, the melodious sound that made him smile no matter what mood he was in. “That’s normal, Aeden. Most people don’t know what the future holds for them. Most don’t dedicate their entire lives to one thing as your clans do. It means you’re human. We have to live one day at a time and see what comes to us. There’s no way of telling what tomorrow will hold.”

      “That’s not true,” he said stubbornly. “There is prophecy and foretelling. Jehira has the talent for it. She can sometimes tell the future.”

      “Yes, sometimes. Most of the time, though, she can’t. She doesn’t even know what will happen in her own life. If she did, Raki’s family would never have been killed like they were.”

      “Well,” Aeden said, “then there’s the Song of Prophecy, the Bhagant. It tells the future.”

      “Supposedly,” Fahtin countered.

      “What do you mean? You don’t believe in prophecy?”

      “Oh, I guess I do, but who knows when it will happen? It could be next year or it could be another thousand years from now. That’s not much of a guide to base your life on.”

      Aeden sighed and threw the ruined piece of grass on the ground. “I guess you’re right. I just wish I knew what would happen or what I should be doing. I feel as if I’m missing something I should be doing. Do you understand that?”

      “I do,” Fahtin said. “I understand that your life has been turned inside out over the last five years. I wish I could tell you what to do, what your purpose is, but I don’t even know my own.” She laughed. “We’ll just have to face it together and figure it out when it happens. How about that?”

      Aeden laughed along with her. “Yes, Fahtin, I think I like the sound of that. We will figure it out and face it together, as family should.”

      “Promise me,” she said, “that if I help you try to find the answers to your questions, you will go with me to explore the world.”

      “Sure. Whatever you say.”

      “No, Aeden. Promise me. Give me your word that you will take me with you to explore the world. It’s my dream.”

      “Fine,” he said. “I promise to take you with me if I go explore the world or have adventures.”

      She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you. I have to go and help mother with some things. Women’s work. I’ll see you later, okay?”

      “I’ll see you later. I think I’ll stay here and practice with my fiddle. It’s nice and quiet here.”

      She got to her feet, brushed the grass from her clothes, winked at him, and skipped toward the wagons. Even skipping, she moved provocatively. Some poor man was going to get good and trapped by that one. Aeden chuckled.

      Instead of reaching for his fiddle right away, he ran through the Bhagant in his mind. He had memorized the entire Song and repeated it to himself several times a day to make sure he never forgot a line.

      Without thinking about it, he had stopped reciting it in his mind and was singing it out loud, though not very loud. Just barely above a whisper.

      Before he was finished with the first verse, that unique sensation of energy surged up within his body. As always, it filled him not just with power, but wonder that it did so. He continued with the rest of the Song.

      By the fifth verse, his body was full to bursting with what could only be magical energy. He had never sung that much of the Song before, not out loud. What would happen if he continued?

      Aeden stopped singing, turning his full attention to the power inhabiting him. He moved his body, noting the changes it made to the energy. He made one of the gestures of the Raibrech and he felt the power in him respond, acting as if it was ready for command, an obedient pet.

      It gave him an idea. He went through the motions he had learned and practiced all those years ago, the motions he failed to use correctly in his trial, the motions whose failure caused him to be beaten almost to death. He performed Skinning the Highland Cat.

      There was some kind of resistance within him, a blockage of some sort, which seemed to be holding the magic back, out of his reach. He thought back to his trial, and before. Why had the other trainees been able to use it but not him? He had practiced, perfected the motions while many of them were sloppy and vague in their gestures.

      The words of command? He had said them while practicing, pronounced them correctly, but Master Solon constantly told him to say them louder, to speak up. What was different about him from the other kids?

      He was silent, that’s what. Because of that recurring dream, he had always said as little as possible. Could that have prevented the magic, something so simple as not being talkative?

      Aeden began to sing again, feeling the power within him build. When it seemed that he would burst from it, he said the words of power loudly while performing the proper motions. “Chilaka. Talaina. Majar.”

      The force thrummed within him, surging forward but running into the resistance he felt earlier. He repeated the words, louder, almost shouting them.

      Finally, when he was about to give up, a wall inside him broke. Something snapped, not painful but not altogether pleasant, either. The power rushed into his hands and did as he bid it. A tiny blade of magic struck out at a branch in front of him, shearing off its end.

      It was a weak thing, barely more than a small child could have done with his hands, but it was magic. He had called the clan magic. He was not a failure, just late in coming into his power. His quiet nature, something that had always set him apart, had prevented him from using it before. With his new family, though, he had found his voice.

      Aeden slumped to a nearby fallen log, feeling as if he had been in battle all day. He dripped sweat. The internal conflict had sapped his energy, and he wondered if it would be that way always, or if he would grow more accustomed to it. He tried another simple motion and said the accompanying words. This time, there was no resistance and the magic came easily, though weak. There was his answer. He had but to practice, and maybe his power would grow.

      But what if this was as powerful as he would become? What if it wasn’t just his silent nature that affected his use of the magic? If he could not gain strength in his spell casting, what use would it be? The paltry blade he had created wouldn’t help in combat, other than to distract. He worried, but he was too fatigued to experiment further.

      So be it. If he would be weak, he would use his weak abilities to his best advantage. If he could only create distractions, then that was what he would do. The important thing was that he had manifested enough of the magic to have passed the Trial of Magic. Sure, he was five years too late, but it made him feel as if maybe, just maybe, he didn’t deserve the death his clan had almost given him. That would have to do. For now.
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      As the caravan grew closer to lands that Aeden knew, he kept himself busy with helping Payta, training with Fahtin and Raki, occasionally playing his fiddle, and practicing magic whenever he got a spare moment. He wasn’t sure why he kept the magic secret from his friends, but for some reason he didn’t want to reveal his ability to them until it was more reliable. And more impressive.

      The magic seemed to get easier to control with practice. He knew all the forms and the words, at least the ones for the simple spells, so he had plenty of options for practice. As he did, he saw his strength increasing. Slowly. It gave him hope, though, that he may attain enough power to effectively use the magic against a foe. He kept practicing and assuring himself it was true.

      “I recognize this area,” he told Fahtin when the caravan had pulled up to camp for the night. “This is where we stayed after you found me, where I healed up and was added to the family.”

      Fahtin flashed her smile at him. “It is. I wasn’t sure if you would recognize it. It has been a long time.”

      “I’d not forget this place. Ever.”

      Her smile slipped a little. “Are they bad memories?”

      “No,” he said gently. “The memories here are good ones. This was where I gained a family after my other had cast me out. The bad memories are of the place you found me, over there.” He pointed toward where they had found him, almost dead. It was barely a mile away from their camp.

      Fahtin nodded. “Do you want to spar a little before we do our supper chores? My muscles are cramped from sitting on the wagon all day.”

      “Some of us didn’t have that luxury,” he said to her with a smirk. “Some of us had to ride, or even walk.” Aeden caught sight of Raki coming toward them.

      “Oh, poor baby,” Fahtin said, pouting her lips in a perfect imitation of a child who was not getting its way. “‘If you train when you’re tired, then you will get more benefit from it,’” she said. She was quoting something he often told her when she tried to get out of training hard.

      Aeden laughed. “Fair enough. We can spend an hour, I think. What do you think, Raki? A little sparring?” The boy had just reached them.

      “Yes. I need to move around. I was cramped up on the seat of the wagon all day.”

      Aeden rolled his eyes.

      They only stayed there for two days, just enough time to repair some of the wagon wheels and rest up. When they started moving again, it was not to the south or to the west, as Aeden thought it would be, but to the east and north. Toward Croagh lands.

      “Why are we not taking the path we took before, the last time we were here?” he asked Fahtin after they had stopped the next day. The two were walking along the line of wagons. It was an area Aeden remembered well.

      “My father says that he has some trading to do with the Crows.”

      “I didn’t know you traded with the clans,” Aeden said, his voice a bit strained.

      “Sure,” she said. “We’re allowed into the highlands to bring trade goods and to give news of the western lands. We didn’t do it last time because it would have been…awkward. With you in our family, still healing and all. It was one of the sacrifices my father made for you. Trade with the clans is usually very profitable. They always buy all the knives we have, and much of what we have acquired in other parts as well.”

      Aeden thought about that for a moment. Darun had given up a chance at profit because of him. He had always thought the man to be caring, though the caravan leader insisted that he was gruff and selfish for some reason. This, though, nearly brought tears to Aeden’s eyes. Payta’s comments about having a store of unsold knives and a dozen additional comments by others in the caravan fit nicely into a picture of the selfless nature of Fahtin’s father.

      “Your father is one of the kindest men I have ever met, Fahtin. It makes me ashamed of myself. I would never have thought of sacrificing so much for someone I didn’t even know.”

      She looked into his eyes and hers softened. “Oh, Aeden, it is our way. We are wary of strangers—we have to be, for our own protection—but for friends of the family, and family members themselves, there is nothing we would not do. My father recognized in you something of our own people and acted accordingly. He will deny it if you ask him, for he more than anything wants to depict himself as strong and uncaring.

      “You are truly part of our family, and there is nothing any of us would not do for you. We hope you see it the same way.”

      “I do,” he said. “You took me in when I was near death, healed me, nurtured me, and gave me a place to belong. A family. I don’t know what I would do without all of you.”

      They walked along in silence for a while, each with their own thoughts to keep them company. Though he was heading toward a land filled with memories that saddened him, he allowed a small smile to creep across his face. Those memories could not harm him, not when he was with his family. Not when he was with those who loved him.

      The wagon rumbled along the narrow, pitted dirt roadway Aeden hadn’t been on in over five years. He knew there was something wrong before they crested the rise sheltering the village he was born in. There was smoke—but there was always smoke. Still, there seemed to be too much of it, even though the day was chilly. It occurred to him in a rush that what bothered him most was the color: black, thick smoke, not the simple grey plumes of well-tended cook fires. As they gained the hill and he could see into the little valley, it all came crashing on top of him, staggering him with the weight. His knees buckled and he almost fell.

      Half of the village had burned. Some of it still smoldered. Even at this distance, he picked out shapes that appeared to be piles of clothing and furs scattered throughout the area. Along with them, there were other shapes, black and twisted. These Aeden couldn’t identify, but the first he knew to be bodies.

      “No!” he yelled, jumping down off the wagon and rushing to the village. As he reached the first of the bodies, too shocked to look at its details, he drew both his swords from the scabbards on his back and scanned the area for enemies.

      Nothing moved.

      He found Fahtin next to him, panting from the exertion of keeping up with him. The wagons continued to rumble along the road. They would catch up in a few minutes.

      “What happened?” she asked. “Did another clan attack?”

      “No,” Aeden said. She had apparently missed seeing the black, twisted things on the ground between the bodies of his clansmen. They were grotesque, things out of nightmares. Monsters. He had never seen such things before, nor heard of them. Except in song. “No clan is strong enough to do this to Tannoch. It’s these foul creatures.” He kicked one and found it hard as wood.

      “Help me search for survivors. There must be some.” He ran into the center of the village to look.

      Everywhere he went, he found only the dead. There were at least three dead people for every one of the dark things. It didn’t make sense to Aeden. How could these monsters be so strong that they each had killed three of the finest warriors in Dizhelim?

      All thoughts of why and how left his head when he saw his mother. When he saw what was left of his mother.

      Miera was splayed on the ground near the center of the village. She looked to have been nearly torn apart by something, but half of her beautiful face remained untouched. The cuts were not clean, as a sharp weapon would make. They looked more like wounds from…

      “Claws,” Darun said. The family head had come up beside him. “This is the look of someone torn by wild beasts. Do you know her, Aeden?”

      “Yes.” He could hardly get the word past the lump obstructing his throat. “She’s…she’s my mother.”

      His need for more words was interrupted by a soft grunt. Aeden wheeled, swords at the ready. It was his father, several feet away, propped up against a post. He was torn as well, but the blood was no longer flowing from him. It appeared to have already soaked into the ground around him. He coughed weakly and his eyes fluttered to Aeden.

      “Father!” Aeden cried and ran to him. He pulled up short, afraid to touch him, afraid to harm him further. “Father, what happened? How could this be?”

      Sartan’s half-lidded eyes locked onto Aeden.

      “Aeden? Is that you, lad? Codaghan be praised, you did survive.”

      “Father,” Aeden said. “What are these things? What happened?”

      “Foul, black beasties. They do not die easily. We found out, too late, that only the blood magic can hurt them. They took the best sword slashes and kept coming. Until the magic. The magic works. The only thing.”

      That would explain why there were so many dead from the clan and so few from the attackers, Aeden thought.

      Sartan seemed to notice him suddenly, as if he had just appeared. “How did you survive, boy? Where have you been?”

      “I was helped by a caravan of Gypta,” he motioned toward Darun and Fahtin. “They nursed me back to health, invited me to their family.”

      “Ach,” Sartan made another weak coughing sound and let some reddish fluid—blood mixed with something else—drip from his chin. “Good. That’s good.”

      “We will get you fixed up, father. You’ll heal and we can talk about it.”

      “No, lad.” He looked toward the remains of his wife. “I’m ready to go. Without Miera, I have no life anyway. It does my heart good to see you, though. I had hoped, but dared not to dream that you survived.”

      “Father, no. Just hold on. We can heal you.”

      “Nah. It’s fine. I struck as precisely as I could, to fool the others. I knew you were not dead, but could not come back for you for two days. When I did, your body was gone. I had hoped. Hoped.”

      The tears burned Aeden’s eyes as he looked at his father. “I have learned to use the magic. You can be proud of me, father. You can finally be proud of me.”

      “Ah, lad, I have always been proud of you. Always. What I did, I had to do out of duty. I deserve to die if only because of it.” His eyes lost focus, but slowly came back to lucidity. “Show me, Aeden. Show me the magic.”

      Aeden did. He called it up easily, just as he had practiced. It was not strong yet, but it did come.

      A smile crept onto his father’s face. “There is one thing left for me to do, then.” He tried to sit up straighter, but failed. With a look of concentration, he motioned with his right hand, barely able to lift it, and spoke words of power Aeden had never heard.

      A burning circled Aeden’s right wrist. As he watched, the lines and colors of the clan tattoo appeared there, magically affixing itself to his skin.

      “You are now a warrior of Clan Tannoch,” his father said weakly. “Use the magic and defeat these foul creatures. They cannot be allowed to remain in the world. Promise me, my son.”

      “I do, Father. I promise.” He wiped the tears from his eyes with his forearm. “Now let me help you. We will bind up your wounds, and you will be better in no time.”

      But his father’s eyes had gone glassy. Aeden saw with one look that the clan chief had died, but shook him and listened for his heartbeat, tried to feel his breath on his own cheek.

      “He’s gone, boy,” Darun said, putting his arm on Aeden’s shoulder.

      Aeden shrugged the arm off and put his forehead to his father’s. “Give me some time,” he said. “Please.”

      Darun moved off, checking the ruined village for other survivors. Fahtin looked to Aeden and took a step toward him, but then dropped her eyes to the ground and shuffled off several feet to watch him from a distance. He hardly noticed.

      “Father,” he whispered. “Mother.” He had no words. He sat, cradling his father’s head, thinking of his family and his life with the clan. His tears mingled with the blood on his father’s face as the sun made its way across the sky toward the horizon.

      An hour before dusk, Aeden stirred. He had fallen asleep, exhausted from his grief, still holding his father’s head in his lap as he sat cross-legged on the ground. He blinked the crust away from his eyes and looked around.

      Bodies lay in heaps on the ground, and smashed and trampled items had been taken from the homes and strewn about as if the creatures had been searching for something. Or someone. There were the smoking remains of homes he had visited, including the one he had lived in. And there were the corpses of his mother and father, the latter right in front of him and the former just a few feet away.

      One of the shapes nearby moved and Aeden started. It was Fahtin, still sitting almost motionless where she had retreated earlier. How long had she been sitting there waiting for him? Hours, surely.

      He stood and shook his legs out. He stamped them to regain circulation and while he did so, she stood as well. Her liquid eyes met Aeden’s seeking ones. He put both arms out and she rushed to him, enfolding him in a hug, squeezing him tight. Though he thought he had none left, tears began to fall again, dripping onto her shoulder and wetting her hair. She made soothing noises and stroked his red-brown hair. Some of the tension left him as he clutched her.

      They stood like that for a long time, his tears finally drying out. He took a deep breath, catching the scent of her wet hair mixed with the smell of death and the smoke from the village. Lifting his head, he pulled away from her and smoothed her hair back from her face.

      “I seem to have gotten your hair wet,” he said. “Sorry.”

      She sniffled, wiped the wetness from her own eyes, and shrugged. “It needed washing anyway. It was dirty from travel.”

      He kissed her forehead. “Thank you. For being here, for letting me be earlier, for the hug.”

      She nodded. “I wish I could take the pain from you, but I don’t know how.”

      “It’s fine, Fahtin. Warriors are used to death. The pain reminds us of those we lost. It was a precious privilege to speak with my father again, one last time.” He looked down at his right wrist and the tattoo there.

      She eyed him warily, as if unsure if she should speak. “Aeden, what is that? Where did it come from?”

      He forced a sad smile. “It was my father. He, as an elder and clan chief, could declare that I had passed the Trial of Magic. Finally. He cast the spell and gave me the marking. I am now officially a warrior of Clan Tannoch. Maybe the last one alive in the world.”

      “You have had your questions answered, then?”

      “I had the one that is more important answered,” he said. “My father spared me, defied the laws and traditions of the clan, because he loved me and believed in me. He was not weak and he was not an incompetent warrior. In fact, he saved me by his actions, in two ways. First from death at his hands and second from this,” he motioned at the scene around him, “death at the hands of these creatures.” He kicked one of the monstrous bodies.

      “Let’s go, Fahtin,” he said. “There is nothing here for me now.”

      Darun and other members of the family helped Aeden and Fahtin drag the bodies to a pit, in which they had put as much wood as they could find in the village. After they were all laid on the tinder, the fire was lit, and a massive pyre burned the bodies. The black creatures they left for the scavengers to tear apart as they rotted. With a backward glance as they headed down the road, Aeden saw the fire that consumed the people of his village. The flames etched themselves into his memory, a final, fitting monument to the finest warriors in the world.

      The caravan made its way to the next village, one belonging to the Ailgid clan. It was two days away on the road they took, and as they traveled, they saw signs of the monsters that had left his own village. The shredded carcasses of sheep and cattle littered areas that had been grazing land, and the occasional human corpse was also seen.

      Aeden noticed that none of the dead seemed to have been eaten, other than when they spotted a few feasting ravens. These black things killed but did not kill to eat. They slaughtered whatever they found for another reason. But what was it?

      When they made it to the village of the Ailgid, they found a similar sight to what they had found at Aeden’s Tannoch village.

      “We are turning back,” Darun said. “We can’t continue to go into Crow lands if these creatures are going about killing all the clans. If whole villages of clan warriors can’t survive battle with them, we surely can’t.”

      Aeden understood. Trade was one thing, but it was obvious the monsters had infested the highlands. “I understand,” he told the caravan leader. “You owe them nothing. Nor do I. My own clan was slaughtered. These,” he pointed toward the village from where they had stopped on the road, “are at best distant cousins. I don’t fancy meeting an army of the black creatures.”

      The caravan turned back, heading west again, out of the highlands, the lands of Aeden’s birth. He gave a mental goodbye to his family and the life he had known when he was a child and fixed his sight ahead.

      Two weeks later, the creatures found them.
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      The caravan had stopped to camp for the night. They had not halted for more than one night at a time since they had seen the effects of the slaughter in the highlands, and they traveled long hours each day. It was obvious that Darun wanted to put as much distance as he could between himself and the monsters that had slaughtered entire clans of warriors.

      They had settled down and were beginning preparations for the evening meal when a scream broke the air. Looking toward the source of the noise, Aeden saw a flash of black. Seconds later, a small group of the same type of creatures whose corpses he had seen in his village ran through the camp, attacking everyone in their path.

      Their forms varied, though they all shared the dark color. Some were dark grey, while some were the deepest black. Some had hair bristling all over their bodies and some had very little. Large and bulky, small and thin, it seemed their forms were as different as those of people. In general, they were all humanoid, though some ran on all fours like animals.

      What they all shared was speed and a savagery that shocked Aeden. He stood there, transfixed, as passing attackers tore several of the men of the family almost in two. They all seemed to be coming straight at him.

      One of the monsters stopped and looked into Aeden’s eyes. It screamed something in a language he didn’t understand and pointed right to him. The others turned from their grisly work and galloped toward him as well. They seemed to have picked him out as the biggest threat.

      Fahtin was there next to him, a knife in each hand. Aeden caught the shadow of Raki skulking around off to his left. When the first creature got close, it suddenly sprung two knives, one in each eye. It dropped to the ground. As Aeden drew his swords and started to engage the others, he saw out of the corner of his eye that the thing got back up, pulled the blades from its head, tossed them aside, and started lumbering toward him again.

      He dodged a clawed hand and struck out with his swords, removing the claw from its arm. The bulk of the monsters had reached him, and he began methodically dancing through them, dodging strikes and attacking at each opportunity. His blades were a blur as he cut and slashed at the creatures. When he emerged from the other side of the charge, he expected to find only bodies where his attackers had been.

      Instead he found creatures, with wounds that should have killed them, turning to attack him again. Two of their number had vanished, simply disintegrated. The others were still there, though, and coming at him.

      Aeden dove in again, dodging and attacking in turns. What had he done to the ones that disappeared? What type of wounds had he inflicted on them? Was it only certain wounds that would destroy them, perhaps taking their head or striking some vital area? He couldn’t remember. He would have to pay attention and figure it out. If he could survive these attacks.

      Despite the few that disappeared, the number of creatures grew. A gash to his left shoulder brought his mind back from his musings, reminding him he was in a life-or-death struggle. Luckily, they were concentrating on him. Those creatures attacking other family members were slaughtering the Gypta without much effort, though the men—and in some cases women—fought bravely. He had to do something, or the entire caravan would be killed. Even he would be overwhelmed soon if he could not figure out how to kill the monsters.

      It occurred to Aeden what his father had said. “Only the blood magic has any effect on them.” The magic. He called it up, almost getting slashed by one of the creature’s claws as he went through the motions of the spell he was trying to use.

      Fire lashed out from him as he pronounced the word of power, slamming into one of the creatures, making it screech. He held the power, willed it to be stronger, and finally the thing burst into flames, fell to the ground, and lay still. He got a slash across his back for his troubles.

      For a time, he could only fight with his weapons, relying on his body to do as he had trained it. Two dozen of the creatures surrounded him, too many to reach him at once. He saw that some of them were turning to look for other targets. Two started toward Fahtin and Raki, who had been throwing blades and other projectiles at the mass of enemies from the side.

      One of the black creatures opened its mouth and displayed a wicked smile, yellowed, sharp teeth dripping with saliva. If Aeden didn’t do something soon, his friends would be killed. He tried to calm his mind, but couldn’t force the thoughts of his friends in danger out of it. His own life was of little value. He would gladly trade it for his two friends. But even doing so, it would not save them. He had to calm himself and use the magic.

      And so, he sang.

      He had found that singing, especially singing the Song of Prophecy, had become for him a type of meditation. It calmed him, energized him, and made him feel more powerful than at any other time. So, he sang. Loudly. Forcefully. Aggressively. And as he did, the magic rushed into him and consumed him.

      The creatures around him, including the two who were going toward his friends, paused. As one, their heads swiveled to him. A few sniffed as if catching the scent of food. It was all Aeden needed.

      Sheathing his swords in the scabbard at his back in one quick motion, his hands began to make complex gestures. They flew from motion to motion, smooth as water and fast as lightning. He didn’t know what he was doing, but he allowed the magic to dictate his actions. As he sang, other words entered his mind and went directly to his mouth. Words he had never heard or said.

      They felt like the words in the Song, sounded to him like they would be the same language, but he didn’t know their meaning or origin. They rushed from his mouth, and he could almost see them swirling around him in a grand torrent, a whirlpool of power.

      It was only seconds that the power had been building. He shouted the final word as his hands stopped their rotation and ended the circular motion with a final push outward. Magic exploded out of him.

      The creatures could not stand in the force of it for even a fraction of a second. As the power rocketed outward, a loud detonation shook the entire campsite, throwing Raki and Fahtin back and rocking the nearby wagons on their wheels. The world spun for Aeden, and he lost sight of everything as all around him seemed to whirl into a wash of colors.

      When his vision cleared, Aeden was standing in the middle of the camp, alone. Shreds of black flesh lay in a circle around him, but no more of the creatures were in sight. He crumpled to one knee, putting his hand on the ground for support.

      It was finished. For now.
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      It was only a few minutes before those not in the immediate area came to see if there were any more of the creatures. Aeden was still on one knee, fist on the ground, eyes closed.

      “Aeden?” Fahtin said as she came near him. Good, at least she was not injured in his magical explosion.

      “I’m fine, just a bit tired.” He felt her hand on his shoulder.

      “Come, sit over here. We’ll get you something to drink. To eat, too, if you like.”

      He allowed her to tug him to his feet and followed her to a chair that she righted next to the fire pit. His legs were unsteady, but the weakness was passing, becoming general fatigue as if he had spent an entire morning in hard training. When he reached the chair, he sat heavily in it, put his elbows on his knees, and took his head between his palms. He closed his eyes and squeezed with his hands. It seemed like a good idea, but it didn’t help much.

      “Aeden?” Fahtin handed him a cup of water Raki had fetched. “What happened?”

      “They wouldn’t die,” he said, “just as my father told me. I nearly severed the heads of several of them and they just got back up and came at me again.”

      “I saw that,” she said. “I buried several knives in eyes or in chests, and it didn’t faze them in the least. But what happened, at the end there?”

      Aeden opened his eyes and looked at her. There were more than a dozen people around him. “My father said the only thing that killed them was the clan magic. So, I used it.”

      “I thought you couldn’t use the magic. Isn’t that why you were cast out, for failing your trial?”

      “Aye. In the last few months, though, it came alive in me. Ever since I started singing the Bhagant. It somehow removed the block I had within me. I’ve been practicing with it, but have never been able to use it so powerfully.”

      He noticed Jehira off to the side. The old woman was nodding her head, a knowing look in her dark eyes.

      “What changed?” Fahtin asked. “Why were you able to use it like that?”

      “I honestly don’t know,” he said. “Maybe it was because of the danger, maybe because others were being killed. I think it had to do with the Song, though. Just before I used it, I was singing the Song, almost like a battle cry. It made the power build up in me.”

      “Whatever the reason,” Darun said, just coming up to him, “your actions have saved the family. I just checked on the others. There are seven dead and four more injured. For the amount of time the monsters were here, that is remarkable.”

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t faster,” Aeden said, thinking of those killed because of his delay.

      “Nonsense,” Darun said. “Without your magic, the entire family would have been killed in minutes. They weren’t interested in us, though. They only killed those in the way as they went for you. If you hadn’t battled with them in a…ummm, more conventional way, they would not have been close enough to be caught in your magic. We are fortunate there were not more casualties and also that you were here. We could have easily ended up like the villages we saw in the highlands.”

      Darun was probably right. Still, Aeden didn’t like it that people were killed.

      “I was just targeted because they picked me out as the best fighter,” he said.

      “I don’t think so, Aeden,” Darun said. “Things had barely gotten started when they diverted their attention to you. No, it seemed like they knew you were here and that’s why they came. Maybe they have something against the clans?”

      Aeden opened his mouth to speak, but was interrupted.

      “No,” a voice said.

      Jehira walked slowly to the two men. “It was not accident, and it was not in search of clan warriors that they came.”

      “What do you mean, Jehira?” Darun asked.

      “It is he they came to find.”

      “How could you know that? Did you have a foretelling?

      “No,” she said. “It is because it was prophesied to be so.”

      Aeden’s eyes locked on hers. She did not blink, did not look away. She looked deeply into his eyes. He could almost hear her thoughts.

      “It is the Song. The Bhavisyaganant. It foretells these events. I was unsure before, but no longer.”

      “Which parts of the Song?” Aeden asked. “There is nothing in the parts I have translated yet that mentions this.”

      “It is later. You know the words in Dantogyptain, but not their meaning.

      Golga ua rotta aun utta

      Malatirsay mortiyu dutrota sain

      Deh morita sain ma tutta deh stirota sain

      Sunha jintoka deh apruta sain

      

      Airuh dah arjisteta sai, Animaru

      Prein Malatirsay dah dheta dara sai

      Mortiyu ko sabmen per sarak

      Intaa nata deh shikuta aun dregutota dara sain”

      “But what do they mean?” Darun asked. “Translate them for us, Jehira. We must know.”

      “Translation from the ancient languages is not a simple matter. At times, a single word in Dantogyptain may only be explained by twenty words in Ruthrin. For other passages, there may not exist an accurate way of expressing the original meaning. Any ‘translation’ is flawed, thus have I been teaching Aeden the language so that he may understand not just words, but the soul of the Song, the heart of the prophecy.”

      “Yes, yes,” Darun said. “Please, Jehira. We have family members who are dead, others injured. We must know about this. We could still be in danger. There are more of these creatures out there. Any information on them could help us survive.”

      Jehira looked from Darun to Aeden. She sighed.

      “Very well. I will tell you of two of the passages, but you must understand that what I say is the barest of meanings. The ancient languages are rich in ambiguity and symbolism, the songs and prophecies even more so.”

      “We will remember.”

      Jehira closed her eyes and was silent for a moment, other than a whispered sound that she made as she moved her mouth, going over the words of the Song.

      “Here are the bones of what the passages say:

      Hero from east and north

      Malatirsay faces death

      Dying but living still

      Learns the secret to prevail

      

      Darkness comes, the Animaru

      Searching for Malatirsay

      Death to all those in the path

      Hunting and killing their foe.”

      “What is this ‘Malatirsay’ and ‘Animaru’?” Darun asked. “Those do not sound like Gypta words.

      “They are not,” Jehira said. “They are from another language, as ancient or more so than Dantogyptain. ‘Malatirsay’ means, roughly, Chosen Warrior, Unique Warrior, Special Warrior. You get the idea. The form of it makes it clear this is a title, not just a label. This is the one the prophecy speaks of throughout the Song, the one who can prevent the end of the world.”

      Aeden nodded. He went through the words of the Song in his head, counting. “Malatirsay” was repeated seven times. It did seem to be a central concept for the prophecy.

      “The word ‘Animaru’ means something like ‘dark creatures,’ ‘dark animals,’ or even ‘monsters of the dark’.” She jerked her head toward some of the scraps of black flesh that remained on the ground. Where each lay, there was empty space around it. No one wanted to stand too near the shreds left of their attackers.

      “These monsters are searching for the Malatirsay,” she continued, “To destroy the warrior before he can gain the power to stop them.”

      “Dying but living still. Hero from the east and north. Learns the secret to prevail.” Darun ticked the parts of the Song off as his eyes went unfocused. “So, you’re saying that our Aeden here is a hero, the Chosen Warrior prophesied thousands of years ago to save our world?”

      “Yes.”

      Aeden laughed, causing all heads to swivel to him.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I was lucky that my father told me how to kill the creatures. I was lucky again that the Song somehow gave me the power to do it. I’m no hero, and I’m definitely not this Malatirsay. Even if offered, I wouldn’t take the job. My own life is enough for me. I don’t need the world looking at me for saving.”

      “Why else,” Jehira asked him, “do you think the Song gives you power? It does not do so for me, nor for Raki when he learns the language. It has not done so for any before you. Why?”

      “I…don’t know,” he admitted.

      “It is because it is not the Song giving you power at all. It is the Song that caused you to break the quietude you have maintained your entire life. It has loosened your mouth so that you will utter the words of power you learned many years ago. Can you not see that it is so?”

      He didn’t answer her, but instead tried a new approach. “But Jehira, you can’t think that I’m someone who a song was written about two thousand years ago. I’m just an outcast boy from a highland clan who was lucky enough to be found by all of you.”

      The old woman put her wrinkled hand on his shoulder. “You will see more clearly as you learn more of the Song’s meaning. I have studied it all my life, and I am telling you, those creatures are animaru and they came here for you. They looked for you in the villages but could not find you there. Now they are tracking you. Your belief does not matter to them. They will kill you if they are able, you and all those near you. Your disbelief may kill you. That would affect not only you, but the entire world.”

      Aeden sat back down hard on the chair. He was feeling weak again. “Me, and all those near me?”

      Jehira nodded.

      “Then, my presence here is putting you all in danger. If this is true, I am the reason they came here, and I am the reason some of our family are lying dead now. It’s all because of me. You brought me into the family and nurtured me, gave me food and a place to call home, and this is how I repay you.” He dropped his head in his hands as he wrestled with the thought.

      “Boy,” Darun said. Aeden lifted his head to look at the caravan leader. “You are not to blame. If anything, you are the reason the rest of us still live. You are family, a loved one to us all. We will stick with you regardless of danger. The Gypta do not take our family so lightly. If we die defending you or any other member of the family, then we are proud to do so.

      “No.” Aeden got to his feet. “No!” he shouted. “I will not be a cause for any other deaths. I will leave, draw them away. If you go to more populated lands, they won’t follow you. Once the monsters realize I have left, they will come straight for me. I will leave immediately.”

      Darun put his hands up. “Now, just calm down, Aeden. There is no need for you to do that. We’ll figure it out. Let’s discuss it and come up with a better solution. You have only been with us for five years. Don’t go leaving us because it seems like there is a bit of danger.”

      Jehira shook her head sadly. “He is right, Darun. I have seen it in a foretelling. If he does not leave, the family will die. Not all at once, but repeated attacks will eventually destroy us. The telling did not seem to make sense before, just a feeling and visions of shadows slaying us in the midst of our wagons, but it is clear now. If we are to survive, he must leave.”

      The silence in the clearing was deafening. The only sound was the occasional shuffle of a foot or someone sighing.

      “It’s settled, then,” Aeden said. “I will gather a few supplies, if that’s okay,” he nodded to Darun, “and then I will leave. The sooner I do so the better. It would probably be good for you to start traveling immediately also, to get as far away from this site as possible.”

      “I’m going with you,” Fahtin said. Her father’s head whipped around at the sound, disbelief on his face.

      “No, you’re not,” Aeden said.

      “I am. You are my brother, closer to me than any blood brother could be. I’ll not have you running around alone having adventures without me. You promised to take me on adventures, to let me travel with you to find and solve the world’s mysteries. You gave me your word. I am calling due your promise now. I am going with you, and you cannot stop me. Or is your clan honor not all that you try to make it seem?”

      “Fahtin, please. Don’t do this. Don’t force me to take you. You’ve seen what is waiting for me. I may not be able to protect you.”

      She stepped closer and patted him on the cheek. “Oh, Aeden, you have it all wrong. I am coming to protect you.”
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      Aeden sighed. It seemed like they would be two. He looked at Darun. The man shrugged. Aeden was sure he would try to talk his daughter out of it, but he wouldn’t succeed. Fahtin’s eyes glittered, daring anyone to oppose her. He knew that stubborn set to her mouth and jaw. No, she wouldn’t be dissuaded, and he couldn’t sneak off, not and still keep his honor. He had given his word. “Cachten siolach peitseag,” he pronounced under his breath, causing Fahtin to look at him sideways.

      “I will come, too,” Raki said.

      “No, you won’t,” both Aeden and Fahtin said at the same time. They looked at each other and their sly smiles made them seem like twins.

      “I’m sorry, Raki,” Aeden said. “Your training is going well, and I do not doubt your courage, but I have made you no promises and will not let you come. You stay here with your grandmother and use what you have learned to protect her and the rest of the family.”

      “But I can—”

      Jehira slapped the top of Raki’s head. Not a hard slap, not a punishment, and her expression didn’t indicate that it was done in anger. It was just to get his attention. “Enough, Raki. Do not make it harder for Aeden than it already is.”

      The boy drew in on himself and his lower lip protruded as he crossed his arms and hugged himself.

      “I’m sorry, Raki,” Aeden said, “but it really is better this way. Please don’t have hard feelings about it. I’d keep Fahtin from going too, if I could.”

      Raki nodded. His eyes were sad, but his lip came back in just a little bit.

      “I guess there’s no time to be lost, then,” Aeden said. “Darun, if I could take a few supplies, I’ll get started.” He looked to Fahtin and felt his stomach sink to his ankles. “We’ll get started.” She smiled at him, but it was just with her mouth. It didn’t touch her eyes, which held apprehension.

      “You can take whatever you like,” Darun Achaya said. “Are you sure—”

      “I have seen it,” Jehira said. “It is certain.”

      “Of course,” Darun said softly, almost in whisper. “Of course.”

      Fahtin hugged her father. “Thank you for not trying to stop me.”

      The man squeezed her for a long time, stopping only to bring his hand up to wipe the tears from his eyes. “I know that look, Fahtin. Nothing I could do would convince you. Even tying you up would not stop you.”

      As soon as her father released her, she stepped to her mother and repeated her actions. Ritma Achaya wept softly into her daughter’s shoulder.

      “You make sure you take care of each other,” she said as she traded Fahtin for Aeden in her hug. “You do what needs to be done and come back to us.”

      “We’ll do our best,” Fahtin said.

      Aeden remained silent, not sure what he could say.

      “I don’t need to tell you to protect my daughter, your sister,” Darun told him. “I pray you remain safe and are able to come back to us someday.”

      “You be safe as well,” Aeden said, knowing it would be an easier task for the caravan than for him, once he left.

      They spent a half an hour outfitting themselves with supplies. They had sturdy backpacks filled with food, necessities like rope, tinder boxes, a few medicines, and cooking implements. Soon, they were ready to depart. With a touch of sadness, Aeden handed his fiddle case to Darun. He would have to leave it with the caravan. There was no room for it in his travel pack.

      “I would suggest to you,” Jehira said, “that you travel west, toward the Sitor-Kanda Academy.”

      “Why would we go there?” Aeden asked. “A gathering of book-loving fools, that place. What good will it do to visit there?”

      “It is much more than that, Aeden,” the old soothsayer said. “At the very least, you might find answers to questions about the monsters hunting you. What are they? Where do they come from? What are they after? Can they be dissuaded from their search? They might answer all these questions and more.”

      Aeden rubbed his chin. He would like some of those questions answered.

      “But more importantly,” she continued, “Sitor-Kanda was not always what it is now. Do you not recognize the name from the Bhagant? It is an important part of the prophecy.”

      “What do you mean, Jehira?” Fahtin asked. “Since I haven’t heard anything about it—other than what everyone knows—I’m guessing that part of the Song hasn’t been translated for Aeden yet.”

      “It has not,” Aeden confirmed.

      “The so-called ‘Hero Academy’?” Darun said. “I’ve heard, like Aeden mentioned, that it is a great bunch of people who like to read and research, to no real purpose.”

      “They train heroes there,” Raki added. “Real heroes. They are warriors and mages and are very powerful.”

      Darun sniffed. “Those are just tales the children tell. There are no real heroes in the world, not since Erent Caahs’s death more than twenty years ago. The Academy may have trained real heroes at one time, but they have degenerated into a school for clerks and scholars.”

      “You are both right,” Jehira said, “and you are both wrong. I do not know exactly what occurs at Sitor-Kanda today. It is an island, isolated from others both physically and figuratively, so news of that place does not travel widely. I do know the history of the place, however, and I believe it would benefit you to visit there.”

      Aeden watched the old woman as she spoke. She was always truthful, but even more than that, with what she was saying, she was sincere. She truly believed—and strongly, it seemed—that they should go there.

      “I don’t understand, Jehira,” he said. “What benefit to visit a dusty collection of books? Should we not visit the Great Enclave and ask for help from the Clavian Knights in battling the creatures? Is that not our only chance to destroy those that are chasing me?”

      “Aeden,” Jehira said. “I sometimes forget that you are so young and that you do not know things that are obvious to me, even to others in the family. Have you not heard of the establishment of Sitor-Kanda, the purpose for which it was created?”

      “I’m afraid not. All I have heard was the jokes the clan used to tell about their vast island fortress and how it is all to protect their precious books. The legends of heroes trained in that place are just stories that have grown with time.”

      “Ah, but that is not true. Recall the part of the Song that goes:

      Sitor-Kanda dah korita dara sai

      Malatirsay apronka deh arjisteta sain

      Sabmen cognis aun qot ua selim

      Prein acha ua Malatirsay deh horota sain

      “The name Sitor-Kanda means ‘Home of magic.’ The general meaning of the passage is this:

      Home of magic lies awaiting

      Malatirsay come to train

      All the knowledge and world’s power

      Gathered for Malatirsay’s benefit.”

      That made Aeden think.

      Jehira continued. “We have little time, but I will tell you of Sitor-Kanda and then you can be on your way. You will have to decide if you will take my advice or go another path. At least you will do so with information and not ignorance.

      “In the distant past, nearly three thousand years ago, magic abounded in the world. They did wondrous things in those days, things which we cannot imagine in our world as it is now. But along with wonders, there were terrors, too.

      “There were those who thirsted only for more and more power. Not just magical power, but any type. Political power, wealth, control over the animals and elements, all of these were sought by evil men and women. Opposing them were those who found other things important: freedom, happiness, love, the general health of the world. There came to be battles between these two types of people, and the results were terrible. But they paled when compared with what happened as those of like mind on either side banded together to fight common foes. Like a candle’s flame in the face of the full moon, the previous terror was a weak imitation of what eventually came to be.

      “The violence escalated, and eventually it seemed as if the world was divided into three, then two opposing sides, with no parties neutral. During this time, the greatest prophet of the age, Tsosin Ruus, received the vision that is largely included in the Bhavisyaganant, the Song of Prophecy.

      “He tried to stop the war—which is what it had become—but despite the respect all had for him and the power he had, he was unsuccessful. He could see his own future, that he would not be able to affect the course of events in his own lifetime, but he dedicated himself to preparing for that future time, the time of his vision, the end of all things.

      “I will not go into detail about all the things the prophet did, for we do not have the time. What I will talk about is the establishment of Sitor-Kanda, something he was reported to have said was his greatest achievement in life.

      “More than two decades it took, the last twenty-two years of the Prophet’s life. He used all his influence, all of his own wealth he had accumulated, and all of his life force itself to complete the project. He was able to secure a vast tract of land, almost the entire island of Munsahtiz, that came to be called Sitor-Kanda. Only a small part on the southern tip of Munsahtiz does not belong to the Academy. It was held back as a watch post for Salamus, the nation that previously owned the island and which owned much of the land surrounding the sea in which Munsahtiz is located.

      “The island is situated on the inland sea called the Kanton Sea and was of limited strategic value in the war, surrounded completely by allied nations. As soon as Tsosin secured the land, he began building, and as the stone structures went up, he infused them with magic.

      “Tsosin Ruus was a great prophet, and his planning skills were beyond compare. For two decades, the grounds and buildings were developed, much larger than anyone ever thought would be needed. Many scoffed at him, saying that he had finally gone mad, but he continued. He planned forty-nine different schools within the Academy, each teaching a specific subject. Combat, magic, language, history, metalworking and other crafts, each a large college by itself, but all still part of the larger Academy.

      “He was questioned about his work. Many thought it was a secret project as part of the war effort, but as the years passed, it was clear this was not the reason for its construction. Whenever he was asked directly what the purpose of his grand building project was, his answer was simple. ‘It is to train the Malatirsay in the last days so that the world is not lost to darkness.’

      “The Prophet’s life was finally drawing to a close, as was the war. The world had been ravaged by wild magics, and it seemed as if power was leaving the world. It was almost as if the vast store of magical energy in Dizhelim was used up, and so spells had less of a magical reservoir to draw on.

      “By the time the Prophet died, the magics that could be performed were a sad imitation of the wondrous things that had been possible just short decades before. Many users of the different types of magic actually fell to a strange sickness that afflicted only them. Some suggested that it was Dizhelim itself striking back against them for almost destroying the world. Whatever it was, those who could use magic lessened in number.

      “At this time of turmoil also, the gods withdrew from mankind. It was not known where they went, if anywhere, but they no longer interacted with men as they had before.

      “It was a dark time for the world, but not as dark as that which was prophesied. Seeing his work done, or at least started, the Prophet finally passed peacefully from the world. He left the record of his visions of the future, along with one of his greatest tools for ensuring that future could be successful: Sitor-Kanda, the Hero Academy.”

      Jehira looked into Aeden’s eyes, making sure he understood what this meant. Aeden met her gaze and nodded. Relief washed over her face and she let out a breath that she probably did not know she had been holding.

      “So,” she said. “You see that the entire purpose for Sitor-Kanda was to train the Malatirsay. If it has lost sight of that purpose itself, it still holds within it secrets that could aid such a one in a quest to do what has been prophesied. At the very least, knowledge and possibly aid can be obtained there. Isn’t that worth traveling there, especially with no other promising plans?”

      “Aye,” Aeden said. “It is. We will go there. I still don’t believe I am this Malatirsay as you claim, but it’s clear that the monsters are chasing me. If there are heroes still, maybe they can be found at the Academy. If there are not, some information about our enemies would be welcome.”

      Aeden looked at Fahtin as he said it, raising an eyebrow to her in question. She nodded, mouth a straight line.

      “Then it is settled,” Darun said. “The best of luck to the both of you. The moment you find that you could use our help, no matter the cost, you come back to us. We will travel the same path as we have in years past. Fahtin, you should be able to find us.”

      “Thank you, Darun, Ritma, all of you,” Aeden said. “I would not leave you if it were not for your safety. I promise that when it is safe for you, we will return. Until then, I will miss you.”

      A round of quick goodbyes followed, Aeden shaking hands with the men and hugging the women, Fahtin hugging everyone. They finally found themselves in front of Jehira and Raki.

      “Thank you for all you have done, Jehira,” Aeden said. “I will miss our lessons.”

      “I am sorry we could not translate the entire Song, but you will learn more about it. This I know.” The old woman hugged him and kissed his forehead, his cheek, then his other cheek. “You are the Malatirsay. Believe in yourself, and you will do wondrous things.”

      After Fahtin said goodbye to Jehira, they both stood in front of Raki.

      “Goodbye, my friend,” Aeden said. “I am sorry you could not come with us, but it is better this way. Protect your Nani and the rest of the family. We will meet again someday, when the danger has passed.”

      He hugged the boy and then stepped aside to let Fahtin do so.

      With a last forlorn look at those gathered to say goodbye, he and Fahtin walked out of the camp. He wondered if he would ever see his family and their brightly-colored wagons again.
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      Khrazhti looked out from the stone fortress she had taken for her stronghold. This world had too much light. She was becoming accustomed to it, but it irritated her, like a prickle along her back, not quite painful but there constantly. It made her want to strike something.

      “My Lady High Priestess?” Daosa, one of her generals, said. “Do you agree?”

      She turned her eyes to him and watched him flinch. They were the palest blue, and glowed no matter the lighting conditions. She thought they were probably more impressive in Aruzhelim, the world from which they came, because theirs was a world of darkness. There was not all this accursed light in her home.

      “Daosa, I understand your concerns. I do not share them. We have but one task on this S’ru-forsaken trash heap called a world. We are to find the opposer and destroy him. I would sacrifice any number of our troops to this end.”

      “Yes, My Lady, of course.”

      Her general was unable to meet her gaze as her eyes drilled into him. He was a good soldier, competent and loyal. She softened her eyes.

      “You must understand. S’ru, god of all the world, has spoken. We were sent here to prepare for his coming to this place. You must use all your skill and strategy to find the One and to destroy him. If you can prevent our own forces from being obliterated, that is good, but not necessary, as long as we have sufficient resources to complete our task.

      “For those troops with the twinkling talent, it is a moot point. When their physical bodies are no longer able to keep their essence, they will be spawned anew in their birthing place. All that is lost is that they are no longer of use to us here in this world. These creatures who inhabit Dizhelim, these fessani, so-called humans, there are very few with the ability to destroy any of the animaru. We will be victorious, and S’ru will have his domain in both worlds, Aruzhelim and Dizhelim.”

      “Yes, My Lady.” The general saluted. “I will see to it. We must be close to the One. A whole patrol has gone missing. No other could have managed it but the one foretold.”

      Khrazhti nodded. “Perhaps. Keep me informed of your progress. You may go.”

      The general turned on his hooves and walked from her presence. She watched him go. His form was that of a hairy two-armed animaru, not quite so tall as her. He had hard hooves on the bottom of his feet, so he needed no clothing or boots on his lower limbs.

      Khrazhti, high priestess of the dark god S’ru, thought of the difference between the denizens of this world, this Dizhelim, and those of her own world of Aruzhelim. On her world, all creatures were animaru. There were none of the other forms of life on this world, the insects and animals.

      The animaru came in many shapes and sizes, but the vast majority shared attributes. Most had two legs or rear appendages and two arms or front appendages. There were those with more or less, but that was not common. Most stood upright on the rear appendages, though some dropped to put their arms to the ground when running or fighting.

      One thing almost all shared was that they were dark. Black, grey, brown, they were different shades, but all of them dark, like their almost lightless world. In a place without much light, color seemed unnecessary.

      All but her. She was of average height among the animaru, neither massive nor diminutive. She was in the same shape as the humans in this world, if a little taller than the ones she’d seen. Legs, feet with toes, arms with hands. She did not crawl about on all fours as some did. She walked or ran on her two legs.

      Of course, that was to be expected. She was, after all, part human herself. She was not supposed to know this, but she did. Though her body was colored a light blue, the same color she had seen in the sky when she came to this world, and though she had only a crest of hair along the top of her head and long ears that slanted back from the side of her head, she looked remarkably like these humans. She couldn’t pass herself off as one, of course, nor would she want to, but she did resemble them.

      When her god sent her there, she was commanded to coordinate with one of these humans. That one was apparently a powerful creature among these other beasts. While she was discussing her plans with him at his own stronghold, she had seen a woman whose shape did not match those of others she had seen. Though she was generally the same, there was an imbalance to her, an asymmetry. A large lump at her midsection seemed to have grown over the weeks she had observed her.

      Khrazhti had stared at the woman while her host babbled on about something or other. It was fascinating to her. How had it happened? What did it mean? Was it something she could use to defeat those on this world?

      The man had stopped talking and watched Khrazhti watching the serving woman. He had laughed and told her the woman was “pregnant.”

      “What is ‘pregnant?’” Khrazhti asked.

      “She is ready to bear a child, to give birth.”

      “I do not understand this ‘birth,’” she said.

      “Do your people not bring children into the world live like this?” he asked. “Do you lay eggs or something else? How do you make more animaru?”

      Khrazhti had almost lost her composure for a moment. Her blue eyes flashed and she looked at him with incredulity. “More animaru? There are not more animaru. All were created at once, thousands upon thousands of years ago. There have been none created since.” It was not the whole truth, of course, but she would not tell him that. Her case was unique.

      “Really?” The human looked shocked. “Then what happens if animaru are killed? How are they replaced?”

      This human did not understand. “Do you not understand that animaru cannot be ‘killed?’ We are not alive, such as you. Our world is death, we are all of death. Death cannot be killed. We may be harmed and must take time to recover our power, but we cannot be destroyed, other than those with the twinkling.”

      The human looked to be taken aback. “The twinkling?”

      “Those who, by their nature, are weaker and whose shells can be destroyed. When their bodies are ruined in that way, their essence returns to the area to which they are tied, in which they are spawned again.”

      “I…did not know that,” he said. His color seemed to fade, as if he had been subjected to a strong light. Color seemed to play a big part in things on this world.

      The man regained his composure. “Well, we humans bear children, small versions of us that grow over the years to become full-sized. You have probably not seen children since you have only just arrived on this world. That is how we increase our numbers.”

      It was fascinating. She had never thought of such a thing. “And do all the creatures on this world do this thing, this birthing?”

      “In one form or another, yes. Some lay eggs and some bear their offspring live, and some even actually split in two or drop parts of themselves to create copies but yes, they all reproduce.”

      It was a revelation to Khrazhti, something she had thought about often as she spent time in this world. Perhaps the rumors she had heard were true. She had always thought them to be made-up stories meant to make her lose face.

      As the stories went, there was an event some time nearly three thousand years before. Powerful users of magic from this lighted world, Dizhelim, somehow had transported themselves to Aruzhelim. Their expedition was to explore the dark world to record the information they could about it. When they got there, though, they found that they could not open their magical portal from Aruzhelim to go home. They were trapped.

      It was not long until they were detected and brought to S’ru, the god of all things, himself. He questioned and prodded them, studied them for a little while. They spoke a variation of the true language of Aruzhelim, so there was rudimentary conversation. When they started to die off because their bodies were not compatible with the dark world, S’ru left them in their confinement and grew bored with them.

      Not so with one of his generals. Suuksis was inquisitive and spent a great deal of time with the humans. He studied how they acted, how their bodies reacted to different things, and how the energies in the dark world affected them. When he learned of their strange way of making other humans, he decided to experiment with one of the humans in particular. A female.

      To his surprise, the human began to grow larger, but only about the middle. After a period of time, a creature came from her, pale blue and squealing as the humans did when subjected to pain. The general did not understand completely, but he sensed that this small animal was connected to him. The human female lived for two more years, longer than any of the others, before succumbing to the energies that killed her. The general was left with the still-small creature she had spawned.

      Suuksis kept the creature as a pet, feeding it and playing with it. He kept it generally hidden because there were no such things in Aruzhelim and he did not want any other of the animaru to steal it. As the years passed, the thing grew. In a very few years, it learned to speak, almost like a real animaru.

      He decided to teach it to fight. Maybe if it learned, he could use it to gamble with others. In any case, it was a pleasant distraction from the constant political maneuverings and combat between the animaru. He was surprised with the ease at which the little thing learned to fight. In a dozen years, it was almost as tall as he and could fight as well as many of the other animaru.

      Then came the day when the thing displayed a talent for magic. He was sure then that somehow he had created a real person with the human female. It was then that he began to think of her—for it was plain she was female—as a real person, an animaru.

      It was not long until S’ru himself came to notice the blue animaru. He took her from Suuksis and began to train her in dark magic himself, and he named her Khrazhti. She excelled and within three hundred years, she had replaced others, including the one who had helped create her, as S’ru’s highest minion. She was his high priestess, second only to the god himself. Others had tried to defeat her, to replace her, but she was too powerful. With her different appearance and her ability, both in combat and magic, she had been the hand of S’ru for more than two thousand years. It was logical, then, for her to be the one sent to this world to pave the way for his arrival.

      “Khrazhti, my most loyal and powerful servant,” he said. “This new world, Dizhelim, is a world of light and life, and so is anathema to me. You must go there and prepare it for me. Work with the human who was able to contact me through the distance between our worlds and diminish those things that prevent me from going to that world to bring it under my domain. Only you would I trust with this task.”

      It was an honor, of course, a pleasure to do her god’s will. She left immediately through the portal created by the human, her and three thousand of her troops. She would not be able to return for a time. Apparently there were special conditions required to create the portal, and the human said it could not be done again quickly.

      And so she had come, armed with the will of her god, S’ru, and the prophecies the animaru had kept in their hearts for five thousand years. Those prophecies said that they would come to a land of life, seed their death upon it, and increase the realm of their god. The only thing that could prevent it was the One, the Gneisprumay.

      Thus, her task was simple. Reduce the life and light in the world and, more importantly, destroy the one who could foil their plans. Khrazhti turned her glowing blue eyes out of the window of her fortress and watched the huge ball of light these humans called a ‘sun’ disappear behind the distant mountains. How glad she would be when this accursed light could be removed from the world and her god could join her here. It would be soon, she was sure.
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      “I’ve never traveled without the wagons before,” Fahtin said as she and Aeden made their way generally eastward.

      “Don’t worry,” he told her. “I have had to live off the land, and though I didn’t travel that much within the highlands, I have the skills we need.” He smiled at her and squeezed her shoulder, just on the side of her neck. “I’ll teach you.”

      “Oh,” she said. “Do that some more.” She stopped walking and closed her eyes. He had rubbed right where the backpack had been bruising her all day.

      Aeden laughed. “Fine, we can take a little break here, I guess. We’ve been on the road for two hours already since the last break.”

      They stepped to the side of the hard-packed dirt road and set their packs down. Fahtin took out two apples from hers and offered one to Aeden.

      “In a few minutes,” he said. “I’ll need both hands for this.” He removed her traveling cloak and started rubbing her neck and shoulders, systematically working out the knots in her muscles. She closed her eyes and completely forgot about the apple she had planned on eating. It felt so good!

      By the time he finished and removed his strong hands from her—he had moved down to massage her upper back by then—her muscles were warm and felt like finely kneaded bread dough. She let out a long sigh.

      “You are very good at that,” she told him. “Very good.”

      “I learned a bit about anatomy as I trained with my clan. Knowing where muscles and organs are can be a great help when having to kill someone. They also help when you need to help yourself or someone else heal. It’s all connected.”

      She looked over her shoulder at him as he picked up the apple she had dropped when he started rubbing her neck. He smiled at her and she smiled back. “You should teach me how to do that. I can return the favor for you sometime.”

      He took a bite of the apple. “Sure. We can add it to your training.”

      They didn’t stay long on the patch of grass. After their apples had been stripped to the core, they tossed the remains, picked up their packs, and continued on their journey.

      It had only been two days since they left the caravan, but they seemed to be making good time. The roads in the area were in good shape, and they could cover ten to fifteen miles a day. They could have pushed harder and done more, but the urgency with which they started had diminished. They had not seen anyone else on the road, nor did they catch sight of any of the dark monsters that had attacked their family.

      Fahtin looked back down the section of the road they had just covered. She thought she had seen something move off to the side, but she wasn’t sure. It was probably just her mind playing tricks on her.

      “Do you think the family is safe?” she asked.

      “I would expect it to be so. I think they’re right. Those creatures are after me. Without me there, maybe they won’t bother to attack.”

      “But they attacked the clans even though you weren’t there.”

      “Yes.” Aeden looked at the ground as if considering it. “That was before they actually saw me, though. If any of the creatures escaped when I killed the rest of them, they’ll know about me now. I don’t think they will waste time attacking the caravan when they could be chasing me.”

      “That sounds reasonable,” Fahtin said. “Hopefully you’re right. Of course, that means they will all be after us, which doesn’t make me happy.”

      Aeden stopped walking and turned to look her in the eyes. “It’s not too late, you know. You can still go back. You’ll be safer with the family.”

      “Aeden, please,” she said. “I thought you had accepted that I was going to go with you.”

      “I don’t want you hurt. I don’t have a choice in this, but you do. Please, change your mind and go back. I couldn’t bear it if something happened to you.”

      “Oh?” she said. “And what of how I’d feel if something happened to you? Have you thought of that? No, you haven’t. We are in this together, you and I. I will not change my mind, so push that right out of that head of yours.”

      “Fine,” he said. His eyes darted to the road behind them for a moment, but then he turned to start walking again. “It will be dark in a couple more hours. We should probably start looking for somewhere good to camp soon.”

      They found a nice little clearing off the side of the road a few hundred feet later. The land had a mixture of smallish trees, not so small as bushes or shrubs, but not the towering trees they would reach in a few days if they continued on that road. The vegetation wasn’t too thick for them to move fairly easily through it, but traveling on the road was much easier, and they would continue to do that until there was a good reason not to.

      Fahtin collected firewood while Aeden hunted up rocks to create a fire ring. He had shown her a trick for getting dead limbs from trees instead of searching for suitable wood on the ground. She still delighted as she heard the rope cut through the air. Then the sound of cracking wood echoed down to her as she pulled the rope after it had wound itself about the deadwood. It didn’t take long until she brought down enough wood to last them the night.

      While they ate—simple roasted vegetables and some of the bread they had left—Fahtin noticed Aeden’s eyes flicking now and then to the darkened forest around them. Did he see something, or was he just being careful?

      “I think we should start keeping watch at night,” he said. “We can sleep in shifts. I’ll take the first watch while you get a little sleep.”

      She agreed and soon was wrapped in her cloak and falling asleep. She took her turn early in the morning so he could rest, with directions to wake him before dawn.

      The next day, they continued walking until it was almost too dark to see. Aeden had insisted for some reason, saying he would tell her why later. They found another place to camp, not quite so ideal as the day before, but still comfortable enough.

      Her red-haired companion had been deep in thought all day, answering her questions with a minimum number of words and not offering much dialog of his own. He seemed preoccupied. When she asked him about it, he shrugged and said he had some things on his mind. She worried that he wouldn’t tell her about it, but decided to allow him some time to tell her when he wanted to. She would not push him.

      “Enough,” Aeden said loudly into the air, startling her with his volume and suddenness. “Raki, you might as well come and sit down with us. I’m sure you’re hungry.”

      What? What was he talking about? “Aeden?” Fahtin said, but then heard a small sound off in the forest behind her. She spun, drawing a knife in each hand.

      Raki shuffled into the firelight, head down and shoulders slumped.

      “Raki?” Fahtin said. “Why are you here?”

      “He followed us,” Aeden said, handing a waterskin to the boy.

      “How did you see me?” Raki asked. “I’m pretty sneaky, as you know.”

      “I didn’t see you,” Aeden answered. “Well, maybe a slight movement of a bush here or there, but it wasn’t that. It’s that feeling when someone is watching you. I had it, but it didn’t feel dangerous. I wasn’t sure at first, but then when it went on for a few days and we still weren’t attacked, I figured it was you.”

      “You mean, if I hadn’t come out,” the boy said. “You would have just thought you were mistaken?”

      “Aye.”

      “Oh.” He sighed.

      “Wait a minute,” Fahtin said, glaring at the younger boy and crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “Aren’t we forgetting the most important part here? It’s not whether you saw him or he is sneaky enough. The question is, what were you thinking? You left the family and you put yourself at risk following us on your own like this.”

      “My Nani let me go,” Raki said. “She had a vision more than a year ago that showed her I would be better off if I went with you. Not just me, but you would be better off, and the family. Everyone. She didn’t want to make a scene of it when you left, so she told me to follow you.”

      “Really?” Fahtin asked.

      “Yes. She said I will play a part in what you two will do.”

      “We can’t very well ask you to go back now,” Aeden said. “I guess you’ll just have to come with us. You can have the middle watch as punishment.”

      The boy’s smile brightened up the campsite. He came and sat down near the fire, and Aeden handed him some of the rabbit Fahtin had killed with a skillful throw of one of her knives earlier in the day.

      The next morning, the three set out together, Raki still smiling at being allowed to come along. It only faltered when he yawned, which was often.

      “You’ll get used to the schedule soon enough,” Fahtin told him.

      Late in the day, they came across a man walking a horse, going the opposite way on the road.

      “Ho, traveler,” Fahtin said.

      “Good afternoon to you, travelers,” the man said as he took his hat in his hand and bowed. The horse ran into the back of him and he muttered something at it.

      “You might want to change your mind about traveling that way,” she said. “There are some creatures attacking people at random. They have wiped out at least two Crow villages and attacked a Gypta caravan.”

      “Your caravan?” the man asked.

      “Gealich claidhimh d’aresh slaoch!” Aeden spat. The man raised his eyebrow.

      “What? Why would you ask that?” Fahtin said, trying to ignore Aeden.

      “Your clothes, girl. All three of you. I know what Gypta garb looks like.”

      “Oh,” she said. “Right. Yes, it was our caravan.”

      “Then why have you left it? Was it wiped out? If so, how did you survive?”

      “Cachtionn daedos d’estaigh,” Aeden said under his breath. The man burst out laughing.

      “Why are you laughing?” Fahtin asked. She twisted her wrist to feel if her knife was loose in its sheath.

      “What was that?” the man asked Aeden. “Something about god shitting in a pan?”

      Aeden’s face had gone red. “…in your stewpot, actually.” The man laughed harder.

      “You’re no Gypta, not speaking Chorain like that. Not with that hair. You’re Croagh.”

      “Aye,” Aeden said standing up straighter and looking the man in the eyes, “and what of it?”

      “Oh, I mean no offense, my friend. None at all. I have always enjoyed a good Chorain curse. I’m a scholar, you see. I specialize in language and history.” He looked the three over. “I am due for a break; would you care to share some of my food? I have plenty and I could use some good conversation.”

      Fahtin looked at Aeden. He was still staring at the man, but he nodded.

      “We would love to. Uh…?” she said.

      “Dannel. Dannel Powfrey.” He put his hand out and shook Fahtin’s, then Raki’s, and finally Aeden’s. After they gave him their names, he said, “the Tannoch clan, eh? It’s very nice to meet all of you. Please, let’s go over to that little clearing and relax. I would love to hear the story of how a Croagh of Clan Tannoch has come to be traveling with Gypta and wearing their clothing. Very rarely do the Croagh marry outside the clans, and to wear others’ garb instead of highland dress is something I have never heard of.”

      Once settled, Dannel told them about himself to start things off.

      “I am a graduate of the Academy at Sitor-Kanda.”

      “Are you a hero?” Raki asked. “A warrior?”

      “Oh no. As I said before, I am a historian and a linguist. I study languages and things that have passed. Much safer than those other professions you named.”

      “But you were trained at the Hero Academy,” Aeden said. “Surely you must have studied combat and trained in the fighting arts.”

      “I had a little instruction in fighting,” Dannel said. “Dreadful classes. I am not a good student of those endeavors. No, I use my mind, not my body. I am no one’s hero. I am simply traveling the world trying to solve what mysteries I can find.”

      The other three told their stories as well. Dannel rubbed his chin thoughtfully as they recounted the tale of how Aeden came to be with them.

      “And these creatures you spoke of?” Dannel said. “What did they look like? How did they act? Was it possible to kill them?”

      Fahtin stiffened at that last question. Why would he ask a question like that? What did he know?

      “We have no time for games, Dannel,” Aeden said. “What do you know of the situation? It is obvious you know something.”

      “I know much of many things, my friend. What would you have me say?”

      “Do you know of the Malatirsay?” Aeden asked.

      “Ah, go right for the most important part. Yes, I like that. I do know something of the Malatirsay, of the Song of Prophecy, if that is what you are asking.”

      Aeden looked at him, those blue eyes on fire. “Aye. That is what I am asking.”

      “Ask, then,” Dannel said. “I, and my knowledge, are at your service. What would you have me tell you?”

      Aeden put on a thoughtful expression, considering.
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      Aeden wasn’t sure about this man, this Dannel Powfrey. He was knowledgeable, that was certain. There were not too many outside the clans who knew Chorain. The fact was, most in the clans didn’t know it any longer. That bit was embarrassing, Dannel understanding his curses. He seemed to know of the culture of the highlands as well. But did he truly know about the Song? Aeden thought it was the property of the Gypta. How would this young man know of it?

      He referred to him as a young man in his own mind, but Dannel Powfrey was probably a decade or more older than Aeden. He surely didn’t appear as if he was any type of hero. He was barely as tall as Fahtin and very skinny. Pale, too, as if he didn’t get out in the sun much, which was strange since he was traveling. His light brown hair and brown eyes would allow the man to blend in anywhere, except maybe in the highlands or the Rhaltzheim, with their lighter hair and eyes. He seemed trustworthy enough, his plain face and nondescript nose comforting.

      The man was watching him with those eyes. He had a strange expression on his face, his mouth in almost a kind of smirk. Fine. If he wanted Aeden to work for the information, then work he would.

      “What do you know of the Malatirsay, and his role?” Aeden asked.

      “Yes, the Malatirsay,” Dannel said. “His, you ask? What makes you think the Chosen is a man? Could it not be a woman?”

      Aeden hadn’t really thought of that. Not because he did not believe women could be heroes. There were women in the clans that could outfight any of the flatlander men, and many of the highland men. No, he had just assumed that it would be a man because Jehira said he was the Malatirsay. “Point taken. Does the prophecy say it will be a woman?”

      “I will answer your question with a question. Do you know anything yourself of the Song of Prophecy?”

      “I…” Aeden seemed to have lost control of the conversation. He would answer, though, if it would show his good faith. “I know the Song in Dantogyptain, but I only know what a few parts of it mean. The rest of it must be translated.”

      Dannel sat up straighter. “Dantogyptain? Truly? That version of the Song predates the written copies I have studied by some amount of time, if it has maintained its veracity. Could you perhaps speak it for me?”

      “I can sing the Song for you, if you will stop your games and answer my questions.”

      “It’s a deal, my friend. Dantogyptain.” His eyes became unfocused and he got a hungry look on his face.

      Aeden cleared his throat, looked at each of his friends and at the scholar, and sang. As he did so, he tried to separate himself from the rhythm, the power of it. He didn’t want any stray magic to start flying around.

      When he finished, he saw that Fahtin and Raki were sitting there, motionless, looking at him as if in a trance. Dannel Powfrey had tears in his eyes.

      “By Surus, that was beautiful. If I could only have you meet with one of the masters at the Academy so that the Song could be written down. Oh.” He blinked a few times and then looked at Aeden. “But no, I have important work to do yet and you are on an urgent mission yourself. But after, maybe after…”

      “I have sung the Song for you now,” Aeden said. “Tell me what you can.”

      “Right,” Dannel said. “First off, the word Malatirsay is interesting in itself. It is not Dantogyptain, which I am sure you already know. It is not even truly Alaqotim, not the form in use at the Academy in current times.”

      “Alaqotim?” Fahtin asked. “What is that?”

      Dannel shifted his gaze to her, almost seeming surprised to find her there. He must have really been caught up in the Song not to notice a woman as beautiful as Fahtin just a few feet away.

      “Alaqotim, the language of power. It is used for the casting of magic, and for…other things. As a language for communication, it is considered dead, but it is alive and well at Sitor-Kanda. Thousands of years ago, it was the primary language in the world. But then, the world was more magical back then, not stunted and impotent as it is now. But I digress.

      “The term Malatirsay has an interesting construction. It is the combination of two words; malan meaning chosen, special, or unique; and tirsus, meaning warrior. The most interesting part, however, is the ending. The form of the word indicates plurality.”

      “More than one?” Raki asked, overcoming his shyness and getting caught up in the conversation.

      “Truly,” Dannel said. “But it gets more interesting. In the ancient form of the language, plurality was often used to indicate station or rank. Those of high stature were often referred to in the plural. Have you not heard that some kings or queens say such things as ‘We will cause this to be done’? So, is Malatirsay more than one, or is it a title that was written in that form to demonstrate importance?

      “Alaqotim has different methods for depicting one thing, two things, or more than two, but with this word, the plurality could be a single person with a title, two people, or a hundred. It could very well mean that there is an entire group or army to combat the animaru.”

      Aeden clenched his jaw and shook his head slowly. He had wanted answers and this man was teaching him grammar for a long-dead language. “Is there a point to this, Dannel?”

      “There is, I assure you.” The scholar turned his body to face Aeden squarely. “I’m not sure which part of the Song this is in your version—things could have been rearranged for all we know—but there is a part that says:

      Malatirsay, split asunder

      One to two, but back to one

      Separated but brought whole

      Welded by the fire’s touch

      “It seems likely that the word indicates, then, that the Malatirsay is important, deserving the plurality of high station, but also that he—or she—is also plural within him or herself. It seems to say that the Chosen will be split somehow, and then brought back together. Another part of the Song indicates the Malatirsay will die and then live again, so that could agree with the reference of two in one.”

      Aeden considered this. He had died, or all but. The young clan warrior had passed from existence, replaced by the adopted Gypta. It could all fit, though he wasn’t sure if he was just trying to make it seem as if it was logical.

      Dannel watched him in silence for a moment. “Are you the Malatirsay, Aeden of Clan Tannoch, highland born and Gypta raised? Are you the One?”

      The frankness of the question caused Aeden to freeze and stare at the scholar. Fahtin and Raki seemed to be holding their breath. Dannel Powfrey’s little smirk returned.

      “What have you not told me, my highland Gypta friend?”

      After a long pause, Aeden answered him. “There is a soothsayer in the Gypta family, Raki’s grandmother. She told me the Song referred to me.”

      “Ah. Did she see it in a vision or did she just think that it was so? It makes a difference.”

      “I…I don’t know. She told me I should go to Sitor-Kanda to ask for help, to ask for knowledge about what is happening.”

      “Yes,” Dannel said. “That is wise advice. There are those at the Academy that could surely help you. If only I was not engaged in urgent business, I would accompany you. I have already used too much precious time in these few hours speaking with you.”

      Dannel seemed more than the unassuming skinny man that Aeden had thought him to be. He gave the impression now of competence and knowledge. Maybe there was something to this Hero Academy.

      “Then you agree that we should go to the Academy as Jehira suggested?” Fahtin asked.

      “I do,” the scholar said. “I think you would find answers there, maybe even help in what you need to do. The purpose of Sitor-Kanda has always been to prepare the Malatirsay for the end times. When you get there, speak with the Master of Prophecy. Tell him I told you to go there. He will know what to do.

      “One other thing I can tell you, something you might already know, is about the creatures you have faced. There are ancient records of a place, another world, one where darkness is light and life is death. The Prophet called it Aruzhelim, the dark world, and the name is apt.

      “Once, there was an expedition, a group of powerful mages who believed they had cracked the wall dividing the two worlds. But that is not a good description. These mages wrote an account of their research. They stated that Aruzhelim was, in fact, one of the points of light in the sky, so far away that we could only see a glimmer from Dizhelim.

      “They outfitted themselves and prepared to breach the distance between worlds with their magic. Witnesses to their departure reported seeing a dim, poorly lit landscape of rugged mountains and rocks through the portal they opened and entered. When it closed, the expedition was never seen again. This, of course, deterred any others from duplicating the research.

      “It is believed that this world, this Aruzhelim, is the home of the animaru, and that somehow they have gained the ability to enter our own world. The Song makes it clear that the dark creatures, the animaru, will swarm upon the land and eventually engulf it. They will snuff out all life on our world, causing Dizhelim to become a copy of their own lightless home. If the Song is to be taken literally, only the Malatirsay stands in the way. Only the Malatirsay can throw back the black tide that can end all life on Dizhelim.”

      The three travelers looked at the scholar, eyes wide. No one spoke.

      Dannel got up from the rock he was sitting on and dusted off his pants casually, as if he had not just talked about the end of everything. “I will need to be moving on now. Hopefully we will meet again, maybe at the Academy after I have finished my tasks.” He reached out to Aeden to shake his hand. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Aeden Tannoch. And you Fahtin Achaya and Raki Sinde.”

      “Likewise,” Aeden said. “I thank you for the information. At the very least, I know now that our original destination was the correct choice. I look forward to meeting you again.”

      The three shook hands with the scholar, and he stowed his cooking utensils on his horse, which had been standing patiently grazing on some long grass nearby. He turned to go down the road in the direction the trio had come, but stopped to look at Aeden one last time.

      “You should probably stay off the roads,” he said. “I have seen these creatures, the animaru. They appear to be looking for something. Or someone. I have charms that give me some protection, primarily from being detected by them, but such wouldn’t work for you, even if I had any to spare. If you are who and what I think, you will draw them like a beacon if they are nearby. Better to take to the forest to go to Sitor-Kanda.”

      “The forest?” Fahtin exclaimed. “The Grundenwald? There are dangers in that forest. Even if only wild animals—and legend has it that there are more than that—it will be dangerous. It will also make travel much slower.”

      “True,” Dannel said, “but I think it will be the safer route. The travel will be slower through the trees and underbrush, but the distance is also shorter. The road winds around to avoid the bulk of the forest, so it’s much longer. I suggest, strongly, that you take the forest path.”

      “We will consider it,” Aeden said. “Thank you for your information, Dannel Powfrey. Safe travels to you.”

      “And to you.” The scholar mounted his horse and walked it down the road.

      Aeden watched Dannel until he turned a bend in the road and was lost from sight. He had a lot to think about, and a lot to do, it seemed. The new information hadn’t changed his plans, though. He still needed more information and more help. Malatirsay or not, he was going to need plenty of both.
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      “I don’t know,” Aeden said.

      “He had a good point,” Fahtin said. “If he has already seen the creatures ahead of us, it might just be better to take the forest.”

      “I’d not like to delay our task any more than necessary. I have traveled through forested areas, though not so thick as the Grundenwald is reported to be. We’ve seen it from the wagons passing through on this very road. It is a tiring, slow method of travel. That is not even considering the danger.”

      “I don’t think the danger is as great as meeting up with dark creatures that cannot be killed,” she pointed out.

      “Aye, but will we meet those creatures? The choice is between slowing our travel with certainty and the possibility of meeting these animaru. It just seems that the chances of us seeing them on the road is small.”

      “But Dannel said he has already seen them ahead of us, on the road,” Raki said.

      It seemed to Aeden that he was being overruled. Both of his travel companions wanted to take the forest, but they had never traveled like that before, didn’t know the danger from wild animals and how much it affected their travel speed. They didn’t understand the frustration of traveling only a few miles a day, backtracking and trying to find a path that allowed them to continue on. He wasn’t sure if he could make them see.

      “And what of the creatures behind us?” Aeden asked. If we go into the forest, we will be easier to track. Worse, we will allow them to catch up to us. What if we meet some danger within the dark trees of that place, wild animal or something more powerful, and at the same time we are come upon from behind? I tell you, I do not relish the idea of being trapped between two dangers.”

      Ah, that seemed to cause them to think. Fahtin had taken her lower lip into her teeth and was gently biting down on it. He almost had them convinced.

      “What do you say we continue on the road and see what happens? We can travel carefully, but still quickly. If it appears to be too dangerous, we can change and move into the trees. Does that sound like a fair compromise?”

      Fahtin and Raki both nodded.

      “Very well, then,” Aeden said. “We have a few hours of daylight left. We can get some more miles under our feet before finding a suitable campsite and stopping for the night.”

      They traveled three more hours, the other two darting looks forward and to the sides, occasionally behind them, as if nervous of attack. Aeden had to admit that his eyes darted around more than normal as well. He still didn’t think they would meet the dark creatures, but it was good to be prepared.

      The next morning, they had broken camp and were two hours into their travels. The day was bright, a few wispy clouds in the still blue sky. The other two seemed to have relaxed. Aeden knew he had. The thoughts of attack from monsters were almost a day old, and the perfect conditions helped to push their fears deep into the backs of their minds.

      It was a good day to be traveling, and the conversation was light. They did not speak of their quest or of foes; they did not refer to hidden dangers or what they would find when they finally made it to the Academy. The party was just three friends walking along a road, with not a care in the world.

      As they came around a turn, both sides of the road overgrown with high bushes and low trees, they ran right into a small group of the familiar black creatures running toward them. Aeden wasn’t sure if they were more surprised or if the animaru were, but he regained his composure and reacted first.

      He slid his swords free and charged into the mass of them. There were around ten enemies, though he could not take the time to get an accurate count. As he passed through them—and they continued running before they could turn—he had slashed at least three of them, removing the arm of one and the head of another. He stood alone in the road, the monsters behind him. All of them turned at the same time, understanding finally dawning on those black faces and muzzles.

      Fahtin and Raki had reacted quickly enough to jump out of the way of the charging animaru, but they might as well not have existed. The enemies had eyes only for Aeden. As Dannel had said, they could sense him somehow, or how he looked had been described to them. In any case, they came at him, some growling like beasts.

      Aeden laughed as they surrounded him. He spun and slashed with his swords, striking out with feet or knees when he had the opportunity. He felt most alive when he was in combat and he enjoyed it. Despite the danger of being killed, he thrived in situations like this. His swords flashed, and sickly brown blood splashed to the ground.

      “The magic,” Fahtin yelled, throwing one of her knives as a creature came up behind Aeden. “Stop playing with them and use the magic. You can’t kill them with steel.”

      She was right, of course. Even the one whose head he had taken had gotten back up and was blindly slashing at the air with its claws. The only way to defeat the creatures permanently was to destroy them with the magic.

      He smoothly worked into his motions the gestures needed to call the magic. He pronounced the words and power flared at his fingertips.

      But there was something wrong. The energies came, but they flickered weakly at his command. He threw it at a nearby animaru and though the monster screamed in pain, it didn’t destroy him outright. And that was just one creature.

      Aeden wasn’t sure what was happening. He continued his physical combat, but it seemed pointless, compared to just a moment before when he had rejoiced in it.

      What had he done earlier to make the magic so powerful? Was it simply need? There were many more of the creatures then, enough to endanger the entire family. Was that it?

      Ah, it came to him. The Song. He had sung the Song. He did so now, starting at the beginning and singing loud, as if the words themselves were talismans that he could utilize.

      Repeating his motions from before, he was glad to see the power more potent, but still not nearly as much as the last time he had used it. He cast it about him, searing the dark creatures, filling the air with their cries and moans.

      He had to attack each one individually, the power still a shadow of what it had been that night, but soon the numbers of the foes dwindled. The last two realized they could not defeat him and took off running, fleeing for their un-lives.

      Aeden checked on his friends when the battle was over. The animaru had basically paid no attention to them at all, even as they threw sharpened projectiles at the creatures. Why was he so important that these creatures would turn their backs on foes to attack him? Maybe he was this Chosen One the Song talked about.

      Two of the nine monsters defeated had disappeared without a trace, like those others he had seen before he used his magic during their night battle. He wished he had asked Dannel about that, though he had a feeling the scholar wouldn’t have known anything. There did not seem to be a lot of information on the animaru. Maybe the Master of Prophecy at the Academy could tell him more.

      Fahtin kicked one of the corpses, turning it over so she could retrieve her knife from its eye, careful not to get the blood from the wounds Aeden had inflicted upon it on her clothing. Raki was pulling his throwing weapons from the bodies as well, wiping them on the grass at the side of the road and replacing them in their sheaths.

      Aeden stood there, looking at the bodies of their enemies, trying to figure out why his magic was not as powerful as it had been before. The other two came up to him.

      “Are you injured?” Fahtin asked him.

      “No. Are either of you hurt?”

      “They didn’t even come near us,” Fahtin said. “Their attention was fully on you. It was as if we didn’t exist, even though we were striking them with weapons. It’s eerie.”

      “Aye,” he said. “It’s not too comfortable for me either. But no, they didn’t hurt me. There weren’t enough of them for that.”

      “How come you didn’t do that magic burst thing you did the other night when you were in the camp?” Raki asked. “This time you just attacked them one at a time.”

      “You saw that, eh?” Aeden said. “For some reason, the magic was not as powerful as it was the last time. I’ll have to think about it. I didn’t do anything different. Same words of power, same motions. I don’t know why it was weaker.”

      “So,” Fahtin said, “does this change our plans?”

      Aeden sighed. “Yes, we’ll do as you two wanted and leave the roads, Codaghan save us.” He tried to ignore their triumphant looks as they glanced at each other. “You’ll see why I don’t think it’s a good idea. Even without mythical dangers, it’s a miserable way to travel, and slow. We’ll go, though. It’s clear that Dannel was right. They’re looking for us in front and from behind.”

      They left the road immediately, hoping that their tracks would be lost in all the marks from the battle. Aeden wasn’t sure if any of the creatures followed tracks or not, but he intended to be as careful as possible.

      “Cachten siolach peitseag,” Aeden mumbled to himself as they headed into the dark, twisted trees off the road.

      From the start, it was a chore to get through the thick underbrush. He tried to choose a path that would not show their passing as easily, but he didn’t fool himself. Anything they did would damage the thick vegetation and leave clues for those following. He hoped his foes were just mindless beasts. If they could think, he had a feeling they were in a great deal of trouble. They probably were anyway, even if the animaru could not think.
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        * * *

      

      Khrazhti looked out the window of the stone tower in which she had taken residence. It provided her a good view of the surrounding countryside. It was becoming evening, the light finally dimming to an acceptable level, and in that wan light she could see the rugged terrain below.

      It was fascinating to her how this world became bright for half the day. Not just bright, but so lighted that it hurt to be outside. Even the light coming in the windows of the fortress tower was blinding. There was no such thing in her world. The light dimmed at night, but it was never brighter than dusk in this world. What a strange place this was.

      The fortress sat on a hill, commanding a clear view for miles on all sides. It was a rock-strewn area, some few plants clinging tenaciously to the thin soil between the huge piles of stone. Hills smaller than the one on which the fortress sat, thrust out of the ground at irregular intervals, looking to have jutted up so suddenly that they broke in the process. In places, they looked like rows of rotted teeth.

      Thinking of rotted teeth, she almost laughed when a messenger came through the door behind her. It was one of the forgren, filthy as they typically were, face pock-marked and teeth cracked and broken. They were not pleasant to look at, but they made fine messengers. They were tireless and single-minded. They could memorize their missives and repeat them exactly when they arrived at their destinations.

      Unfortunately, those attributes came at a cost. They could not think their way out of a simple problem. If one encountered an obstruction in its way, it could be missing for months while trying to figure out how to pass.

      “My Lady High Priestess,” the forgren said, this one a male. “We have word from two of your hunters. The one you seek has left the group he was traveling with. He is going west from where the warriors in the hills made their homes.”

      “West?” Khrazhti asked. “They are coming toward us, then?”

      “Farther north, my Lady. A patrol ran into them near the large forest. All were lost but the two who made it back to the fortress.” The forgren stumbled over the unfamiliar word, as many of the animaru did. There were none of these forests in Aruzhelim.

      “I see,” she said. “Have the two attend me. I would ask them questions.”

      “As you command.” The messenger saluted and left the room. Within minutes, two of her hunters came through the door. They stopped ten feet away from her and saluted.

      “Report to me what happened to your patrol,” she said.

      The soldiers looked at each other and then at her. One nodded to the other and then stepped forward. They were of the same rank, so either could provide the report.

      “We chanced upon the one you seek near the great forest north of here. We were surprised. The Gneisprumay reacted more quickly than we, and by the time we organized, he had destroyed all but the two of us.”

      Khrazhti raised an eyebrow. “Destroyed? Surely you are using the wrong word. Animaru cannot be destroyed.”

      “The word is correct, my Lady. Two had the twinkling, so they disappeared to be respawned in Aruzhelim. The others, though, they were destroyed. This one, he has some power. Even being near its use, I could feel the life, the light, in it. It burns to be within the area when it is used. He attacked the others with the power and they ceased to be, their essence burned away. It is as the others, his family, did to a lesser extent. They have been destroyed.”

      “Then it is truly as the prophecy foretold.” She tapped a long-nailed finger against her lips. “We must take the life from this one. He cannot be allowed to prevent our god from coming to this world. Is there anything further you need to report about this one or his powers?”

      “No, High Priestess.”

      “Very well, then report to general Treclus for reassignment. You are dismissed.”

      They saluted again and left the room.

      “General Daosa.”

      “Yes, High Priestess,” her general said, stepping toward the center of the room from where he had been standing near the wall.

      “You will organize your troops. I would think two hundred would be enough. I want them to hunt down the Gneisprumay and put an end to him. The sooner we eliminate him, the sooner S’ru will come and take the accursed light from this world.”

      “It will be done.”

      “Daosa,” Khrazhti said. “Tell your troops to take care. The Gneisprumay has come into his power. He has the ability to destroy animaru.”

      The general’s mottled grey face—the only part of him without hair—turned upward, confusion filling his eyes. “Is it truly possible?”

      “It is. He has already extinguished the essence of some of our troops, as you yourself heard. He is to be killed on sight, as quickly as possible. Do not take chances with this one.”

      “I will see it done.” He left the room quickly, calling to his under-officers to rally the troops he would need. Khrazhti wondered if it would be enough.
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      “Okay,” Fahtin said halfway through the first morning of travel through the Grundenwald. “You were right. This is miserable and slow.” She swatted another of the bugs that landed on her neck. Where had they come from? She’d never seen the type before, even traveling the roads around and through the large forest.

      “My Nani told me one time that there are ancient magics on the roads in some places,” Raki said. “Things that keep smaller creatures and—” he smacked another bug that had landed on his arm, “—insects from passing from the forest. I always thought she was just teasing me. I think maybe she wasn’t.”

      Fahtin thought about that. How could someone lay magic on hundreds of miles of roads? And how could that magic last for hundreds or thousands of years? It boggled the mind.

      She looked over at Aeden, just in front of them, picking a trail for them to pass. A trail. She harrumphed. There were no trails here, only endless dark trees and thick underbrush. With how the boughs interlocked overhead, making it seem almost like night even during noontime, she wouldn’t have thought the bushes and shrubs could grow. But they did. They seemed to do very well.

      Another sharp prickle-bush snagged at her clothing. Loose, flowing Gypta garb was a definite disadvantage when trying to get in between branches, especially ones with sharp thorns that reached out to grab you.

      If that wasn’t bad enough, the bugs were driving her to distraction. They swarmed around her face, taking turns landing on her and biting her. She already had red bumps in several locations where they had done their dirty work. She wished she could kill them all. Maybe Aeden’s magic could do something. Maybe he could do one of those explosion things he did that night in the caravan camp.

      Looking over at him to ask, she noticed something. Though she and Raki had insects buzzing around them in a cloud, he did not. In fact, as she looked more closely, she saw that the bugs were avoiding him completely. How did he do that?

      “Aeden?” she said sweetly.

      “Yes?”

      “Why is it that we are being eaten alive by these flying monsters but none are bothering even to look at you?”

      His eyebrows shot up, but then drew down as his brow furrowed. He looked at each of them and then shrugged. “I don’t know. They just don’t seem to like me. Maybe that’s what you get for being so beautiful.” He showed her all his teeth, though it was in no way a real smile.

      She snapped a branch off a nearby bush and threw it at him. A thorn on it scratched her as she did it. “Ouch!” It wasn’t even a good throw. Aeden watched it as it went through the air and then fell three feet short of him.

      “Hey, now,” he said. “Don’t break the vegetation when you don’t have to. It’s hard enough to keep from leaving a trail that might as well glow in the dark.”

      “Oh, right. Sorry.” She was sorry, but he did deserve to be hit with a switch. Imagine that, being bug-proof.

      “Truly, I don’t know why the insects aren’t bothering with me,” he said. “If it’s any consolation, though, these animaru are only interested in killing me. They leave you alone to try to accomplish it, so I think it’s more than fair.”

      “I guess.” She slapped another bug that had landed on her cheek and started biting. “I guess.”

      She looked at the crushed insect in her hand. It was long and thin with wings so fragile she could almost see through them. Taking a closer look, she saw it had some kind of sharp edge on its nose, almost like a needle. Is that what it was sticking into her to bite her? She shook it off into the vegetation at her feet. Disgusting thing.

      After the first day of travel—an exhausting affair that they ended early—the three became a little more accustomed to how it would be. They took breaks whenever they found a place with objects they could sit on. Rocks, fallen trees, low branches, whatever they could use, they would stop and use them while they had the opportunity. Each night, they would make a small fire, confident that the light of it would not be seen for more than a few feet in the tangled mess, taking a chance that the smoke would not attract anything dangerous.

      There were animals, of course. The normal variety. The birds were all dark and drab, blending in well with the surrounding. The rabbits and squirrels were darker than Fahtin was used to as well. She figured it was that way because the lighter-colored animals would have been eaten long ago, so the darker would be the dominant variety. They were able to trap or kill a few with their projectiles, and they tasted the same as any other of the animals she had ever eaten.

      Aeden knew a lot about foraging for food. He dug up tubers and found berries where the other two never would have looked. He was a handy one to have around, that one. She smiled when she thought about it.

      Thus far, though, they had not seen any kind of monsters, animaru or the legendary beasts of the Grundenwald. It could be that the myths were plain false, or it could be that they were still on the edge of the forest, where the monsters didn’t live. Fahtin hoped it was the former.

      “Something is tracking us,” Aeden whispered to the others when they stopped for an afternoon break.

      “Have you seen something?” Fahtin asked.

      “No. It’s just a feeling, like the one I got when Raki was following us, but a little different. I think it might be the magic, though I don’t know enough about it to really know what it means.”

      “Can you tell if it’s dangerous or not?” Raki asked.

      “No. Just keep an eye out, especially when we set watches for the night.”

      They had been keeping watch in shifts every night. Nothing dangerous had appeared, but the sounds when the forest grew dark were unsettling. It was obvious by the screeches, cries, growls, and screams that things other than rabbits, squirrels, and birds lived in the Grundenwald.

      As they traveled, Aeden did his best to keep them on a path that would take them due west. The ancient forest, he explained, ran longer north to south, so crossing in a direct line from east to west would be the least amount of time they would have to spend in the trees. The trip across was still more than a hundred miles—it was more than two hundred traveling on the long axis—but it was the best they could do. If they had to be there, they had better try to be there for as short a period of time as possible.

      The problem with navigation was that they rarely saw the sun through the canopy of branches thirty feet above the ground. There was nothing to do but to climb a tree, get above the obstruction, note the sun’s position, and readjust their course. As if it wasn’t bad enough trying to force their way through the tangled world they had entered.

      Raki proved to be surprisingly talented at climbing. Or maybe it wasn’t so surprising. He was small, light, and agile, and he scampered up the trees as if he was some kind of monkey. Fahtin’s heart leapt every time he disappeared into a tree forty or fifty feet up. But he always came down, smiling as if playing a game, and telling Aeden where the sun was.

      “Do you still feel that we’re being watched?” she asked Aeden a few days after he had mentioned it.

      “Aye. It doesn’t feel different, no closer or farther, no more dangerous nor less. Just the same.”

      The constant effort of the traveling, the bugs, worrying about trying to find enough food to eat, the chance that the creatures would find them—or something else would—and the thought that they were being tracked, all of it exhausted her. She felt like she was in a stewpot over a fire and that the water was heating up slowly. They were not boiling yet, but it was coming. She was sure of it.

      The other two showed signs of the stress, too, though Raki did so more than Aeden. Both had dark circles under their eyes, and their attention didn’t seem altogether there. She wondered what she looked like, chastising herself for being concerned with appearance when there were so many other important things to think about. The trio made a pathetic sight, shuffling through the strange green and grey world they had entered.

      They set up camp for the night in one of the rare small clearings they found. It allowed them to spread out and sleep around the fire they made, stretching to their full lengths. It was a luxury they had not had in several days.

      “I’ll take the first watch,” Aeden said after looking at each of them carefully. There was concern in his eyes. Fahtin wouldn’t be surprised to wake in the morning and find that he had failed to rouse them to take their turns at watch. She thanked him and rolled herself in her cloak, setting it in her mind that she would wake up in a few hours to relieve him. He needed to sleep, too.

      Her eyes came open and she looked around. How long had it been since she went to sleep? She could hear Raki’s soft breathing from the other side of the fire, which had been maintained to keep its light and warmth. It took a few minutes for her to spot Aeden, sitting on a small boulder off on the edge of the little clearing. She went to him.

      “Hey,” she said. “How long has it been?”

      “About four hours,” he said, still scanning the dark forest around them. Little slivers of moonlight and starlight filtered through the tree branches above and as they sat, her eyes became more accustomed to the darkness.

      “Have you seen anything, sensed anything?” she asked.

      “No. Even the animals seem quiet tonight. That concerns me. Anything out of the ordinary is probably not good. It’s as if everything is holding its breath.”

      “Well, I’m up now, so go and get some sleep. I’ll wake Raki in a few hours so he can take a turn until daylight. Thank you for taking first watch. I feel much better than when we ended the day.” She smiled at him. He forced a smile for her, but it never reached those eyes that seemed to glow in the moonlight.

      “Okay. Be careful,” he said. “My feelings about our watcher have not changed, but something is going to happen, I can sense it.”

      Fahtin flicked her hand and a knife appeared in it. She spun it a few times, and then flicked her hand to sheath it again. “I’ll be careful.”

      His smile almost reached his eyes that time. “Good. I’ll see you in a few hours, then.” He went off, rolled himself in his cloak, and was soon breathing the deep, regular breaths of slumber.

      Her time passed slowly, with nothing making an appearance and none of the sounds she usually heard on watch. He had been right, it felt like the world paused, waiting for something. But was it a good thing or a bad one?

      Fahtin woke Raki almost three hours before dawn. He rubbed at his eyes and blinked a few times, but then got up and walked with her back to the rock she and Aeden had used for their watch. She had added wood to the fire during her time and added a few more pieces before she laid down again.

      It was warmer by the fire than on her rock perch, but the early morning was getting chillier. She wrapped her cloak around her and lay right next to Aeden, their backs touching. His heat seeped into her body, and before she could think another thought, the blackness consumed her.

      When she woke, she knew it was just before the sky would begin lightening. In fact, though everything still seemed dark, she thought that maybe it was tipping just a little bit more toward grey than true black. She rubbed her eyes, sat up, and looked toward the fire.

      There was a man sitting there, picking at his nails with a long knife.
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      Aeden felt Fahtin rouse beside him and he sighed. Her movement had taken the warmth of her body away from his. When she jerked upright, he knew something was not right and he swept his cloak off in one motion, drawing the swords lying next to him. He sprang to his feet, weapons at the ready, searching for what had caused her to react that way.

      A man sat next to the fire, long knife in his hand. Was he picking his nails with it?

      The man did not move, so Aeden took the opportunity to scan the darkened clearing. He didn’t see anything else amiss. Aeden focused on the intruder. He was a large man, bear-like in shape. His head was bald as an egg, and he had a neatly trimmed moustache and beard that covered only a circle around his mouth and the bottom of his rounded chin. The hair was white, and the lines etched in his face showed that he was not a young man, but the way he sat told Aeden he was not weak or infirm. And the way he held that knife indicated that he was very familiar with the weapon, like it was a part of him.

      His clothes were muted greens and browns, huntsman’s garb, thick pants, a rough shirt, and a tough leather vest over the top of it. The thing that really caught Aeden’s attention, though, was the man’s eyes. They were completely white, even brighter than his beard and moustache. He was obviously blind, the way those white orbs didn’t focus on anything. He was aware of the man standing in front of him with two swords drawn, though.

      “Calm yourself, Aeden,” the man said, sheathing the long knife in an elegant motion. “I’m not here as an enemy.” He raised his hands up as his face turned toward the Tannoch warrior.

      At Aeden’s movement and the man’s voice, Raki whirled toward the other three, throwing knives in his hand. Aeden shook his head at the boy so he wouldn’t release them. It had not escalated to that point yet.

      “Who are you?” Aeden said, noting Fahtin taking a breath beside him. “How do you know my name?”

      “I know your name,” the man said calmly, “because I have heard your friends use it. Your friends Fahtin,”—he nodded toward her—“and Raki.” He jerked his head backward toward the boy. “As for who I am, my name is Tere Chizzit.”

      “And why are you here, Tere Chizzit?” Aeden asked. “How did you get into camp without any of us seeing or hearing you?” He shot a look at Raki, and the youngest member of their party seemed to get the implication.

      “I didn’t fall asleep,” Raki said. “I was right here, scanning the forest. I don’t know how he got past me.”

      “You have a lot of questions,” Tere Chizzit said. “Let me just say that when I came upon your trail almost a week ago, you interested me. I rarely see anyone travel in the Grundenwald, and for good reason. I followed you to see what you were about, whether evil or good, whether you traveled here out of ignorance or plain stupidity. I still haven’t decided.”

      “Our business is our own, old man. You followed us into this forest for nothing. Now leave us in peace and we will let you depart alive.”

      “No,” he said calmly. “I don’t think so. I am still curious. I did not follow you into the Grundenwald. I live here.”

      “Live here?” Fahtin said. “That’s ridiculous. No one lives in this forest.”

      “Do you know that as fact, girl? If so, how? This forest is a big place, and I will tell you for true, there are many who live here. Many who do not suffer others to trespass in their homes.”

      “Are you one such?” Aeden asked, tightening the grip on his sword.

      The man swiveled his head so those white eyes of his were pointing at Aeden. “No.” He seemed to consider it a moment, then sighed. “No. I was merely curious, as I said. Why venture into an unknown place, one famous for stories of magical creatures, beasts, and people who disappeared without a trace? There must be something very important. You must be going toward something that means more than your lives. Or running from something.” He tilted his head as he said it. Aeden understood the question.

      “The roads are becoming dangerous,” Aeden hedged. “There are black creatures roaming the countryside and the roads. We desire to avoid them.”

      “Ah,” Tere Chizzit said. “The truth is not that hard to tell, now, is it? I have seen these creatures. I have seen a little of what they do. They are dangerous, no doubt, but dangerous enough to enter the Grundenwald to avoid them? I think not, unless…”

      “They are chasing us,” Fahtin blurted out. Aeden sighed. “Oh, Aeden, it’s fine. If this man wanted to kill us, he could easily have done so as we slept. We might as well trust him. He might be able to help us, if he’s willing.” She looked toward the stranger expectantly.

      “Chasing you,” Tere Chizzit mused. “Now, that is interesting.” He stood up abruptly, making Aeden shift his stance to meet any attack that was coming. “I have a pack, over there,” he pointed to the underbrush on the opposite side of the clearing from where Raki had been positioned. “In it, I have some food. I will share it with you and we can discuss things like civilized people. How does that sound to you?”

      Fahtin stepped toward the man and took his hand before Aeden could stop her. “Come on,” she said. “I’ll help you.”

      The man’s face broke into a smile as he let the girl lead him to his cache. Aeden muttered, “Daeann daedos ist,” and jammed his swords into their scabbards.

      The four were soon eating a stew that Tere Chizzit had made with the supplies in his pack. Aeden had to admit, it tasted better than anything he had eaten since they left the caravan.

      “Why are you out here, Tere?” Fahtin said. She had seemed to get comfortable with the man right away. Whether it was, as she said, because he had already proved he was not their enemy, or because of some kind of woman’s intuition, Aeden didn’t know. The fact remained that she had started treating him like an uncle. A favorite uncle at that. Maybe it was his blindness.

      He had retrieved a bow and quiver of arrows when he picked up his pack. Aeden thought it was ridiculous that a blind man carry such a weapon, but they were of very fine quality. The best he’d ever seen, in fact. Every last detail on each arrow looked to have been done with the skill of a master craftsman.

      “I got sick of people,” the man said. “Too much dishonesty, too much selfishness and greed. So I picked up and left. I’m much happier out here with only the animals and good, honest monsters. The fell creatures hereabouts don’t pretend to be something else. Well, none but the changelings; I know how to spot them, though, so it’s fine. Nope, give me the forest over a city any day.”

      “But, don’t you get lonely?” Fahtin asked.

      “I’m alone, but no, I don’t get lonely. They are very different things. I have been lonely in a crowd of people before. Out here, though? I don’t expect to be around people, so I don’t miss them. It works out.”

      Tere Chizzit suddenly moved like a snake. He twisted, drew an arrow from the quiver on his back, nocked it, drew it to his cheek, and released, all in the space of a breath.

      Aeden had rolled backward, drawing his swords as he came to his feet, ready to take the man’s head. The blind man sat there looking at the Croagh as if he was crazy. Aeden looked over his body to see if he had been struck by an arrow. He hadn’t. He checked Fahtin and Raki. Neither of them were injured. Then where had the arrow gone?

      Raki moved toward a tree twenty feet away. There, impaled to the tree with a still-quivering arrow, was one of the black squirrels that inhabited the forest. The arrow had gone through its eye. Raki removed the arrow from the tree and trotted it over to the others, the carcass still on the shaft.

      “We can clean that one and use it for another meal,” Tere Chizzit said, as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened.

      “How did you do that?” Raki asked. “I was closer to that tree than you and I didn’t hear or see the squirrel.”

      “I have better sight than most, though my eyes don’t work. It’s a gift I have that lets me survive out here.”

      “Tere,” Fahtin said, eyeing the squirrel. “Do you know this forest well?”

      “I do. I’ve lived here for more than two decades. I better know it. It’s my backyard, after all.”

      Fahtin nodded. “Do you think you could help us? You know, tell us where to go, maybe even show us? If this forest is as dangerous as you say, we could use the help of someone who knows it.”

      “I might be able to give you a hand. First, though, the truth. Why is it that you’re running from those black things? More importantly, why are they chasing you? And where are you going? You didn’t just choose to wander in the Grundenwald to try to evade those creatures. You’re too smart to panic like that. Tell me these things and I may decide to help.”

      Fahtin looked at Aeden. He shrugged. She might as well tell him. What could it hurt?

      “Have you ever heard of the Song of Prophecy? The Bhavisyaganant?”

      “I have,” Tere Chizzit said, “long ago. What of it? Are you saying that these dark creatures are the ones from the Song?”

      “Animaru,” Fahtin said. “Yes. The one mentioned in the Song. The Malatirsay? It may be Aeden.”

      Tere Chizzit began to laugh. It was a deep, booming laugh and the man seemed to be enjoying it. It went on for some time. Aeden found his face warming.

      “Why do you laugh?” Fahtin asked.

      “Oh, no reason, really. I knew a man once who thought he was the Malatirsay. Always pointed out where the prophecy referred to him.”

      “And what happened to him?”

      “I don’t really know,” the blind man said. “I lost track of him when we went our separate ways. Not because of bad feelings, mind you. He just had duties he had to attend to and I guess I did, too. Yeah, good old Rai…good old Red. I miss him sometimes. He was a good friend, and true.”

      “Well, we all think Aeden is the Malatirsay,” Fahtin said.

      “Why would you be thinking that?” Tere asked.

      “The Song identifies him. He’s from the northeast, has died and come back, was split and become one, and some other things. Plus, the creatures are after him. When they show up, they go right for him, not even bothering with us.

      “When we were with the caravan, our family, all of the monsters attacked him, only attacking others when they were directly in the way. Oh, and he uses magic that can kill them.”

      “Does he now?” Tere Chizzit looked to Aeden “That sounds like quite a bit of evidence, even more than my friend had. Maybe you’re right.”

      “We are right,” Raki said. “The prophecy identifies him. Even my Nani, a fortune teller, thinks he is the one.”

      “Even her, eh? That is something.”

      The grin on the old man’s face was beginning to get on Aeden’s nerves. He was tired of being mocked. “Listen, old man, if you want to help us, then do so. We don’t have time to sit around here having our identities called into question. Will you help us or not?”

      The old man swung his head toward Aeden. Those white eyes seemed to pull his attention to them. “Yes, I think I will help you. As to your claim, well, maybe it will become clearer. For the time being, consider me your guide through the forest.”

      “Oh, that’s wonderful,” Fahtin said. “Thank you, Tere.”

      Aeden watched the blind man’s face carefully. He was hiding something. Aeden didn’t know what, but he intended to find out. One way or another.
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      Raki Sinde could tell the difference immediately when Tere Chizzit took the lead. The man obviously knew the forest. Their path seemed to open up in front of them instead of barring their way as it had before. It was subtle, until Raki thought upon it, but traveling became easier. The old man seemed to find ways to work with the forest rather than against it. It was like petting one of the dogs that followed the caravan in packs. They had been petting the beast backward, from tail to head, feeling the resistance to their movements. Now, with Tere’s lead, they were petting it from head to tail, making the action much smoother. The creature seemed to be wagging its tail at them.

      “Here,” Tere said to them within an hour of their starting out. He pulled leaves off a nearby bush and handed some to each of the others. “Crush them in your hands like this.” He wrung them and twisted them, causing a pungent liquid to leak out. “wipe it over all your exposed skin. It’ll keep the bugs away.”

      Raki wrinkled his nose at the leaves. He didn’t like the smell, didn’t think he would like it being all over him. He watched Fahtin apply it to her skin, though, and was surprised to see the bugs flee from her. And swarm around him. He took a breath, held it, and smeared the crushed leaf juice on his face, neck, and hands. The bugs flew off to find tastier prey.

      Aeden handed the leaves back to the blind man. “I have no need of these.”

      Tere Chizzit looked at him, a sour expression on his face, but then he appeared to focus on Aeden. His eyes didn’t move, didn’t narrow at all, but Raki got the sense that Tere was looking more carefully at his friend. It made him uncomfortable. That thing he did, seeing without eyes, it was eerie.

      “Ah, so it seems,” the blind man said, taking the leaves back and putting them in a pouch on his belt.

      Aeden eyed him suspiciously. “Are you not going to put it on yourself?”

      “No. I am immune to the insects. I’ve lived here a long time, and they have learned they do not like the taste of me.” He laughed, but Raki saw that, like Aeden, he didn’t have any of the biting bugs around him.

      They made good time with Tere leading them, and travel was not nearly as strenuous as it had been. Because of this, they also took fewer breaks. The mood lightened and the friends even joked. Raki thought that they would be out of the forest in no time, and on their way to the Academy to get their answers. Things were definitely looking up.

      “A story,” Raki said when they had stopped for the night. The fire was already burning, meat was cooking—Tere had skewered two more squirrels and a large rabbit—and the mood was relaxed. They hadn’t told stories since the first night they were all three together.

      “Whose turn is it?” Fahtin asked. “Or would our newest member of the party like to give it a try? I bet you have lots of stories, living out here in the wild.”

      “Stories are overrated,” the blind man said. “They do nothing but put thoughts into young people’s heads, blinding them to the realities of life. They mostly have happy endings, and life just isn’t like that. No, I have no stories. Nothing but tales of misery and death.”

      The other three were quiet for a time. Aeden finally spoke up. “I think it was my turn.”

      “Yes,” Fahtin agreed, eyeing Tere Chizzit, who had slumped down on the ground by the fire, poking at it with a stick. “I think you’re right. What will it be then?”

      Raki loved it when it was Aeden’s turn. Stories were a big part of the Gypta way of life, almost as much as music, but even at his young age, he had heard all or most of the stories everyone in the family knew. The People were constantly looking for new tales to add to their collection, but they rarely got them. Those in the villages and towns they passed shunned the Gypta except when they wanted something, such as to be entertained or to buy some of their handicraft.

      Aeden, though, had fourteen years of life with the Crows, almost as long as Raki had been alive. He had a wealth of tales that Raki had never heard. He would rather Aeden told a story every night until his store was exhausted. It wouldn’t be fair, he supposed. All the stories from the family were new to Aeden, so it was good to share equally and take turns.

      “What to tell, though?” Aeden mused. “I’m not sure. Let me think about it for a few moments as we eat.”

      “Tell us another story about Erent Caahs,” Raki said. He loved hero stories, and there was no hero in the last three hundred years as brave and strong as the archer.

      “Psht.” The sound came from Tere Chizzit. The man didn’t look up, just kept poking at the fire. “Waste of time. That one never did anything worthwhile in his life. All his running around and he made no difference at all. Better to tell about Annabelle and the magical donkey. Children’s stories can give you more truth than those about the so-called heroes of the world.”

      Raki wanted to retort, but he held his tongue. He definitely didn’t like the man bad-mouthing his hero, but his Nani would never put up with him talking back to an old man like Tere.

      “Sorry,” Tere Chizzit said, dipping his head. “Go on and tell your story. Don’t let my bitterness ruin things for you. Living alone for so long, it’s become my habit to speak my mind, when I speak at all.” He laughed, a dry, mirthless chuckle. “Just ask the insects and the trees. They’ve heard it enough. I’ll try to keep my opinions to myself.”

      Raki saw Fahtin in the firelight as she cast her glance at the blind man. There was sympathy in those eyes. To be honest, he felt bad himself for the man. What could have happened to him to make him so cynical? Losing his eyesight probably did it. He turned his attention to the food as Fahtin tested it and pronounced it ready.

      They settled down to eat, Tere Chizzit doing so quietly, not looking at any of the others, Aeden with a pensive look on his face, obviously still trying to figure out which story to tell. Raki ate, anxious for the story, but feeling the tension keenly. He glanced at Fahtin. The skin around her eyes had tightened, and her mouth was neutral as she nibbled her food. She didn’t look at him; her eyes were only on the blind man.

      “Right,” Aeden said as he finished up the piece of rabbit he was eating. He threw the bones he had picked clean into the fire and wiped his hands on his pants. “A story. I know how much you like stories of Erent Caahs, Raki, so how about one of those?” Raki sat up straighter, moving to the edge of the rock he was sitting on.

      “In the last story I told, Erent had saved his love, Lela Ganeva, from the slavers, and he had returned her safely to her town of Delver’s Crossing. He told her he was on a mission, and that was the truth. He and Raisor Tannoch left immediately after returning the girls safely to their village, to continue on with their quest.

      “You see, he had received word by messenger not one week before that his aid was requested by a minor lord in the land of Telna. It seemed some type of monster was terrorizing this lord’s lands, and he wanted to be rid of it.

      “Many brave adventurers had heeded the call, but none had survived the beast. This nobleman was becoming increasingly desperate and spared no expense in getting the message to Erent Caahs. Though he usually didn’t take jobs for hire, this particular situation tickled his interest. The beast was rumored to be a dreigan.”

      Raki gasped. He had never heard that Erent Caahs battled with a dreigan. Aeden looked at the boy and smiled, but kept on with his tale.

      “Yes, a dreigan. He and Raisor had argued long and hard about the existence of such beasts.

      “‘There are no such things as dreigan,’ the Croagh said. ‘No more than there are, or ever have been, dragons.’

      “‘I do not agree, my friend,’ Erent said. ‘The world is a mysterious and strange place. You and I know that better than anyone. As well discount that there is magic in the world.’

      “‘No,’ Raisor said. ‘I know there is magic in the world. I wield some of it myself. But these beasts, these monsters, there is no proof of them. They exist only in stories and the imagination of those with weak minds.’

      “Erent Caahs laughed. ‘Then you must account me among those with weak minds, my friend, for I believe in such things. We will find out, soon enough.’

      “So they traveled to Telna to seek out the lord who had sent the message. When they arrived, they were brought before him.

      “Erent Caahs disliked him immediately. It was not only his look—he reminded the hero of an eel that had somehow learned to live out of water and had stuffed itself into fine clothes—but his entire demeanor that caused the feeling. He was thin, his face sharp and his hair oily. He sneered perpetually, and it was obvious that though he had asked for assistance, he looked down on Erent, and even more so on Raisor.

      “‘Oh, I see you have brought a barbarian with you.’ The noxious man wrinkled his nose and lifted a small box on a chain around his neck to sniff something within, as if to cover up the odor of the two in front of him. ‘I guess that is acceptable. The beast can eat him, distracting it while you kill it for me.’

      “Raisor did not like the man any more than Erent did, and liked less what he had said. He went to step forward, but his friend’s hand on his arm kept him at bay.

      “‘Your message stated that the beast is killing people and livestock near one of your villages,’ Erent said to the man. ‘It also names the monster a dreigan. Is this true?’

      “‘I have said it in my message, have I not?’ the lord said. ‘It has killed all the heroes who have come to do battle with it. It is a formidable beast, indeed. The common folk seem to believe you are a great hero. If you stop it from killing my livestock…oh, and my citizens—it was clear from how he said it which was the more important—‘then there will be gold in it for you.’ He looked the two over. ‘Perhaps you can use it to buy some clothing.’

      “Erent Caahs almost struck the man, but held his temper. He would see what this creature was. This slimy minor lord was not worth losing his opportunity to see one of these miraculous beasts, and of helping an entire village in the process. ‘Very well,’ he told the eel. ‘We will solve this problem for you. What is the name of the village and where may I find it?’

      “‘It is Chisan’s Draw, and it is twenty miles to the south and east. Return to me with proof of the monster’s destruction and you will have your reward.’

      “The two heroes took their leave and headed for the village.

      “‘You should have let me drub the arse,’ Raisor said as they left.

      “‘Maybe,’ Erent answered, ‘but it is a little thing and he is a little man. The chance to see a dreigan, though; that is not so little to me. Let the pathetic little lord believe he is superior. It causes us no harm.’

      “‘Aye, I suppose,’ Raisor said. ‘What was the wee arse’s name?’

      “‘Flidian Rump, from the fine old family of Rumps.’ Erent said, maintaining a straight face. Barely. Raisor’s deep bellow of laughter didn’t abate until they were far enough they could not see the lord’s manor house any longer.

      “They traveled the rest of the day, made camp just off the roadway, and completed their journey the next morning. When they got there, it was not exactly as they expected.

      “‘That pompous arse,’ Raisor said for the twentieth time as they spotted the first village buildings and made for the center of them. ‘We should have strung him up and done all his citizens a great favor.’

      “Erent just laughed. His friend was quick to anger, as most Croagh he had met, but he was a good man, a true friend. ‘We’ll do his job and take some of his gold. That will be reward enough. It is for the people that we will do this thing. That, and the chance to lay eyes on something few have ever seen and lived.’

      “That caused the red-haired man to stop and think. Then, his great booming laugh echoed through the outskirts of the village as he clapped Erent on the shoulder. ‘Aye, that it is. Another grand adventure, eh?’

      “The village of Chisan’s Draw was not large, but neither was it the smallest the two had seen on their travels. A clump of simple homes made up the bulk of it, with a few buildings that were obviously places of trade. Wooden signs swung over the doorways of these with pictures clearly identifying the type of service or merchandise within. An anvil and hammer, a pair of shoes, a barrel, these were all common types of shops. The name Chisan’s Draw, it seemed, was of the area itself and not truly the village, but as with many small communities, the two were one and the same.

      “Raisor pointed toward a large building with a sign bearing a tankard overflowing with foam. In blocky letters underneath was the name The Tankard’s Foam. The red-haired man rolled his eyes at Erent. ‘That has to be the stupidest name for a pub I’ve ever seen.’ Erent nodded in agreement.

      “The two entered the common room. The establishment was not just a pub, but also had rooms to let. There was a hallway off to the left that had several doors that could be seen from the entry. The common room itself was fair-sized, enough for ten tables arranged in loose rows. More than half of them were full. To the right, a long counter dominated that part of the room, several patrons sitting there on high stools.

      “A man stood behind the counter with thinning hair that appeared to have been subjected to high winds. He was a heavy man, his belly straining the buttons of his shirt and causing his apron to hang off him like a flag. Erent headed toward him.

      “As he did so, Erent caught sight of a man in one corner of the room, sitting at a table with a few men and many women around him. He disregarded the entire scene as unimportant and addressed the pub keeper when he got within a few feet of him.

      “‘Good day,’ Erent said.

      “‘Good day to you,’ the man said. ‘Drinks?’

      “‘Ale, please.’ The man produced two tankards and Erent threw him a coin as he took his first gulp. ‘We have been sent by Lord Rump to see about the beast that has been plaguing your village.’

      “The man looked Erent up and down and then turned his eyes to Raisor. After inspecting him as well, he nodded. ‘You’ve come to help, have you? That’s good. We can use all the help we can get, I figure. Maybe you can join the other hero over there’—he pointed toward the man Erent had seen, the one around whom all the people seemed to be gathering—‘Surus knows it would better your odds. We’ve lost several heroes to the creature already.’

      “Erent took a closer look at the other man. He was tall, though just how tall was not evident because he was sitting down. He looked fit. In fact, he was muscular. His wavy blond hair seemed to stay in place even though the man moved and swiveled his head to give attention to several of the beautiful women who were on all sides of him. Even from the other side of the common room, Erent could see the man’s bright blue eyes. He wondered if this hero was as good with the sword propped up against the table as he seemed to be with the opposite sex.

      “‘We work alone,’ he said to the man behind the counter. “Where can this monster be found?’

      “The pub keeper laughed. ‘Oh, you are one of those, eh? One of those arrogant heroes who believe the beast will fall down and die just because you speak your name to it? Oh, ho, we have seen some of your kind here. They made good meals for the dreigan.’

      “The man’s laughing had drawn the attention of several of the patrons and most of the room looked toward Erent and Raisor. The hero had been in similar situations before. He sighed.

      “‘Please tell me where to find the beast and we will depart. The sooner you give me the information, the sooner you will be rid of your problem.’

      “The man’s belly was shaking so hard from his laughter, Erent could feel it through the floor. ‘Fine, fine,’ he said. ‘Most of the attacks come from the southwest. There is rugged country there, broken hills, rocks, and some forested areas. No one is sure where the dreigan’s den actually is, but it shouldn’t be hard to find the beast itself. Rather, it won’t be hard for it to find you.’ He started laughing again.

      “Raisor had been fingering his broadsword, a dangerous look in his eyes. Erent knew they had better leave before his friend did something rash. ‘I thank you. We will get some supplies and be off then.’ He turned to leave and realized that everyone in the common room was looking at him. Including the blond-haired man, who was getting to his feet.

      “The pub keeper wiped a stray tear from his eye as his laughter settled down to chuckling. ‘What is your name, hero?’ That last word was stressed in such a way as to make it sound an insult. ‘We have been keeping a record of those who are killed by the monster. Some of the villagers have taken to betting on them. You know, how long they will live, things like that.’

      “Erent Caahs looked in the man’s eyes, seeing in his peripheral vision that the blond man had almost reached him. ‘You’d do well not to bet against me,’ he said loudly. ‘As for my name,’ he finished his drink in one swallow, ‘I am called Erent Caahs.’ He turned and headed toward the street.

      “By the time he and Raisor got to the door, there was not a sound in the common room except their footsteps.”
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      “‘Wait.’ A voice chased them out of the door. ‘Please, wait.’

      “It was the blond-haired man, the hero who had been basking in the adoration of the village folk. The two turned to see him coming up to them.

      “‘Is it true?’ he asked. ‘Are you Erent Caahs? The Erent Caahs?’

      “‘I am.’

      “‘Oh, it is an honor, a great honor to meet you,’ he said. ‘I am Toan Broos.’

      “Erent looked to Raisor and raised an eyebrow. His friend shrugged. The man looked at them expectantly.

      “‘Toan Broos?’ he said again. ‘No? I thought maybe you had heard of me. No matter. Are you here for the dreigan, then? To rid the village of this creature?’

      “‘We are,’ Raisor said. ‘And you?’

      “‘I too.’ He looked at Raisor more carefully. ‘Are you Raisor Tannoch?’

      “‘Aye.’

      “The man put his hand out. ‘It is a pleasure to meet you as well.’ Raisor gave him a skeptical look, but shook his hand.

      “The silence dragged on for a moment. Then Toan Broos broke it. ‘Could I join you? I was about to leave to find the beast, but three have a better chance than one…or two.’

      “Erent looked to his friend again and then to the blond man. ‘I suppose we could work together. Better than you getting in the way trying to do your own thing. You will do as I say, though. I’ll not get killed because you think you have a better way of doing things.’

      “‘Agreed. Give me but a moment to gather my gear. I will meet you at the provisioner.’

      “Erent watched the man trot back to the pub. ‘Is it a mistake, do you think?’ he asked Raisor.

      “The Croagh shrugged. ‘He looks to be handy enough in a fight. If he follows orders, it should be fine.’ A wicked grin came onto his face. ‘Worse comes to worst, we can use him as bait.’ Erent laughed as they headed toward the building with scales and a sack on the sign.

      “All the rest of the day, the trio traveled to the southwest. Within a few hours, they found evidence of those who had encountered the dreigan.

      “‘This looks to be a week old, maybe a week and a half,’ Erent said as he surveyed an area that was obviously a site of a battle. Broken weapons were scattered about: swords, spears, an ax. Bits of leather and chain armor were there, too, along with the remains of packs and supplies. There were dark patches where flies and other insects swarmed. The place had a foul scent, the scent of death.

      “‘There had to be half a dozen men in this party,’ Toan said, ‘judging by the amount of armor and weapons. Half a dozen.’

      “Erent looked at him, his mouth turning down into a frown. ‘What did you think, that the monster would be easy pickings? Have you never heard of the legends of the dreigan? If this truly is one of the mythical beasts, it will be the most dangerous thing I myself have ever faced. And that is saying quite a bit.’

      “Toan Broos stiffened as if insulted. ‘I know, of course. It just came as a surprise. I half-expected the thing to turn out to be a bear or a pack of wolves.’

      “‘Well, I would suggest that this proves otherwise,’ Raisor said. ‘It still may not be a dreigan, but you can bet we’ll earn every penny of the reward for killing this beastie.’

      “They found similar sites farther on, only the apparent numbers of the combatants different. Erent silently inspected each site, pieced together in his head the circumstances of the battles, and then moved on.

      “‘How do you know where you are going?’ Toan asked him toward the end of the day. ‘As big as the creature must be, I don’t see any tracks.’

      “‘That is another bit of evidence that our prey may actually be a dreigan,’ Erent said. ‘They reportedly have the ability to move silently and without trace.’

      “‘All the more reason for me to ask how you know where you are going,’ Toan said.

      “‘He knows,’ Raisor snapped. ‘He knows, so don’t you worry your pretty head about it. Follow where he leads, and you will soon see the monster for yourself.’

      “It was true. Erent Caahs had the ability to track, even without a trail. He was said to be so good that he could track a person’s thought on a cloudy, windy day. He picked out the trail and the other two followed him.

      “They soon came to an area with towering trees. They were spaced well apart from each other, but their boughs high above met and shrouded the entire landscape in darkness. The terrain was rough beneath the treetops, with ruts and rocks, treacherous to pass. Erent continued on as if he could see the goal in front of him brightly lit under the noontime sun.

      “They came to a massive rock formation made from boulders that had fallen from nearby cliffs and created a pile of stone as big as a hill. Within the pile, a gaping hole stared back out at them.

      “‘The trail ends there,’ Erent Caahs said. The other two nodded.

      “Erent unlimbered his bow and the other two checked their swords in their scabbards. Toan Broos swallowed but did not speak. After bringing torches out of their packs and lighting them with flint and steel, their leader nodded and entered the mouth of the cave.

      “The cave was a hollow made from the way the boulders had fallen and stacked. It was massive, but just the entryway. They soon found that it led to an actual cave, one carved into the cliff itself. It stretched off ahead of them, much farther than the torch could show.

      “The smell of the place began to get stronger. The stench of rotting meat and the musk of animals made the men gag and their eyes water. It smelled exactly like what it was: a predator’s den.

      “There were few passages that came off the main one, and those that did were too small to be of concern. The men could have passed through them, but the dreigan must be much larger than they. So they kept following the main passage through its twists and turns until it finally opened into a large chamber.

      “The ceiling was too high for the torch to reach, and likewise the walls were not visible in the flickering yellow light. What was visible was the beast as it rose from its rest, hissing madly at them.

      “It truly was a dreigan. All three humans looked at it in wonder.

      “The beast was at least twenty-five feet long. Its body was sinuous, like a snake’s, but looked like one that had just eaten large prey, with a lump in the middle. Unlike a serpent, though, the dreigan had four legs coming out from the side of its torso, much like a lizard. Hardened spines lined the length of its back, and scaly armor—thick as a man’s outstretched hand—covered its entire body. As it lifted its bulk up off the ground, it opened its mouth, showing rows of glistening, razor sharp teeth. It flicked its tail in irritation and locked its huge yellow eyes on the men in front of it.

      “Before it could strike, the men split up. The creature’s eyes tried to follow all of them, but then snapped to focus in front of it. Right at Erent Caahs. A savage roar shook the cavern and its head shot out on its long neck to snatch up the tiny thing in front of it, a striking snake eager to gobble its prey.

      “But Erent was not so easily taken. He rolled to his right, coming up and already firing an arrow at the dreigan. It bounced harmlessly off its tough scales. Meanwhile, the other two men hacked at it with their swords, but again, were defeated by its armor.

      “According to legend, the dreigan could not spit fire or poison, but their teeth and claws were formidable weapons by themselves. It lashed out with these, first to Raisor, then to Toan. The first brought his shield up and deflected the claws, and the second batted the rock-hard claws away with his sword as he dove to avoid the snapping jaws of the beast.

      “Each of the men looked for an opening, a weak spot in the dreigan’s defenses, but it was too fast and too smart to allow them an opportunity. Even its eyes, vital areas, were shielded by a bony brow and scales. Erent could probably get an arrow into one of them, though the creature dipped its head often to provide more protection from its shoulder. The hero could not think of anything else to do, though.

      “The two swordsmen danced and dodged, striking blows with their swords and hoping to find a weak spot. While they were thus occupied, Erent Caahs circled around the beast, looking in the dim light of the torches that had been set down as the battle started. It was regrettable, but he was afraid the creature would have to be killed. A few arrows through the eyes and it would not only be blind, but at least one was sure to penetrate the brain.

      “As he came up behind the dreigan, he saw something that changed his plans completely. His mind went into action, trying desperately to come up with a better plan than putting arrows in the monster’s eyes.

      “For the moment, the dreigan was not paying attention to him, being occupied by the other men working together to try to attack it. Erent took the opportunity to watch it move, paying close attention to every fold and ripple in the scaly armor covering its entire body. Twenty seconds was enough to obtain the information he needed. As he did, the creature’s tail lashed out at him from behind, coming at him with enough force to crush all his bones. The creature was smart. It had not forgotten the archer but waited until he was in the perfect position for the tail to strike.

      “Erent Caahs jumped into the air, flipping backward over the tail as it rushed by him. He landed softly in a crouch, right knee lightly touching the ground while his left foot was placed solidly in front of him. He let loose three arrows in the space of a heartbeat.

      “The dreigan slashed out at Raisor and as it did so, an arrow penetrated a small place where its scales overlapped just under its right foreleg. The shaft slid cleanly in between the scales and the flesh beneath. The other foreleg was moving toward Toan and as it did so, the other two arrows entered similar spaces between the plating, both shafts angling inward.

      “The creature immediately dropped to its belly, pain in its intelligent eyes. Both of the humans with swords dashed in to drive their blades home into its eyes.

      “‘Stop!’ Erent Caahs said. Raisor, having traveled with the man for so long, halted immediately. Toan, battle rage in his eyes, did not seem to hear him. An arrow striking his moving sword, right in front of the man’s face, got his attention.

      “‘Stop, I said,’ Erent repeated. Toan looked toward the hero, looked at the dreigan lying motionless in front of him, nothing moving but its eyes and a flicking tail, and then stopped his forward movement, lowering his sword slightly.

      “Raisor was looking at Erent, patiently waiting for an explanation. ‘What are you stopping me for?’ Toan said. ‘The beast is wounded. It is time to finish it off.’

      “‘No,’ Erent Caahs said. ‘Give me a moment, Toan Broos. We must think before we act, lest we make a mistake that we cannot correct.’

      “Erent stepped up to the dreigan, unafraid though the monster dwarfed him with its size. ‘I have heard that your kind is intelligent,’ he said conversationally to the beast, as if it would sit quietly and listen to him. ‘Even more so than your cousins, the dragons, if in fact they too exist. I hope that it is true.’ The dreigan blinked at him, but there was no other reaction.

      “‘You obviously understand the position you are in. My arrows have been inserted deep into your flesh. With the angle they are at, if you put weight on your forelegs or you try to strike out with them, the shafts will be forced deeper and they will penetrate your heart. You will die. Maybe slowly, but you will die.’

      “The dreigan didn’t move, but a whining noise came from deep in its throat.

      “‘I am going to walk around you, to the rear of the chamber,’ Erent said, picking up one of the torches. ‘I will do no harm, you have my word. I merely want to confirm that I saw what I believed I observed earlier.’ The dreigan gave the hint of a nod.

      “The other two humans followed their leader around the creature’s bulky body, to an alcove in the far reaches of the cave. When they saw what Erent found, they made surprised sounds.

      “There was a smaller version of the dreigan, white to the parent’s brown, but obviously the offspring of the creature. It lifted its scaly head and mewed at the men before dropping tiredly to dusty the stone floor. Its scales were not fully formed, not as hardened as the larger dreigan. The broken shaft of an arrow protruded from one of its legs, and the shattered length of a spear was visible piercing its hind quarters.

      “Erent approached the smaller dreigan cautiously. It was only the size of a small horse, but it still had sharp teeth and claws. The hero removed an apple from the pack he still carried and offered it to the creature. It sniffed and then gently took the apple from his hand, crunching down on the fruit and swallowing it in one bite. It allowed the man to rub his hand along the ridges on top of its head to soothe it while the other hand brought the torch toward the wounds so he could inspect them.

      “‘I’m not sure of dreigan anatomy,’ he said to the other two, silently watching him, ‘but I don’t think the wounds themselves are life threatening. This infection, though,’ he brought his face closer to the spear wound, ‘will kill it if not treated.’

      “He patted the little dreigan again, offered another apple—which it took without hesitation—and came back around to face the larger creature. It had been trying to crane its neck to see what was going on without causing its injuries to worsen.

      “‘It appears to me,’ Erent said to the dreigan, ‘that your little one ran afoul of some villager or adventurers or such. It seems that you have been protecting it and bringing food for it, but that you can’t properly remove the things piercing its hide.’

      “He watched the reptile as he said it, the two locking eyes. It gave another slight nod.

      “‘It also seems to me that dreigan are cautious beasts, not attacking people and bringing attention to themselves without a reason, thus most people believing you don’t exist.’ Another nod. ‘If I remove the shafts and use herbs to clean the wounds, will you leave and bother the humans here no more?’

      “The dreigan nodded, its eyes wide and unblinking. Erent looked to his friends. Raisor nodded immediately, Toan a few seconds after, once he realized what was expected of him.

      “‘Very well. I will take my arrows from you. The wounds will heal; they are not life-threatening on their own. When I do so, do I have your word you will not attack us as I give you my word I will do my best to heal your offspring? The legends say that the dreigan are honorable, and so I trust that this is true.’

      “The dreigan nodded, more emphatically than it should have because it immediately grunted from the pain the movement caused.

      “‘Good. I will trust you and you will trust me.’ Erent went and pulled the shafts from the dreigan, the last being at such an awkward angle he had to put his foot on the creature’s torso and yank with all his might to get it free. The dreigan sighed and slumped to the ground.

      “The archer was as good as his word. He spent fifteen minutes foraging for herbs in the nearby bushes and, when he returned, pulled the shrapnel free from the smaller dreigan, cleaned the wounds completely after lancing the infections, and then applied the crushed herbs to the punctures. He fed the little reptile more food from his pack, and it was soon asleep, exhausted from fighting its sickness. All the while, the larger dreigan lay watching.

      “When he was done, Erent turned back to the beast. ‘The wounds should heal in a few days, enough for you to leave this place. As long as you are here, the people will try to hunt you. Can you find a new place to live?’

      “The dreigan nodded and jerked its head to another section of the cave. When they brought a torch close to where it indicated, the humans saw that the cavern continued, going deeper into the mountain.

      “‘Does that lead out of this place?’ Erent asked.

      The dreigan nodded again.

      “He rubbed his chin, thinking a moment. ‘I know what we can do, then.’ He explained his plan to the dreigan and his friends. The beast nodded its understanding, and Raisor and Toan voiced their agreement. Within an hour, it was done and the three were headed back to Chisan’s Draw.

      “The pubkeeper was speechless, as were the others in the pub, including the mayor. ‘The beast is dead, you say?’ the mayor asked.

      “‘It is buried under tons of rock,’ Raisor told him, ‘and will never bother you again. You’ll not be having any more trouble with the likes of that beastie.’

      “Cheers went up from the villagers and drinks were brought for the three. Several of the village women swarmed around Toan, and he went off to enjoy their attention in a corner of the common room. So popular was the legend of Erent Caahs, and his dedication to truth and honesty, no one doubted that they had indeed killed the dreigan.

      “No one but the lordling when they stopped at his manor house to report they had disposed of the monster.

      “‘Where is its head?’ he asked. ‘I told you to bring back proof, not stories.’

      “Erent had told the other two this would happen. He didn’t care. He hadn’t accepted the job for the money. He told his companions that they could come back in a month or two to make a case for themselves after the dreigan hadn’t been seen for some time, but as far as he was concerned, the matter was settled. The villagers were safe, the dreigan and its baby would continue to exist, and he had found another companion who was a worthy member of his traveling party. Toan Broos accompanied Erent Caahs after that, but that is the stuff of other stories.”

      Aeden finished his tale and Raki sighed. He thought Aeden was going to tell him how Erent Caahs had killed a dreigan, but he preferred the way it had turned out. The thought of killing a legendary creature had bothered him.

      The boy looked at Tere Chizzit. The man no longer had the angry look on his face. He was muttering something. What was it?

      “Almost forgot about the dreigan…at least some good…” Raki wasn’t sure, but he thought he caught the flicker of a smile as the blind man turned his head and focused on the fire once again.
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      “Things will begin to get more dangerous from here on out,” Tere Chizzit told the others as they ate a cold breakfast and prepared for their day’s traveling.

      “What do you mean?” Aeden asked.

      “We are leaving the edge of the forest, the civilized part of it. We are entering the heart of the Grundenwald, a part that few have visited and come out again. Now we will be facing some real dangers.”

      Raki looked at the blind man for a sign that he was teasing them. His face could have been on an executioner holding his ax. He wasn’t kidding.

      “But you know all the dangers, right?” Fahtin asked. “You can keep us out of trouble?”

      Tere looked at her, his unblinking white eyes merely pointing at her, not focusing. Still, he gave a sense of staring. “I’ll do my best. Even I don’t go deep into the forest often. Things change quickly here. Some of the hazards that I have faced may no longer be here, and others may have taken their place.”

      “That’s reassuring,” Aeden said.

      As they gathered up their belongings to start their day, Raki thought back to two days before. Tere Chizzit had come to him to talk to him.

      “Raki, you have a natural talent. Two, really, that I can see. One is your ability with thrown weapons, a useful skill to have. The other, though, your knack for moving unseen, could be even more important.”

      Raki had been embarrassed. He was amazed at how the blind man could move through the forest without making a sound or leaving a trail. He had seen the man virtually disappear in front of him.

      “The problem is that although you can move without being seen,” Tere Chizzit continued, “you still make noise and do other things to give yourself away. Would you like me to give you some tips, help you to become better?”

      “Yes!” Raki said. “I would love that.”

      “Good. It will be nice to have someone else who can scout ahead. After we get out of the dangerous part of the forest. If you see this thing to the end with Aeden, he will need your abilities.”

      So, the old tracker had been working with him for the last two days, giving him pointers and, probably more importantly, showing him what he was doing wrong. Who would have ever thought of making sure you were downwind of any person or beast you were sneaking up on? He had never considered another person detecting him by scent.

      They made a game of it. When they rested or set up camp for the day, they would challenge each other to hide and to find the other. Raki could never find or track Tere, but the blind man found him quickly every time.

      “Don’t take it too hard,” he told the boy. “I’ve been doing this a long time. You’re doing well. Soon, even I may not be able to find you.” He winked at the boy, an unsettling gesture with those white eyes. It made Raki feel good, though.

      After Tere Chizzit’s proclamation that they were entering the dangerous part of the forest, all the party members, including Raki, were told to stay close to him at all times. Deviating even slightly could have serious consequences. Raki took the warning in stride. He was more interested in, and excited about, what he was learning. He continued to practice, slipping in and out of shadows as they traveled. Even Aeden and Fahtin had commented on how he was like a wraith, there one moment and gone the next.

      It was barely midday and Raki had blended into the surroundings. He saw Aeden cast a glance at where he had been walking alongside him and blink. The Crow’s eyes darted to try to find the boy, but his gaze skipped right over where he was moving carefully so as not to make any noise. Raki thought that Aeden’s eyes stopped on him for the briefest of moments, but wasn’t sure. They passed and Aeden continued to search for him. Raki smiled.

      A dozen feet later, the boy went wide of a thick tree in their path, Aeden and the others on one side, Raki on the other. He was still focused on trying to move without making sound and without causing evidence of his passing. Because of that, he didn’t see the dull green bush in front of him that blended in with the rest of the underbrush.

      As Raki passed the shrub, his leg brushed one of the outstretched branches. As soon as there was contact, the twig flicked out, fast as a viper, and struck Raki’s leg. He felt something—or several somethings—pierce his pants and his skin, and then the burning started.

      Looking down, Raki saw the branch adhering to his lower leg. It looked like any other bush. Thin, twig-like branches, flexible and strong, held small stretched oval leaves with smooth edges and a waxy surface. At the end of each tiny offshoot were thorns, though, wicked looking things with sharp barbs. Some of them seemed wet.

      That was as much as he observed before molten lava started traveling through his leg and up his body. As the heat passed, the body part went numb and deadened. It was less than two seconds before his leg collapsed as if his muscles had turned to water. The fire spread rapidly and in a few more seconds, it had traveled to his other leg. He cried out as he fell, catching himself with his arms. But soon, they too were weak and useless.

      He saw the others begin to go near him, but Tere yelled for them to stay where they were. He lay there, helpless, as the burning reached his chest and made breathing almost impossible. He was sure he was going to die.

      Raki’s eyes still worked and they swiveled to the plant that had struck him. Was it…moving? He blinked several times and focused his eyes. It was. Branches shot out and latched onto him. He felt a few tiny tingles and he knew more of the poison was being injected into him.

      The heat was reaching his face. His mouth was already deadened, so he could only emit mumbling sounds though he tried to scream. As it traveled up his head, Tere Chizzit cursed. “Step into a damn barb plant. Stupid boy!” and Aeden let loose with one of his Chorain curses.

      Then the numbness reached his brain and the world winked out of existence.
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      Aeden had been watching Raki since the tracker had started teaching him to move more silently, more invisibly. The boy definitely had a talent there. It seemed like magic. It probably was. There was not as much magic in the world as there was a thousand years ago, but it seemed like the magic that there was had been spread out to many people in small ways instead of a relatively few with great powers. He’d have to ask someone about it when he got to the Academy.

      Raki disappeared as Aeden was looking at him. He was becoming very good at that. The Croagh could still feel his presence somewhere near where he had last seen the boy, but that was it. He couldn’t spot him. It was almost like nearly remembering something important, but not. It was there, on the edge of his mind, but he couldn’t put a finger on it. That skill might prove useful during their travels.

      Aeden looked over at Fahtin and smiled at her. She had noticed Raki disappearing, too. She shrugged. Aeden took a couple of steps closer to her as he went around a thick tree in front of him. Tere Chizzit was less than ten feet ahead of him, looking at the surroundings to pick the best path. It seemed that the blind man wasn’t simply relying on instinct as he had been for the last few days. He was constantly swiveling his head, scanning the forest with whatever sense allowed him to “see.” That, more than his words or anything else, convinced Aeden that they truly were entering more dangerous areas. Tere almost seemed nervous. That made Aeden nervous, too.

      There was a sound like an animal emerging from the brush and a high whistling noise like when a thin switch cuts through the air. Raki grunted and then cried out. A crashing like someone falling came immediately after. Aeden could just see around the tree that Raki had gone down onto his hands and knees.

      He and Fahtin rushed toward their friend, but Tere Chizzit screamed at them to remain where they were. Knowing better than to argue, they both froze, watching their friend a dozen feet away drop to the forest floor as if his arms had turned to string.

      “Cuir aet boidh!” Aeden spat.

      “Step into a damn barb plant. Stupid boy!” Tere Chizzit said as he skirted Aeden and Fahtin and got to where he could see Raki clearly. His bow was in his hand and an arrow already nocked.

      Aeden blinked. Did he just see that bush near Raki swing its branches out and slap the boy’s arms and legs? He shook his head and narrowed his eyes to focus in the dim forest light. They had, and now they seemed to have punched through his clothing with some kind of thorns. Even more amazing, the twigs seemed to be pulling Raki toward the main body of the plant.

      Fahtin gasped. She had noticed the same thing.

      Three sharp twangs rent the air, followed immediately by a dull thunk like a heavy piece of wood was hit with a dull ax on soft ground. The plant emitted some kind of whistle and shook violently, tearing some of the branches from Raki’s limbs, taking flesh and bits of clothing with them. Tere shot another arrow, and this one apparently found the plant’s core because it shivered and then went still. The blind man shot another arrow into it just to be sure.

      When it hadn’t moved for several seconds, Tere Chizzit stepped carefully to the motionless boy and sliced through the thin branches still adhering to him with his long knife. Once that was accomplished, he grabbed one of Raki’s arms and dragged him well away from where he had fallen. The boy didn’t seem to be breathing.

      “Take the barbs from him,” the tracker said. “I have to find some Hunsen’s nettle, yellow wort, and draw weed. It’s his only chance.”

      Aeden and Fahtin did as he said, stripping off Raki’s clothes to find the thorns so thoroughly embedded into him that there was no way of taking them out without tearing his skin.

      “Don’t be squeamish,” Tere said as he moved off. “It’s his life. If you don’t get those out of him, he’ll die for sure. They are still pumping poison into him. Do it. Tear them out.”

      Aeden nodded and began to do as he had been told. He grabbed hold of each of the two dozen thorns and yanked as hard as he could. The barbs, facing the opposite way, held onto Raki’s skin and tore away chunks as they were pulled free.

      Fahtin was breathing heavily. When Aeden looked at her, he knew she was going to be sick.

      “I’ll do this,” he told her. “Go over there and breathe slowly. I’ll be done in a minute.” She did as he said, sitting on the ground and putting her head in her hands, breathing deliberately; out, then in, slowly.

      There were only a few of the thorns left to remove when Tere came back. Aeden removed them as the blind man put a wad of stringy green leaves into his mouth and chewed them, making a face that told Aeden they did not taste good at all. Raki looked like he had been in a battle. All over his arms and legs and a few areas on his shoulders and torso, he had small holes where the flesh had been ripped out. He was bleeding from them, but not profusely.

      Tere Chizzit spit out the wad of chewed leaves into his hand. “Gah! Take these,” he said. “Put them on all the wounds. They will draw some of the poison out.”

      Aeden started putting the wet globs of vegetable matter on the punctures. Fahtin, breathing more normally, came over to help him. Meanwhile, Tere Chizzit crushed another type of leaves in a small bowl he had taken from his pack and added some kind of root in the mixture. When it had been crushed finely, he poured water from his skin into the bowl to make a muddy brown mixture.

      “Tilt his head up,” he said to them. “I have to get some of this into him.” They lifted Raki’s chin, and the tracker pressed his thumb to the corner of Raki’s mouth, making it open. Aeden pressed his own thumb on the other side of the mouth so Tere could remove his hand and dribble some of the liquid down Raki’s throat while running his fingers down the boy’s neck to make him swallow. Tere soon had tipped all the fluid out, then pressed the remaining pulp to squeeze the last drops into Raki’s throat. Then he turned to the others.

      “It’s bad,” he said. “The barb plant is very poisonous. With so many injections, I don’t think I’ll be able to save him with what I know and the herbs that are available.”

      “Are you saying that he will die?” Aeden asked. The thought of it burned in him. Why did he ever let Raki join them? He knew it would be dangerous.

      “No,” Tere Chizzit said. “I said I cannot save him. There is someone in the forest who can, though. If the boy survives long enough for us to get him there.”

      “Then let’s stop wasting time and take him there,” Fahtin said, wiping a stray lock of hair from Raki’s pale face. He had settled into an uneasy sleep, his breathing labored but steady.

      “Yes,” the tracker said. “We will have to backtrack a bit. Urun is more toward the edge of the forest, south of where we passed before.”

      Aeden knelt and picked Raki up. He was not heavy, though he would become more so with each step.

      “You’ll never be able to carry him that far,” Tere Chizzit said, gently. “Give me a moment.”

      Aeden set Raki down again and followed Tere off into the underbrush. Fahtin sat next to the boy and held his hand. “I’ll keep him company,” she said. “If he is aware of what’s going on, I don’t want him to think we abandoned him.” Aeden nodded and continued on.

      The blind man was already cutting straight, long branches from a nearby tree. He was using some sort of wire or string, pulling it back and forth across the branch and cutting through the wood with remarkable ease. As his flexible saw made it through one branch, he tossed it to Aeden.

      “Strip that of all the twigs and leaves,” the man told him as he started on another branch. Aeden did so, using one of his swords to easily remove the extra foliage.

      It only took them ten minutes to prepare the branches they needed, two long sections and five shorter lengths. Tere Chizzit took some thin, tough cord from his pack and tied the wood together into a ladder shape.

      “Not a ladder,” he said, and Aeden realized he had been thinking aloud. “A litter.”

      They lined the framework with blankets from their packs, and Raki was soon lying in the litter, ready for them to go find the help he needed.

      At first, the two men carried the boy, using the framework they had made as a stretcher. Soon, though, Tere had to roam ahead to find their path and Fahtin took her turn. Despite how light the boy was, even Aeden’s arms were soon exhausted. He nearly lost his grip on the poles several times, almost dumping Raki to the ground. He was sure it was worse for Fahtin. She was strong, but not nearly as strong as him.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “Yes. My arms are tired, but I’ll be okay.” As she said it, she stumbled and nearly fell, using the last of her strength to control her end of the stretcher so it didn’t strike the ground too severely.

      After that, they alternated, sometimes carrying Raki and at others dragging the litter across the ground, if the terrain permitted it. It bumped and rocked over the ground as it got caught on bushes and roots, but they continued to move forward. They had to. It was Raki’s life on the line, after all.

      “How much farther?” Fahtin asked Tere as he came back to check on them. It had been more than four hours.

      “We’re not even a quarter of the way there, at my best guess.”

      The girl sighed and slogged on while Aeden dragged the unconscious boy.

      It was just becoming dark when the animaru caught up to them.
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      Aeden walked alongside the litter as Fahtin dragged it. She had insisted he take a rest and that she take her turn in pulling. He argued, but not too vigorously. He had taken the biggest share of the work during the day to spare her from exhaustion, but he felt as if there was no power left in him at all. He wasn’t sure how long they could keep this up.

      Until they got to the healer, Aeden thought. That’s how long they would keep going. That’s how long they had to keep going.

      There was no warning other than a prickle in the back of Aeden’s mind and a rush of sound. Tere Chizzit could not be heard as he moved around in the thick foliage, and Aeden had become accustomed to the noise he and Fahtin made when dragging the litter, but this sound was different.

      It was so sudden that it surprised him, like a rush of wind or of a wave breaking on the beaches near the highlands. It started suddenly, causing him to whip his head to the side, trying to see what it was that made it.

      A dozen black figures sped from the trees toward him. The animaru had found them, and he wasn’t sure he could withstand their charge.

      “Gealich claidhimh d’araesh slaoch!” He drew his swords. His heavy muscles moved so slowly.

      The first three of the creatures stumbled and fell as arrows pierced their eyes. One of them disappeared, but the other two dragged themselves to their feet after they skipped and bounced across the forest floor, one hitting a tree hard in its trajectory. At least Tere Chizzit was there to help, though he couldn’t seem to do permanent damage.

      Fahtin had let the litter down and drawn her knives. She knew it was worthless to throw them, so she stood there, guarding Raki.

      “They’ve come for me,” Aeden said. “If I cannot withstand them, take Raki and get him to the healer.”

      Fahtin didn’t say anything, but the stubborn look on her face told him she would not leave him, even if the monsters overwhelmed him.

      Aeden began to move, slowly at first because of his tired limbs, but then a little more quickly as his muscles loosened up. His swords carved through the first two animaru before they had all surrounded him. He knew he couldn’t win the battle with his swords—it would take his magic—but he was so tired, it was difficult to concentrate.

      The creatures surrounding him were of the same type he had seen before. They were generally man-shaped, thin and wiry, and lightning quick. They carried no weapons, but instead slashed with their claws and snapped with their oversized teeth. It was all Aeden could do to keep them from bearing him to the ground with their combined mass.

      A claw came from behind and to his right. Aeden’s sword barely got up in time to slash along the palm and bat it away from him. At the same time, one of the other creatures tried to sweep his legs out from under him with its arm, thin as a willow switch but solid as a piece of iron. It almost succeeded. The Croagh shifted his weight to one leg, lifted the other to reduce the resistance to the beast’s arm, and spun. His attacker overcompensated and stumbled off to the side, crashing into another of its fellows. As Aeden completed his spin, he lashed out with both swords and removed the arm from one creature and put a deep gash into the leg of another. He couldn’t prevent the gash he himself got just below his ribs.

      Aeden swallowed, trying to work moisture into his scratchy throat. As he turned and twisted to avoid a bite from one animaru and claws from two others, dodging around a tree, he spoke the words of power to call up his magic to burn the creatures to ash.

      Magic flared weakly, but then died without doing anything more than pushing one of his attackers back a step. He was just too weak to properly use the magic he was still not familiar enough with.

      He wondered if this was where he would die. He looked to his friends in the second he had before the monsters came around the tree to attack again.

      Fahtin slashed at any of the creatures that came near her, but Aeden had purposely drawn them away from her. Tere Chizzit was firing arrows, but most of them didn’t have a lasting effect, the targets for the most part ignoring the shafts that embedded themselves in their vital areas. All the enemies that could be made to disappear had already gone, but there were still nearly a dozen of the monsters left.

      Aeden parried a claw, dodged another one, and moved toward a clump of thick bushes so his foes could not come at him all at once. As he moved, he tried to use another type of magic, Pulsing Fire, one of the minor spells he had learned from one of the books in his clan library. It involved fewer words and simpler actions than many of the other spells, not as powerful, but not as demanding on him, either. Again, it had no significant effect. He was just too fatigued for it to work properly.

      His mind raced. The first thing he learned as a boy was that you never gave up, you never stopped trying to determine what it would take to win a confrontation. He had to think, to come up with another way to defeat these monsters.

      It was like trying to push his way through a brick wall. There was an immovable barrier there in his mind keeping him from thinking straight. He saw images of himself running at a wall, striking it hard, bouncing back with such force it felt as if he had broken every bone in his body, and then turning to charge the wall again. But still, he kept trying.

      The creatures came around both sides of the obstruction he had entered. He had run out of places of escape. He brought his swords up and prepared for his final defense. It was too bad he didn’t know any powerful defense spells. He wished he at least had a shield or armor encasing him.

      And then it came to him.

      Quickly, Aeden made a few small gestures and spoke words of power. “Rausha. Jitaka. Airuh!” His swords began to glow with a cool, white light that was easily visible in the darkening forest. Then the creatures were upon him.

      Using the last of his strength, Aeden whirled into action. He spun, dodging where he could, parrying or blocking when possible, receiving slashes when it was not. The difference was that with each cut of his glowing swords, the monsters screamed as the wounds he inflicted flared with light. When he removed the head of one of the animaru, it dropped to the ground and did not rise again. He had found a way to destroy them without directly attacking them with spells.

      He whittled the numbers of his foes down, cutting savagely at them. Arms, legs, and heads were separated from the bodies of the creatures, and soon a pile of bodies lay at Aeden’s feet. The final dark figure, noticing that all its fellows were dead, feinted toward Aeden as if to attack, and then took off running, trying to escape. Two arrows in the hollow behind its knees brought it down, and Aeden pounced on it, both swords driving through its head and impaling it to the ground. The Croagh heaved with effort and slashed the swords outward, tearing its head apart in their passing.

      Aeden looked around, saw that there were no other creatures moving, and then slumped to the ground. As he did so, the glow on his swords winked out and the darkened world spun.

      Fahtin and Tere Chizzit were there instantly, holding Aeden up. The world had dissolved into a dark tunnel, blackness at the edges pushing inward to take his vision away. He breathed deeply and then took a sip of water from the skin Fahtin had offered him. After a few breaths, his vision flickered and the tunnel reversed, allowing him to see more normally. By Codaghan, he was tired.

      “That was neatly done,” Tere Chizzit said. “I thought we were done for. Those monsters won’t die. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Aye,” Aeden said. “That’s the problem with the buggers. Only magic can kill them. I’m not sure why, but that’s how it is.”

      “Do you think there are more around?” Fahtin asked.

      “No,” Tere Chizzit said. “The way they acted, mindlessly attacking only Aeden to the exclusion of everything else, if there were more, they would have gone after him. I don’t think these beasts are too fond of planning ahead.”

      Aeden thought the tracker was right, but was too tired to speak. He took another drink and waited until he thought he might be able to move.

      Fifteen minutes later, Aeden levered himself to his feet. He took an unsteady step forward and then stopped. So tired, he thought. I’ve never been this tired. But then, he’d said the same thing before and most likely would again in the future. Things always seemed worse than they actually were. There was nothing for it but to move on. Raki’s life was at stake.

      “Do you think there will be more of them coming?” Fahtin asked as she watched him stumble. “Can we spare a little while for you to rest?”

      “No,” Aeden said, “to both questions. I don’t think there are more here right now, but there will be others eventually. We have to move now, or Raki won’t make it. I’m fine. Let’s go.”

      Fahtin insisted on dragging the litter by herself for the first half hour so Aeden could regain his strength. He shuffled along beside her, dodging the branches, roots, and other obstructions. He snacked on dried meat and some berries Tere Chizzit had found the day before. He began to feel like he might not die, but just barely.

      Switching off, Fahtin dragging Raki for a little while and then Aeden taking a turn, they made progress, if slow. Tere would come back and help occasionally, but he was normally up in front of them finding the best—and safest—path. As they traveled, the light faded and they continued on in the darkness. Somehow, the full moon’s light seemed to penetrate the canopy above as the sunlight could not, allowing them to see well enough to move. The foliage wasn’t as distinct as when the sun was up, but Aeden and Fahtin could drag Raki without tripping too often. Tere moved as easily as he had earlier. For him, it probably didn’t matter that the sun had gone down.

      It amazed Aeden that the part of the forest they were in felt different than the one where Raki had found the plant. It seemed a little more comfortable, not as dangerous or unpredictable. He had never felt a personality of a place before, but did now. It was almost as if the land around him, the trees and other plants, even the small animals, held ill intent. At least, that’s how the other part of the forest felt. Though he was tense when they were in the edge of the Grundenwald before, now it seemed to be an old friend. He guessed it was true what people said: your perception of a thing was based on other things you had experienced. They’d seen a much more dangerous part of the forest than the one they were currently in, and it made this part look tamer.

      “Stop,” Tere Chizzit said. Aeden was dragging the litter, and he halted so abruptly that he almost fell over. “If he is present, the one we seek is just through those trees, in a small clearing. I need to warn you that he may seem…odd. He is a good man, but living alone in the forest for so long has made him act a little differently than others you might have met. Just keep that in mind.”

      Aeden looked at Fahtin and she looked back. He shrugged at her and started following Tere. As the blind man said, they soon passed through the vegetation into a small clearing, almost a meadow. Long grass covered most of it, with the tops of a few rocks and the long profile of a fallen tree peeking out from the tops of the blades.

      At the edge of the space was a small, well-constructed house. It had two windows, one on either side of the doorway, and smoke curled up from the chimney near the back of the building. It was the oddest structure Aeden had ever seen. It looked as if it had grown up from the ground in one solid piece. The lines of it were smooth and without joint, rounder than a typical house. The roof seemed to be branches with thick foliage, still living and vital.

      A man opened the door as they approached. His black hair was messy, reinforcing the image the several days’ growth on his face gave. He was slender, but fit looking. His shoulders slumped slightly, making him look almost slovenly. When he caught sight of them, his grey eyes flashed and a smile leapt onto his face.

      “Ah, visitors,” he said, but then the smile disappeared. “And me with no bread in the oven or cakes to offer. My, my. I am failing at being a host. She will not appreciate that. No. ‘Set an example,’ she would tell me, ‘bring glory to my name.’ No, she will not be happy at all.” His eyes seemed to be looking at something far off as he got caught up in his introspection.

      “Urun,” Tere Chizzit said firmly. “Urun,” he repeated when he did not get the man’s attention.

      “What?” the young man said. He swiveled his eyes to the blind man and tightened them to focus. “Ah, Tere Chizzit. Well met, my friend. How is it you find yourself here at my door?”

      “Urun, we need help. This boy has been attacked by a barb plant. He was injected with poison from more than a dozen of the thorns.”

      The man blinked and then caught sight of the others, Fahtin and Aeden standing, Raki in his litter. “Barb plant? Nasty things, those. Have you used yellow wort?”

      “We have, along with Hunsen’s nettle and draw weed to remove as much of the poison as possible. It’s too much venom for the herbs to counteract. He needs you, or he will die.”

      “Yes, yes.” Urun said. “Of course. Well, bring him in. I will see what I can do.”
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      Tere picked up one end of the stretcher and Aeden the other. They brought him into the house, the Croagh stumbling three times before he was finally able to set his friend down on the table. As he passed the owner of the house, he heard the man muttering something.

      “Visitors. Yes, it has been a long time. It surely has...”

      Urun trailed off as he eyed the others and raised an eyebrow. Tere Chizzit snapped his fingers in front of the man’s face and pointed to Raki. “Take care of the boy first. I will give introductions later. He needs you now. He’s dying, Urun.”

      The strange man turned his attention to Raki. Tere pointed toward a pair of large upholstered armchairs and the other two sat down. Once he was still, Aeden’s eyes began to close. He could just make out the man, this Urun, chanting or singing something, and then he lost all sense of time and space before sleep took him.

      When Aeden opened his eyes again, there was a smell of food in the air, fresh bread and some kind of stew. His mouth watered, and he realized it had been more than a day since he had a real meal. Probably much longer than a day by the light slanting in the windows.

      He stirred and found that someone had put a blanket over him. Fahtin, curled up in a chair nearby, was still sleeping, her breathing regular. She looked peaceful there. And safe. Tere Chizzit was sitting at the table where they had lain Raki the night before. He was talking to a man.

      Yes, that’s right, the man they had come to see. It was coming back to him now. How long had he slept? Where was Raki?

      Tere Chizzit’s head swiveled to Aeden. “He’s sleeping in the other room,” he said, answering the question Aeden hadn’t had a chance to ask. “And you slept for the rest of the night and most of the morning. Come, have some breakfast. Or lunch.”

      Aeden got up and walked to the table, keeping the blanket wrapped around him.

      “Aeden of Clan Tannoch of the highland Croagh, meet Urun Chinowa, High Priest of the goddess Osulin, and all-around good guy.”

      The man, not quite so young as Aeden, but no more than a few years older, stood and put his hand out. When Aeden looked into the other man’s grey eyes, he saw power dancing there. The man shook his hand firmly.

      “Pleasure to meet you, Aeden.”

      “For me as well. Thank you for helping us.”

      “Oh, it’s nothing, really. Nasty bit of work, that barb plant poison, but we got it all sorted out. I have removed it from your friend and he sleeps now to allow his body to recover from the shock. He will be fine, though when he wakes he will be as hungry as three men.” A curious look passed over the man’s face, as if he had forgotten where he was. “Oh,” he said it so abruptly that Aeden jumped. “Food. How rude of me. Forgive me, Aeden. Would you like something to eat? I have fresh bread and a nice vegetable stew.”

      “Aye, that would be much appreciated.”

      Urun set about gathering the food. He brought a full loaf of bread on a platter—still steaming from the oven—a variety of cheese, bowls of thick stew, and a pitcher of milk. The two guests set about eating, but Urun just sat there staring outward, his eyes unfocused.

      “I couldn’t help but notice that you have recent wounds,” the priest said, “some of them with a kind of taint. They are not infected, but I could wipe them away from you, if you would like.”

      Aeden stopped mid-chew. He looked over at Tere Chizzit and found the man’s white eyes pointed toward him.

      “Urun serves Osulin. She is a nature goddess. Her domain is the entire natural world. She provides him with a measure of power, of magic. He’s a healer.”

      Aeden swallowed. “Oh, I see.” He turned toward Urun. “I thank you, but the wounds are small. I wouldn’t want to inconvenience you after everything else you have done for us.”

      “It’s no trouble at all, Aeden,” Urun said. “It won’t take but a few seconds. I offer it freely, with no obligation. Really, it is my desire just to help.”

      Tere nodded and Aeden figured that his not accepting would be insulting to his host. “Very well,” he said. “Thank you.”

      He had thought that the man would touch him, lay hands on him, or perform some ritual. Instead, he muttered a few words and waved his hand toward Aeden. A wash of cold went over him and soaked into his body. It felt like he was being dipped slowly into a pool of cold water. It was unsettling, but not unpleasant. It passed through him, starting at the head and moving along until it exited his feet. When the power left him, he felt wonderful. His wounds were healed, but so was his soreness from the last few days and even his aches from sleeping in the chair. It was fantastic.

      “That feels marvelous,” he said to the priest. “Thank you. It is a great gift.”

      “Think nothing of it.”

      “I explained to Urun about the creatures following us, and the small group of them that attacked us,” Tere Chizzit said. “A scouting party, no doubt, or it would have been much bigger. He is aware of the animaru, though they haven’t dared to come near his home. He thinks it’s because of the nature magic he wields.”

      A soft groan from the other side of the room announced that Fahtin had awoken.

      “Good morning, sleepy-head,” Aeden said to her. “Do you fancy something to eat or drink?”

      She lifted her head and nodded. Her long, black hair was tangled and held a strange shape from sleeping, and her eyes squinted, trying to focus, but she was still beautiful. Urun noticed that fact immediately.

      “My Lady,” he said, “please allow me to get whatever it is you desire. Bread, milk, stew, the moon? Just ask and I will bring it to you.”

      She laughed as she got up from her chair, wrapping her own blanket around her as Aeden had. She shuffled to the table and sat down next to the Croagh. “You are very kind…?”

      “Urun,” the priest said, “Urun Chinowa, at your service.”

      “You are very kind, Urun. Whatever the others are having would be wonderful. Thank you so much for helping us out. Oh! Raki. How is he? Where is he?”

      “He’s in the other room,” Tere Chizzit said, frowning as if perturbed to have to repeat himself. “He’ll be awake soon and you can talk to him then. Until then, let’s just eat.”

      They did so. Soon, they had their fill and sat chatting and waiting for their friend to wake up.

      When Aeden mentioned Urun was a priest to the goddess Osulin, she smiled and her eyes lit up. “Osulin?” she said. “The same Osulin who is the daughter of Mellaine and the human Trikus Phen?”

      “You know of her?” Urun said, obviously proud.

      “Oh, yes. I have heard the story of Trikus and Mellaine many times.” She turned to Aeden. “Don’t you remember? We heard it not more than a few months ago.”

      “I remember, now that you mention it.”

      “I love that story,” she said. “It’s one of my favorites. When the other gods left Dizhelim, she stayed because she loves humans and out of respect for her father. How did you come to be her priest? Were your parents in her service?”

      “No, oh no,” he said. “They are farmers. I am actually the first priest of Osulin for more than a thousand years. She never did go in for the whole setting up a priesthood thing. It was more happenstance that made her take me in.”

      Fahtin leaned forward, elbows on the table, and opened her eyes wide. “Tell us the story. We have to wait for Raki to wake anyway. I would love to hear it.”

      “I…I suppose I could tell you about it. Yes, I could.” He sat across the table from Fahtin. “Where to start? Should it be a long story or a short one? Hmmm.”

      “Maybe just give us the bones of it, Urun,” Tere Chizzit said. “Elsewise, you’ll be speaking still when the sun goes down, and we all starve to death.”

      The younger man looked to Tere, stared at him for a moment, and then looked away as he was raising his chin. “I really do not know what you are talking about, Tere Chizzit.” He smiled and looked toward Fahtin. “But I will give you the bones of the story.”

      He settled into his chair and began his tale.
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      Khrazhti had seen many victories in her three thousand years of existence, and she had seen a few defeats. She preferred victories. The news she had just received was not of a victory.

      “Another search party has gone missing?” she asked General Daosa.

      “High Priestess, it was not even a score of searchers. They are easily replaced.”

      “No, General,” she said. “You don’t seem to understand. This one we are hunting, he is the Gneisprumay, I have no doubt. His power is such that he can destroy animaru. Actually destroy them. Not send back their essence to their spawning ground if they have the twinkling, but actually end their existence forever. Do you understand that, General?”

      “I do, My Lady. Forgive me. I do not mean to minimize the value of our troops. I merely mean to say—”

      “General Daosa, I will be very clear. We have a limited number of troops in this world. We cannot afford to lose them endlessly. You must control them. Give them orders. If they detect the One, they must request reinforcements. A sufficient number can overcome our foe. We must do this intelligently.”

      “Yes, My Lady.” The general saluted.

      “Begone,” Khrazhti said. “Find the Gneisprumay and destroy him. Our god is waiting. We must do our part.”

      “Yes, My Lady. I will see it done.” The general saluted again and left the room.

      Was it too much to ask for her orders to be carried out? She thought not. She had never had trouble tracking her foes and defeating them, not in thousands of years. Of course, that was on her own world, one she knew well. This place was too strange, too different. Not for the first time, she wondered if she would have preferred not having the privilege of commanding her forces here.

      But, of course, that way of thinking brought no glory to S’ru. She had been shown great honor in being allowed to make way for her god to come to this world. She must remember that. She would learn how to manipulate things in this world as she had in her own. She would not fail.

      “They are here, My Lady,” the attendant said.

      “Good. Let them in.”

      The attendant opened the door and two of Khrazhti’s finest resources entered.

      Koixus strode in first, as was typical, being more assertive than Maenat. One would never know that they were exactly opposite when it came to battle.

      Koixus’s tall, thin form was much lighter in color than most of the others, a grey to their black, but if anything, she reveled in being different. Khrazhti, with her light blue skin, knew exactly how the other felt in that respect. Being different, that was; not reveling in it. As Koixus walked, her grace and fluidity had a mesmerizing effect. Her yellow eyes, another rarity, blinked only once every few minutes and always seemed to be staring. As one would expect, she was very observant. And, of course, very dangerous.

      Maenat was half a foot shorter than Koixus, and whereas she had not one strand of hair on her entire body, he was covered in coarse black hair from head to toe. His red eyes blazed with the magic he used—and used well—against his foes. He meekly followed Koixus into the room, but when it came time to attack, he took great pleasure in being first in viciously tearing into his enemies, the more the better. The only time Khrazhti had ever seen him content was when he was in battle.

      “You have been briefed on the situation,” she said to them. There was no use wasting time. “The Gneisprumay has been located and must be destroyed. He is proving to be difficult. I want you two to hunt him down and end his opposition. It is the first and most important step in bringing S’ru to this world.”

      Koixus stretched her finger until it resembled the blade of a knife. Then she used it to pick at her teeth. “Is this one truly so powerful that the army cannot take him?”

      “He uses the magic of life and light,” Khrazhti said, “as was foretold. His magic can actually destroy the essence of the animaru. Not respawning due to the twinkling. I mean truly end the existence of any animaru he overcomes. It is unthinkable, but it is true. We have lost scores of soldiers already.”

      “Hmmm,” Koixus said, stretching two of her other fingers into long ovals and slapping them together, making a clanging noise.

      Khrazhti was irritated by her habit, but said nothing. If she kept her skill at elongating her form useful by playing these little games, so be it.

      “I wonder how this one’s life magic would fare against my un-life magic,” Maenat said. “It would be an epic battle indeed.”

      Khrazhti watched his red eyes as they glazed over. He was running through scenarios in his mind again, a grand battle of his type of magic versus life. Warfare was everything to Maenat. He was a master at the use of the magic of un-life, and he had jumped at the opportunity to come to this world.

      “Imagine,” he had said to her while still in Aruzhelim, “an entire world full of creatures we have not battled before.  How many can I fight there?”

      “As many as you like,” Khrazhti had said. “Our primary goal is to defeat all on that world so that S’ru can take it for his own and the animaru can populate it. There are many things there that have life. Not just humans, but animals and even plants.”

      Maenat’s eyes focused again and he sighed. “How many troops will be assigned to us?” The two were assassins, and so usually worked alone or with one or two others. This time it would be different.

      “As many as you think you might need,” Khrazhti said. “They can travel with you or follow you. You have complete command of them. I will draw them equally from the generals’ troops. Let me be clear. I know you enjoy playing with your foes, but I want this Gneisprumay defeated as quickly as possible. There are plenty of other things for you to play with in this world. Do you understand me?”

      “Yes,” Koixus said.

      Maenat just nodded.

      “Good. Start immediately. I want you and your forces out of this fortress by the end of the day.”

      The two assassins saluted and left the room, leaving Khrazhti alone once again. This time, the One would be removed. Everything would become easier after that. She knew it would.
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      Urun Chinowa had been a curious child. Not only that, but he was unique among those he knew for his adoration and devotion to nature and all the things of the natural world. Plants, trees, rivers, rocks, all the animals and the insects, he took joy in seeing all of them. His earliest recollections were of fighting with other kids to prevent them from killing insects.

      While other children his age played war and fought with sticks, Urun was exploring, marveling at the wonder of the nearby woods bordering the Grundenwald. He was expressly forbidden to enter that ancient forest because of the many dangers, but the more civilized bordering trees were fine with him. The more he explored, the more the desire burned in him to learn more about the natural world.

      When he was nine years old, he found Magda, the healer in his small village of Brausprech. He had seen her before, of course, but did not know the role she played in the village. When he found out, he was amazed.

      “You use plants to make sick people well again?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said. She was old even then, her voice sounding like two rocks being rubbed together and chips of each falling off.

      “That is amazing!” he told her and she smiled, showing half a set of teeth scattered in her mouth. Her wrinkled face became even more so, but the light in her eyes somehow made the entire picture comforting. Young Urun smiled back.

      He stopped to visit Magda nearly every day that he wasn’t doing chores on the small farm his family owned. He had an endless supply of questions for her, and when she began to let him watch her at her work in healing people, he sat there transfixed.

      “Would you like to help an old woman?” she asked him one day.

      “Of course,” he said.

      “Come with me to gather herbs in the forest. My back and legs have been aching, and I could use a younger back to carry the things I find.”

      He knew it was an excuse. Though she was ancient—he never did ask exactly how old she was—she was spry and perfectly capable of gathering her herbs alone. She was giving him an excuse to learn more about her craft, and he appreciated it.

      He was soon learning the healing trade from her. She taught him where to find the herbs, what they did, how to prepare them, and many other things. Somehow, without ever speaking about it, he had become her apprentice, and he began to spend more and more time with her. His parents saw what was happening, and they went along with it because it was an opportunity for their son to gain a profession, even if it was one that was typically taken by women.

      When Urun was sixteen, he began to range farther and farther from the border forests and actually started entering the edge of the Grundenwald. He did so carefully, knowing full well that the natural world could be dangerous to the unwary. Within that ancient forest, he found other herbs that Magda had told him about but that he had never seen. He recognized them from the drawings he saw in an old tome the healer had, one that had been started by her grandmother and in which she continued to add entries. She was overjoyed when he brought the plants back to her.

      Excited by his discoveries, Urun Chinowa planned an expedition of several days to go deeper into the Grundenwald to explore.

      “You must be careful,” the old woman’s raspy voice admonished him. “There are many dangers in that place, especially as you delve deeper into the trees. Insects, animals, even plants can kill you there, without warning and without cause. You may be eaten, or your carcass may simply rot on the forest floor.”

      “I will be careful,” he told her, trying to hide his excitement and show a measure of fear. “I will bring you back wondrous plants you have never seen.”

      She nodded, smiled at him, and patted his cheek. “I would as soon have my apprentice back safe and whole.”

      Two days into his journey, much farther than he had ever gone into the forest, he found the altar.

      It was overgrown with creepers, bushes, and grasses, but he saw the glint of some kind of metal through the foliage and went to investigate. It took him more than an hour to cut away the vegetation to see what he had stumbled upon.

      The stone altar—or was it wood so aged it resembled stone?—was simple but elegant. It consisted of a base with a curved, shallow bowl on top with a carving of a woman standing over the bowl. It was ancient if the erosion was any indication, the details of the woman softened and indistinct. The inside of the bowl and around the edges were gilded, shining dull gold in the diffuse light of the forest. He wondered who the woman was.

      The trip to that point had been relatively uneventful. He had encountered new types of plants and seen trees that must have been hundreds of years old. They radiated age and power, making him giddy with the expectation of grand discoveries ahead.

      Urun had collected roots, some berries and fruit from plants he recognized, and wild vegetables. He rarely ate meat, though he had no strict prohibition about doing so. After all, the grand chain of life included some animals and insects eating others, so it was not unnatural to do so. On this trip, however, he had not wanted to kill anything to eat.

      He was compelled to do something, to make an offering, even if only to get a measure of luck on his travels. But what would he offer, what would he say? He had never been a religious person, so he did not know how to pray.

      Urun settled on the choicest of the vegetables he had collected for an offering. The remaining food would not quite fill his belly, and evening was rapidly approaching so he could not forage for more, but that was all right. He could find more things to eat in the morning. He set about arranging the food in a way that seemed pleasing to the eye.

      At a loss for what to do next, he stood there, staring at the bowl of the altar, now filled with food. Should he say something, sing something? He didn’t know. Thinking about it, he added his most prized finding from his expedition, a rare herb he recognized from the description and drawing Magda’s grandmother had put in the book, white fennel. Even Magda had never seen the plant, and he had found one whole, with its bulbous roots in perfect condition. As he placed it on the altar with the other things, he hoped he would find more later.

      His offering complete, he bowed his head and said, “I offer these, the greatest of the fruits of my searching. I am a trespasser but mean no harm, and by my offering, I pray that you will find me worthy of passing through your domain.” It seemed like the thing to say.

      There was no sound, no lightning or rumbling of the ground, nothing but the decreasing light of evening and the buzz of insects. Still, Urun Chinowa was filled with a sense of peace and contentment. He was satisfied with his offering, and that was good enough for him. He ate what little he had left in the way of fruit and vegetables, and rolled himself up in his cloak to sleep by the altar.

      Later, light shattered the darkness, like the sun at noon in a cloudless sky. Urun Chinowa woke immediately, putting his hands over his eyes to shield them. His heart raced. Whatever it was would surely end his life.

      He tried to see, but even with his hand blocking the light, it was too bright. He opened his lids slowly, his orbs aching from the intensity of the glare. Finally, after what seemed like an hour of trying to blink the tears from his eyes, he was able to lower his hand and see what lit the world brighter than it had been since he had entered the shadowed forest.

      In front of him, just beside the altar, stood a woman, glowing like the sun.

      She was tall and beautiful, her long blond hair tinged with green, and her eyes! Oh, those eyes. They were soft swirls of moss peeking through perfect patches of snow, the deep green drawing Urun in, making him feel that if he was truly going to die, he would have no objection to doing so like this. The woman smiled, and warmth suffused Urun’s body as if he was a rock in the sunlight.

      She walked two steps toward him, her perfectly formed body cradled by the diaphanous robe she wore. He couldn’t help but stare at her form, him being a young man and her so perfect an example of a woman. Parts of him other than his heart began to warm as well. When she smiled, he felt as if he would break from seeing such perfect beauty.

      “Urun Chinowa,” she said, her voice smooth stones sliding across wet velvet, “I have seen your offering and I look upon it with favor. You have sacrificed some of your own food, the finest you had, to me upon my altar. You are pleasing to me.”

      Finally able to move, Urun got to his knees, though he rued not being able to continue looking at her as he did so. “It felt as if it was the right thing to do, My Lady.”

      She laughed, her voice tinkling like tiny bells. Urun’s heart ached to hear it, and then wished it would continue when it stopped. “Do not call me ‘My Lady.’ You may call me by my name, Osulin.”

      “Osulin,” he repeated.

      “Do you not recognize me? Do you not know my name?”

      “I am sorry my…Osulin. I do not.” Urun felt embarrassed to his toes for not knowing her.

      “Have you not heard of my mother, Mellaine?” the woman asked.

      “Mellaine? The goddess Mellaine?” He was breathless.

      “That is she, though she has left these lands and of the Voordim, only I remain. You have not heard of me, then? Odd. I understood that my tale was told in the villages and cities of humankind.”

      “Forgive me,” Urun said, putting his forehead on the ground. “I did not associate much with other children as I grew, always doing other things. I have not heard many stories.”

      “Ah, yes,” Osulin said. “You were always busy exploring, learning of my realm, of the natural world. Raise your eyes to me, Urun Chinowa. Of all mankind, you share my passions and interests, you most of all.”

      He raised his eyes to hers, grey meeting green, and he almost swooned. Such power in those eyes. She stepped up to him and took one of his hands in hers.

      “Stand,” she said. “I would have you serve me, if you find it desirable. The world is changing, magic leaving the land and darkness on the horizon. I have need of one who would be a receptacle of my power, one who would help to keep the destruction of nature at bay. What say you?”

      He stood there, hand-in-hand with this most beautiful of creatures he had ever seen. She was a goddess, and she was treating him with respect. He felt the power burning in her, coming through her hand into his. His head swam and his thoughts proved difficult to seize.

      She lifted an eyebrow. Her eyes twinkled as if she found the exchange humorous. She waited for his response.

      “I…” he started. He took a deep breath and tried again. “It would be an honor and privilege to do your work. I am but a humble servant. What would you have me do?”

      Her smile was like the sun breaking through clouds after a month of rain. It lightened his heart, made him feel as if he could fly.

      “It is not burdensome,” she said softly. “Not to you. I would have you continue to learn of nature, of healing, and increase your skills in the care of plants and creatures. I would have you do good works in my name and await the time when I will call you to action. That time is coming, soon or late, and I would have you ready for the task. Does this sound agreeable to you, Urun Chinowa?”

      “It does.”

      She leaned toward him and her lips met his, soft as a breeze and hot as the sun. It took his breath away and left him gasping. She ended the kiss, leaning back and looking into his eyes.

      “With this kiss, you are consecrated and we are connected, you as my high priest and I as your goddess. Through this bond, I have given you a measure of power. If it does not suffice for a certain task, you have but to call upon me and I will lend you more, if I am able. You will find that your healing is much more potent now, miraculously so. Use it to care for and nurture all you desire.”

      He did feel a power within him, an energy glowing and pulsing in his core. He looked around and saw the forest in a new way. He could see the life within it, could feel a kinship with it.

      “Yes, you see now how everything fits together,” Osulin said. “You can see better than ever the necessity for all life to work together. Good. I knew it would be so. You have always been destined to come to me, I think. You will do great things in my name, but none greater than the grand task which will come in the future. Prepare yourself, my beloved, for you will need all your power and mine to survive in the end times.”

      Still holding his hand, she drew him to a moss-covered fallen tree and sat with him, telling him of the wonders of her natural realm and how he was now even more of that world. When she left him, she bade him go back to sleep. As she walked off through the foliage, each branch and leaf moving out of her way as she passed, his eyes grew heavy and he settled down into peaceful slumber.

      When he woke, Osulin was gone and there was no sign she had ever been there, except that his offering was no longer on the altar. He could feel the power within him, though, so he did not doubt his calling to be her priest.
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      “So, there is my story,” Urun Chinowa said. “That is how I came to be the first priest for Osulin in over a thousand years. I returned to Magda with the herbs I had found. I seemed to have a sense for where to find the plants, and on the way back to her, I located many other rare medicines that I had seen referenced and pictured in her book.

      “She was ecstatic at my finds and, when I told her of my experience, she smiled that beatific smile of hers and told me how blessed I was to have the opportunity.

      “‘A priest of Osulin,’ she rasped. ‘It is a privilege beyond compare. You will do well, Urun. You have always been meant for greater things than being a village healer.’

      “I found that I could supplement the healing I had learned with the power Osulin had granted me. I used my new powers to help all those who needed it, but I knew I needed to move on, to go where I could commune with nature more fully. I needed to go to the Grundenwald and refine my knowledge and skills, waiting for the calling Osulin had promised me. And that is where I am now, in my comfortable home in the finest example of the natural world left in Dizhelim.”

      “That’s an amazing tale,” Fahtin said. “How privileged you are to have actually seen and touched a goddess like that.”

      “Oh, my lady Fahtin,” Urun said, taking her hand and kissing it, “that makes two times in this life I have touched a goddess.”

      Aeden rolled his eyes and Tere Chizzit snorted. Fahtin just blushed and gently took her hand away from the priest.

      Raki awoke within the hour, seeming tired but not any worse for wear. When they told him what had happened, he stared at them wide-eyed. He hadn’t remembered any of it.

      “Thank you, Urun,” the boy said. “By all accounts, I would be dead without your help.”

      “It was my duty, Raki, and a pleasure to be able to aid you. I am glad your friends got you here when they did. Too much longer and even I would not have been able to help you.”

      They stayed with the priest for another two days. Aeden was anxious about the time spent, but he wanted Raki to recuperate before they moved on. During the time, Aeden slept as if he could store up rest for later and spent his waking hours in pleasant company.

      It was time to leave and the party gathered up their gear and prepared to depart.

      “Aeden,” Urun said, “I would go with you, if I may.”

      The statement came out of nowhere. The priest had never mentioned his desire to join them.

      “Why?” was all Aeden could think to say.

      “I left out a small detail when I told you my story the other day.” He had repeated the story for Raki just the day before, and Aeden had heard it again. In fact, he and Fahtin both listened intently to the second telling. Tere Chizzit went out hunting; he had heard it before.

      “I did not tell you,” Urun said, “that just before you came, Osulin came to me once again, for the first time in several years. She told me that there is a great darkness in the world and that it is intent on destroying nature and all life. She told me that I would get visitors soon and that when I did, it would become clear to me that I must join them, not only because they would need my help but also because it was through them that the darkness could be defeated.

      “She was referring to you, that is clear, and to these animaru. I do not know why or how they are a danger to all life, but I must go with you, if you will allow me. It is not only the command of my goddess, but it…feels like that is what I should do. So I ask you formally, will you allow me to accompany you?”

      Aeden looked at the others, all of them wide-eyed and staring as he was. One after another, they nodded when he looked at them. He put his hand out to the priest. “Welcome to the party, Urun.” The man smiled and shook Aeden’s hand enthusiastically.

      Making it through the forest with the priest of Osulin was an easy matter. Even when they reached the heart of the forest, the wild, primordial section that had given off the feeling of doom earlier, it felt comfortable. True, there was an edge of danger in the thickest part, but Urun’s presence seemed to calm it, pushing the sense of alarm away slightly.

      The priest sometimes didn’t even seem to pay attention to where he was going. He mumbled quietly at times, almost as if he was arguing with himself, sang snatches of silly songs Aeden had never heard, or hummed. The only time he really spoke to others was when Fahtin was near him. Then he could not be made to be quiet.

      It astounded Aeden to see Urun walk ahead of them and somehow pick out the easiest path without looking. At times, Aeden could have sworn that the plants moved out of their way. They made good time, better even than some of the travel they had done earlier on the roads, and they were out of the center, then out of the edges, and even out of the bordering civilized forests into open fields and sparse stands of trees.

      As they left the final thicket of trees and underbrush, Aeden sighed. He heard the same from the others, all except Urun, who was humming a song that he had sung and hummed in parts since they started.

      With everyone’s mood lightened, conversation became more joyful and plentiful. The sun could be seen without filtering through tree boughs, and the brightness seemed to energize the little party.

      “There is a town off to the south maybe ten or fifteen miles,” Tere Chizzit said. “Drugancairn. We can resupply there. The lands we will be crossing through ahead vary from small copses of trees to plains and rolling hills. We can find game there, but it would be good to have some food with us. I suggest we stop there and get the things we need.”

      They all agreed. Traveling on roads again, even ones that were barely wide enough for two of them to walk side-by-side, was something they had all missed.

      “Will it be dangerous,” Raki asked, “walking on roads again? We went into the forest in the first place because of the animaru patrolling the roads looking for Aeden.”

      “We’re on the other side of the forest from where those creatures were looking,” Tere said. “They found us in the Grundenwald, but even that was far away from where we came out. I think we’re safe to use roads for a little while. We can go off again when we leave Drugancairn. Travel should be fairly easy on the plains, though there will not be a lot of cover to hide us.”

      “No matter which way we go, there are dangers,” Aeden said. “Our best choice is to get to Sitor-Kanda by the quickest route possible. We will just have to deal with our pursuers when we must, in any way we can.”

      They had discussed the animaru and Aeden felt that Urun Chinowa’s power would be potent against them. He was, after all, a healer, and life magic was what he used. He had also analyzed his last battle and had some ideas on how he could gain the party an advantage when next they were attacked.

      The road to Drugancairn wound through copses of trees and over rolling hills. The forest was off to their left, and the road stayed near the edge of the trees. It was warm, the sun a bright ball in the sky with only an occasional cloud to cast a shadow upon them. They soon came over a large hill and caught their first glance of the town.

      Nestled in the trees in a small valley, Drugancairn was not the most impressive sight Aeden had seen in his travels. Most of the buildings scattered haphazardly about were of wood construction, the vast majority with thatch roofs. There was the occasional home or business topped with wooden shingles, too, but a mere handful had clay tiles on their roofs, usually buildings made of stone or brick. There were rudimentary streets, but they were not paved.

      “How many people live here?” Aeden asked.

      “Over three hundred,” Tere Chizzit answered.

      “With that number of people and the homes here, I would think they would have paved at least some of the streets.”

      “Paved streets are not important to these folk,” the blind man said. “There are no sources of flat stones for paving nearby, and the cost and work involved probably just don’t seem worth it to them. Do not be so quick to judge the entire town based on appearances.”

      Aeden felt the rebuke keenly. He hadn’t meant to sound arrogant. He had always thought of the towns outside the highlands as having their streets more than just dirt. He had seen it often enough in the travels with the Gypta, but then, they normally kept to the larger roads when they passed from one nation to the next.

      While he was still considering their streets, he noticed movement from near the trees of the forest. When he turned, he saw a wave of black shapes exiting the trees and moving for the town at great speed. He recognized the gaits of those shapes. Animaru.

      The others noticed right after he did.

      “We should leave before they see you,” Raki said.

      “We can’t just leave the town to fight off the monsters themselves,” Fahtin said. “They would all be slaughtered.”

      Raki’s face reddened. He looked toward the ground, not saying a word.

      “She’s right,” Aeden said. “We have to help them.” He started running toward where the animaru were going into the town. There looked to be several dozen of them, far too many for the citizens to handle on their own. They probably wouldn’t be able to kill any of them as the beasts cut through them.

      Aeden was halfway down the hill before he realized that the others were right behind him. He hadn’t even thought of them, caught up in what he knew he must do.

      The townsfolk tried to defend themselves, some of the men charging out toward the creatures once the alarm had gone up. They came with swords, cudgels, and whatever farm implements they could find. Each one fell easily as the animaru almost nonchalantly slashed at them while running through the streets. They looked to be searching for something.

      One clever man doused two of the black creatures with oil and then tossed a lit lamp onto them. He succeeded in catching them on fire, but not much else. He got his abdomen ripped open for his trouble and, as the fiery creatures continued to move through the town, the fire spread to some of the buildings.

      When Aeden and the others reached the first of the black creatures, the town looked like it would burn to the ground. There were bleeding heaps of flesh in their wake, the only thing left of the town’s heroes. Aeden’s swords were out in a heartbeat and he dove into the fray, slashing and stabbing at his foes.

      He wasted no time. As soon as the creatures saw him and realized who he was, he began to call the magic to him. He had never been able to duplicate the powerful explosion he had used that night in the Gypta camp, but he had learned other useful things. He called his friends to him and completed the gestures and pronounced the words of power necessary to cast Light to Conquer Darkness upon their weapons and his own. The implements of battle glowed faintly in the afternoon sun.

      Though the creatures swarmed around Aeden, speaking in their strange language, the others were not helpless to harm the animaru as they had been. Their weapons now bit into the black flesh with the power of blood magic, and for the first time, the creatures feared destruction.

      Tere Chizzit fired arrows with blinding speed, placing each one into an eye or throat. Raki, too, had deadly aim, and his throwing spikes and knives took their fair share of the creatures. Fahtin stood near Aeden, her knives flashing and tearing flesh from their enemies. Urun Chinowa swung a walking stick he had been using, the shaft burning with a magical fire he had called onto it.

      And then there was Aeden. He was a whirlwind with his swords, cutting down animaru with every stroke. In between slashes, he sang out words of power and caused some of the monsters to burn, their howls echoing in the little valley.

      A crowd of the townsfolk watched the combat from afar. The animaru were focused on Aeden and did not charge the onlookers, so the people first doused fires with buckets of water, and then stood and gaped at what they saw.

      Fahtin cut the last of the creatures down with her knives, the magic still flickering on them. Aeden looked around to make sure there were none left standing and saw what they had wrought. Ten or so of the locals had been killed by the creatures before Aeden had reached them, but nearly three dozen black carcasses littered the ground.

      “Is anyone hurt?” Aeden asked his friends.

      He did an assessment and found them relatively unharmed. A few scratches or cuts here and there were all they had to show for their combat.

      Urun went to each of them and used his power on them, healing their small wounds. He checked the bodies of the people of the town and found two still alive. Using his herbs and his power, he healed them as well. When he was done, he sat down heavily. Meanwhile, Raki and Tere walked around the battlefield to retrieve their projectiles from the black bodies of their foes.

      “I’ll need to rest for a little while,” the priest said. “Using my power in battle and then to heal has drained me. Maybe we can go to a tavern and sit down?”

      “Aye,” Aeden said. “That sounds like just the thing.”

      They waited for Raki and Tere to finish retrieving their weapons, Fahtin coming over to join them. As they stood there, Aeden watched the townspeople gathering, whispering and telling each other about what had happened.

      It wasn’t long before most of the crowd started to applaud the heroes, some of their number coming up to pat the warriors on the back or to shake their hands. Offers of drinks and food and close company—from some of the young women of the town—followed.

      Aeden looked over at Fahtin, trying to gauge her reaction. She smiled back at him, eyes darting back and forth. It was a new experience to her, too. All of the party, except for Tere Chizzit—who took it all in stride—seemed to be buoyed by the spirit of the crowd. Aeden thought maybe he liked being thought of as a hero. Looking toward another group of townspeople, those who were retrieving the bodies of their loved ones lost in the fight, tempered his attitude somewhat.

      The people guided them to a large stone building near the center of the town. It was one of the few with roofs made of dull red tile. A sign hung out in front of it with a picture of a bear drinking a jug of something marked with an X on it. The words underneath proclaimed the building “The Drunken Bear.”

      Inside the doors, the common room was big enough to hold half the people gathered on the street. The party was given a table near the great hearth in the center, and serving women brought them drinks and food. The tavern keeper smiled at them as he wrung his hands in front of the apron wrapped around his stout body.

      “Welcome, welcome, heroes of Drugancairn,” the man said. “I am Syle Orden, proprietor of this establishment. Tell me whatever it is that you desire, and I will do my best to do it for you. Nothing less for those who saved our town.”

      “Thank you, Master Orden,” Tere Chizzit said. “The drinks and food are plenty for now.” The man seemed to be in his element. Aeden wondered if he was ever out of his element.

      As they drank their ale and wine and ate the food offered—roast chicken, baked vegetables, and fresh bread—the townsfolk came and expressed their thanks and admiration for the group. The fighters were polite, their eyes shining in the unfamiliar situation. They were not accustomed to such respect, especially the Gypta. Raki ate with his head down, Fahtin smiled at their well-wishers, and Aeden merely nodded as they shook his hand. Urun sat off to the side and mumbled to himself.

      Only Tere seemed to be comfortable, eating with fervor and engaging with some of the men of the town. The women, for some reason, didn’t go near him. It must have been his eyes that scared them away.

      As the evening wore on, the excitement died down, and people began to go off to their homes. Soon, there were only a dozen or so people in the common room. Tere had spoken to the tavern keeper about renting rooms for the night, but the man would not hear of it.

      “No, oh no,” he said. “You’ll not pay for rooms in my inn. You have saved our town from a fate far too common of late, whole villages being destroyed by black creatures that cannot be killed. No, you will stay in my best rooms without cost. I insist.”

      Tere thanked the man. They could retire to the rooms whenever they liked, but decided to finish their meals and drinks at a leisurely pace.

      As Aeden was thinking of leaving to go to his room, he spotted a woman he had not seen earlier. She had probably been there the entire time, but he had missed her with all the other people around. She got up from a table in the corner of the common room and started making her way across the length of it. Aeden’s eyes were drawn as surely as iron filings to a lodestone.

      She was small and slight, barely taller than Raki, but she was perfectly proportioned. She wore snug black pants—very snug—and her tunic was as tight. She carried her cloak over her arm. Her hair, a deep chestnut color, hung loose down to the middle of her back and floated as she moved, glistening in the firelight. Aeden realized he was staring at her, his mug halfway to his mouth. How did she put on pants that tight?

      As the woman glided across the room—her stride was much too graceful and sophisticated to be called a walk—the movement did wondrous things to the curves and lines of her body. When she reached the door, she glanced back over her shoulder and her brown eyes met Aeden’s. She quirked her eyebrows slightly, gave him a small smile, and then was gone.

      Aeden took the first breath he had taken all night. At least, that’s how it seemed. Fahtin was snapping her fingers in front of his face.

      “Aeden,” she said. “Aeden. Hello. Can you hear me?”

      “What?” He shook his head but held onto the image of the woman for as long as he possibly could.

      “We are going to get some sleep. Will you go to your room now or do you want to continue to stare at the door where she left the room?”

      “Oh.” The heat of his blush rose from his neck up his face and to his scalp. “Yes. Yes, I’ll go to bed, too.”

      As they got up and left the table, Aeden looked back toward the door. Who was that woman? Did he know her?

      He thought that maybe he wanted to.
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      Tere Chizzit lay on his bed in the room the innkeeper had given him, unable to sleep. What was he doing here? He told the boy that he would get him through the Grundenwald. Well, he had done that. Why was he still with them?

      He liked his new friends, and to be honest, he did miss traveling with others. Missed traveling at all, surprisingly. He had been so long in the forest by himself, so long without another person to talk to. Well, except Urun. He had visited with the young priest on occasion, but it wasn’t the same. He suspected the man was half mad, not handling his solitude well. Forced isolation will do that to a man.

      Tere, on the other hand, had chosen to leave people behind. Nothing but trouble, were people.

      Still, he did like the boy, this Aeden. The old tracker chuckled. He reminded Tere of himself when he was young. It was hard to think of himself that way after all these years. He felt like he had always been old. Sure, he had a few good years left in him; he could still take care of himself and beat any of the youngsters out there, but sometimes he just wanted to give up, lie down in the forest and let it swallow him whole.

      Was this truly the end times, when the prophecies would come together and be fulfilled? He wasn’t sure if Aeden was this Malatirsay, but it seemed likely. Too many signs were coming true for it not to be the case. Maybe he’d stick around a little while longer and see what happened. What could it hurt? These three young people would need the guidance of an old grizzled veteran like him. Hells, even Urun was not too far from the apron strings. Maybe Tere could do one last thing of importance before he let the forest take him.

      He got up from his bed and draped his cloak about him. He wouldn’t be getting any sleep anytime soon, so he might as well go out exploring. He’d only been to Drugancairn once before, long ago, and much had changed. Some fresh air, a little exercise, and he’d settle right down to sleep.

      Tere opened up the window and looked outside. The moon was at a quarter, a waning crescent, its light barely outshining the stars. There was no one about, and it was an easy drop from the second story window to the ground. As he was halfway out of the opening, he stopped, thought twice, and reached back in for his quiver and bow. One never knew what he might meet while out exploring at night, especially in these times.

      It didn’t take much effort to reach the outskirts of the town. He hesitated even to use the word town. It was more like a haphazard collection of buildings that happened to be situated near each other. That much had not changed since he was in the area last. He crossed a space with long grass, went up a small hill, and then into a stand of trees to the south of the town itself.

      An owl hooted softly from a tree nearby and then took off in silent flight, no doubt going to where it could hunt in peace. Tere made his way into the copse, moving silently through the foliage. Yes, this was what he needed. The serenity of nature called to him and for a moment, he understood Urun’s devotion to the goddess who represented the natural world.

      Trees felt different at night. For those unfamiliar with them, they became scary silhouettes, poised in the darkness and waiting to pounce. For Tere, they were old friends, resting after a day of sunlight and observation of the activity of woodland creatures. He patted an old oak as he went by. Yes, trees were good. They never talked back, were never ill-mannered, and not once in the history of the world had they betrayed their friends. He wished more people were like trees.

      A voice pierced the silence and brought his thoughts up short. Who would be out in the forest at this time of night, and speaking at that? He softly padded to where he thought the sound came from, then stopped and waited, listening for it to come again. It did.

      There, to his right, further into the trees. There was more than one voice now, he recognized as he got closer. They didn’t sound like friendly words, not like a sociable discussion at all. He moved closer.

      “You cheated us,” a man said. “We had a deal. You took our money and were trying to leave without holding up your end of the bargain.”

      “Yes,” another man said. “We should have known better than to deal with you. My gut told me you would try to steal from us. ‘Come on, Tousin,’ they said, ‘No one who looks like that could get away with swindling people. That’s not the kind of woman any man would forget.’ Well, now we know I’m right, don’t we?”

      Tere Chizzit moved closer to a small clearing where the voices were. Still unable to see the speakers, he climbed a gnarled tree and sat in the hip between two branches. Five dark figures surrounded a smaller one. The one in the middle was wrapped in a cloak, so he couldn’t tell who it was. The other five had their cloaks drawn back to show swords and cudgels with iron banding around their ends.

      “We would have given you a chance to give the money back,” another of the five said, “if you hadn’t run like you did. Now, regretfully, the only thing we can do is take the money from your corpse and allow the animals of the forest to strip the flesh from your bones.”

      “Let’s have a little fun with her first,” the first man said. “I think the least she could do is to provide a little entertainment for the problems she has caused us.”

      There were grunts from some of the others that sounded like agreement. Her? Tere focused on the figure in the center of the circle and realized that it was true. It was a woman they had surrounded. He could tell by the way she stood, if not by the slender form described by the cloak.

      “No,” the man Tousin said. “We will kill her because we have to, but we will not act like animals.” There was grumbling from the others, but he swiveled his head toward each of them and their mutterings settled down to murmurs.

      “Surely we can come to an agreement,” the woman in the middle of the circle said. “Something that will be advantageous to all of us? There’s no need for death here.”

      “Time’s up,” their leader said. “Let’s get this done, boys.” The men drew out their weapons and prepared to attack her.

      Tere Chizzit wasn’t sure if he should get involved. It wasn’t his business after all, and he didn’t know the situation well enough to choose sides. On the other hand, a woman was going to be killed in front of him, and that was unacceptable. Even if she had stolen from them, he didn’t believe in the death penalty for that. He hesitated, his hand on an arrow in his quiver.

      The decision was taken out of his hands. With a movement almost too quick for even his senses to pick up, the woman spun, flinging her cloak out like a fan.

      One of the men lunged in with his sword. There was a sharp ringing sound as the woman slipped to the side of the weapon and struck it with something. She made a few rapid movements and the attacker dropped to the ground, the sword falling from his limp hand.

      She moved on to the next closest assailant, a man with a club. He swung it with enough force that if he struck the woman, he would break bones, but she was not where his weapon landed. She slipped under and around the overhand strike and jabbed at him twice with each hand. Before he finished his swing, he grunted, bent double, and dropped alongside his companion. That quickly, she had incapacitated two of the attackers.

      Two of the remaining men closed on her at the same time, both with swords. The woman bent over backward, folding almost completely in half, to dodge one horizontal slice, allowing it to pass just above her torso. At the same time, she kicked out with her right foot, somehow maneuvering it around the lunge from the other man’s sword and landing a blow solidly on his chin. The momentum of her body caused the kick to generate enough power that there was a loud cracking sound as the man was driven off his feet, his jaw or several teeth broken.

      Coming back upright, the woman snapped her hand out, striking the other man while pushing the sword aside with another metallic ring. Tere realized that she had something in her hands, something metal. She struck the hapless swordsman several times rapidly, and he plummeted to the ground and did not get back up.

      The last of the men had taken a more cautious approach. He held back, watching her and waiting for his opportunity. He took it now, choosing the exact right time to swing his massive, iron-banded club at the woman’s head before she could turn around and notice he was there. With the force of his blow, he would crush her skull, killing her instantly. Tere wasn’t ready to watch that happen.

      In the blink of an eye, he nocked, drew, and loosed two arrows. The first struck the club midway up the shaft, the force of it deflecting the weapon from its path. The second arrow went cleanly through the hand holding the cudgel. The man screamed and stumbled forward, the momentum for his strike lost. The woman turned around and jabbed at his throat with whatever it was she held, causing him to crumple to the ground in a heap.

      The woman was the only one left standing in the clearing. She made a gesture as if to salute Tere, having figured out that someone helped her from the shadows. She looked around at her attackers, all of them on the ground and motionless. Tere wondered if they were all dead.

      After she had determined that there were no more dangers, she turned toward where Tere was sitting in his tree.

      “I thank you for your help,” she said. “Who are you?” As she spoke, she rifled through the bodies at her feet, relieving them of their purses and whatever else she found of value on them.

      The tracker jumped down from the tree and walked into the pale moonlight illuminating the clearing. “Just someone who saw another person facing odds that were not even,” he said, eyeing her as she checked the last body.

      She cocked her head as he spoke, listening to his voice. “You are one of those who came earlier today, the heroes who saved the town. The one with white eyes?”

      He came up to her. “Yes,” he said. “I am Tere Chizzit.”

      “Well met, Tere Chizzit. I am Aila Ven. How do you see with eyes like that?” she asked as they walked. Tere noticed that she made very little noise, even in the thick vegetation.

      “There are ways to see other than with one’s eyes,” he said cryptically.

      “Magic, then? You have magic that allows you to see things?”

      “What is magic but something someone else does not understand? Some might think that the use of whatever small weapons you have in your hands to deflect sword blades was magic.”

      She laughed. It was a pleasant sound, a rolling giggling kind of laugh, full of amusement and as attractive as she herself was. It made Tere Chizzit smile. “Fair enough, old man. We all have our little secrets. Some more than others.”

      “And what are your secrets, Aila Ven?”

      “My own, as yours are your own.” She looked at the road going south. “I am afraid I must take my leave of you, Tere Chizzit. It’s not safe for me to be here with the…ah, recent events and all.”

      “I understand,” the old tracker said. “Safe travels to you, then. Try not to get into any more uncomfortable situations.”

      She smiled at him. “I will do my best, but no promises. The world is an uncomfortable place, after all.” She waved at him once and headed toward the road. She was soon out of sight.

      Tere came back through the window to his room and set down his weapons. His nighttime stroll was just the thing to relax him and relieve him of the energy that was trapped within him. He closed the window, undressed, and climbed into bed. He was asleep in moments.
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      The party got up soon after dawn, rested and in good spirits, and had breakfast in the common room. A mere handful of people gathered there so early in the morning. They ate at a leisurely pace, which made Aeden feel a bit guilty. They had a journey to complete, and lives could be lost if they dallied. Still, it was good to be able to eat real food for a change, while sitting in a real chair.

      “We’ll need to head westward, either taking one of the smaller roads ten miles or so off or going cross-country,” Tere Chizzit told them.

      “I think avoiding the roads would be wiser,” Aeden said. “We have seen that the animaru are now on this side of the forest. I’d not like to meet up with any more of them if we can avoid it. The groups seem to be getting bigger.”

      “I agree,” Tere Chizzit said. “However, we can only avoid the roads for so long. Once we get to the Heaven’s Teeth, we’ll have to take the path through the Cleft of Surus. There are other passes through those mountains, but they might just prove more dangerous than fighting with the animaru.”

      So, after thanking Master Orden for his hospitality, and being thanked again for saving the village in return, the party headed out with full packs—care of Dred Hauf, the provisioner—toward the west. Toward Sitor-Kanda.

      As they passed through, the stands of trees that were so plentiful near to the Grundenwald dissipated into a few clumps of them and then into sparse groups of bushes and scrub brush. The land went from sharp inclines to rolling hills covered in long grass. Aeden wished they had horses. The terrain was perfect for mounts, and they could have made much better time.

      Still, they didn’t see any trace of the animaru chasing them, so Aeden considered it good.

      The second day brought more change in the terrain. Mountains loomed in the distance, much bigger than the ones he was accustomed to back home in the highlands. These were massive things, the range crossing the entire horizon. The land started to become choppy, looking as if pressed from both sides by giants to bunch in the middle. When they stopped to rest, Aeden caught sight of Urun Chinowa looking at the mountains and frowning. His brow furrowed, and it struck Aeden as funny that the skin on the priest’s forehead looked a model of the land he was staring at with such contempt.

      Toward the evening, after a hard day’s travel, Aeden caught sight of someone up ahead of them, sitting on a large rock directly in their path. He pulled up short, trying to figure out what a lone person was doing out in the wilderness.

      “Hello, Tere Chizzit,” the woman said as she waved.

      “Good evening, Aila Ven,” Tere said. Aeden couldn’t place the emotion in his voice. Was it long-suffering, disappointment, or something else?

      She hopped off the rock and made her way toward them as they advanced. Aeden froze again in his tracks when he recognized who she was. He could not mistake that distinctive walk. It was the woman from the tavern. As if to confirm his discovery, she left her cloak on the rock so he could see the tight black clothing she wore. He gulped.

      The brown-haired woman walked sinuously toward them, drawing every male eye. Aeden looked at Fahtin and saw that even she had her gaze fixed on Aila Ven. They stopped when she was ten feet away.

      “Oh,” she purred. “I remember you.” She looked right at Aeden. “You’re the one who was staring at my ass in the common room the other night.” She turned and tilted her hip, giving him a clear view of that part of her anatomy, wrapped in those snug pants of hers.

      “Everyone was staring at your ass,” Fahtin said, exasperation clear in her voice.

      “Well, maybe,” Aila Ven said without missing a beat, “but he’s the only one I wanted to stare.”

      “Enough, Aila,” Tere Chizzit said, stepping between them and her. “Why are you here?”

      “I thought about how you saved me the other night and decided I owe you something. True, I might have taken that last one down without being injured, but we’ll just assume that you saved my life. I want to join you in whatever it is that you are doing. Some kind of heroing, no doubt.”

      “No,” Aeden said, surprising everyone, including himself. “We have no need of others. Thank you, but go on along your way now.”

      “Ooh,” Aila said, pursing her lips. “Is that any way to talk to someone who needs your help, someone who offers you hers?”

      “I’m sorry, but we are on an important mission, a dangerous one. I wouldn’t want you to be put into danger.”

      Aila tossed her dark hair, and it settled onto her as if it weighed nothing, floating downward to rest on the taut muscles of her shoulders and back. Her lower lip jutted out just a little as her half-lidded eyes became liquid. “Can I at least share a meal with you before you force me away from you into the wilderness?”

      “Oh, for Ianthra’s sake,” Fahtin said. “Let’s feed her and let her leave.”

      “Fine,” Aeden said. Turning to Aila, he added, “You can help with the cooking.”

      Aila Ven’s face lit up and she went to Fahtin. “Hi, I’m Aila. I’ll help you,” as if it was her idea. “What’s your name?” The women went off to find firewood as the others set their packs down and prepared a ring of rocks. Aeden rolled his eyes. Women!

      Once the rabbits Tere had killed earlier in the day were dressed and put over the fire, the party sat down to enjoy their rest. Each of the men introduced themselves to the newcomer—Urun with excitement, Raki with shyness, and Aeden with grudging politeness. Aila Ven was charming and beautiful and just a little too pleasant. Aeden didn’t need to see the set to Fahtin’s jaw to know this one would not be a good addition to their party.

      “So,” Aila said, scooting up to sit next to Aeden near the fire. “What is this big quest of yours? Does it involve those black creatures that are everywhere nowadays?”

      “Aye, it does,” he said, refusing to move and let her see she was affecting him.

      “What is that accent you have? Are you one of those barbarians over to the far east, up in the mountains?”

      “Highlands. They are called the highlands, and we are not barbarians just because we can fight.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I meant no offense. Tell me about your people, then, so I won’t be ignorant.” She snuggled closer to him as if she was cold, but the night was mild, even without the fire.

      Aeden moved over to gain some space from her. So much for not showing her she was affecting him. “I would rather not talk about it, if you don’t mind.”

      “Oh, come—”

      “Aila,” Fahtin said, “his parents were both killed by those black creatures recently. Leave him be. It’s painful to talk of his home.”

      The woman’s eyes went wide and then softened as she looked back at Aeden. “I’m sorry, Aeden. I lost my parents, too, so I know a little of what it feels like. I won’t press you.” She paused for a moment, but then her eyes danced. “But I do love the accent.”

      Aeden moved around the fire to sit near Urun, asking him about his service to the goddess. He wasn’t really interested in the subject, but it kept Aila from getting closer to him and trying to monopolize on his attention. As the priest began talking, his enthusiasm was infectious, and the Croagh got wrapped up in the conversation. He hardly noticed when Aila and Fahtin put their heads together and began chatting.

      “…and it was just my parents and my older brother—he was nine to my five years old—on our small farm just outside the village,” Aila was saying to Fahtin as Aeden’s conversation with Urun had wound down. Tere and Raki sat quietly, listening to the newcomer as well. The Croagh had found that it was hard to ignore the presence of the small, dark-haired woman.

      Aila noticed that the others were listening. Eyeing Aeden sideways, she raised her voice. “So the bandits came in force. My father and mother didn’t stand a chance. They were killed almost without thought. My brother, too. Bandits had no need for a little boy. A girl, though…” Aila took a drink from her waterskin.

      “I was too young for them to do anything with right then, but their leader was a planning sort, always looking years ahead. He saw that I could be valuable—either to him or to someone else—in a few short years, so he took me with him back to his lair.

      “He raised me, treating me like some sort of pet at first, locked up and fed and watered, but gradually he treated me like a person. I was still a captive, but he had taken me so young that he figured I had forgotten what he did to my parents and my brother. I played along, acting like his daughter, even calling him Papa. He gave strict orders to his men that any who touched me would be killed, so I was relatively safe.

      “He grew to have affection for me, not as a plaything as he had originally planned, but as his own child. The bandit king had no patience for women, so had no other children that he was aware of. He treated me with about as much respect as he treated anyone.

      “When the time was right, I used the skills he had taught me and escaped. Rortam still searches for me, I’m sure, but he’ll never get me alive. I’d rather die than be kept by him, even if he didn’t let his men touch me in the way they wanted to.”

      “Wait,” Tere Chizzit said. “Did you say that your adopted father’s name was Rortam?”

      “Yes.”

      “Rortam the Cruel, bandit king of the south?”

      “Yes,” Aila said. “That’s him.”

      Tere looked at her with those white eyes. “How old are you, girl?”

      “Twenty and four.” A look of discomfort flitted across her face, but her neutral expression replaced it almost immediately.

      “I see. Your story does not make sense. I…that is, Rortam the Cruel was killed more than twenty years ago, a few years before he would have taken you.”

      “Oh, that,” Aila said, chuckling. “He wasn’t the first Rortam. I learned later that the first one was killed, but then his lieutenant took up the name to keep continuity. It was easier than using his own name and convincing the men he deserved to lead them.”

      Everyone was silent for a moment. Aeden studied Aila’s face, trying to look beyond the way her cheeks rounded when she smiled that wedge-shaped smile of hers. She looked to Tere Chizzit expectantly.

      “My father told me,” Fahtin broke the silence, “that it often happens that way. Being a bandit king turns out to be a short-term proposition. Others send assassins, and often their reign is cut short. He said that it causes less confusion for the new leader to simply take the name of his predecessor and continue on as if nothing had happened.”

      “It doesn’t happen nearly as often as you make it sound,” Tere said, “but granted, it does happen on occasion.” Fahtin and Aila shared a significant look, almost triumphant.

      “So, that’s how I came to be on my own, making my way however I could. I have stolen when I needed to eat, and I have done violence, for I was trained to do so, but I mostly just react to what life throws at me. A girl can’t be blamed for trying to stay alive, right?”

      “Well,” Aeden said. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Aila Ven. You have shared our meal and rested. It is past time for you to be going on your way.”

      Fahtin gasped. “Aeden. You would turn out a woman in the dark of night, forcing her to travel alone and unprotected?”

      Aila put on a pitiful face, as if she was defenseless and scared. Aeden didn’t buy it for a minute.

      “Maybe she can just stay the night and leave us in the morning when it’s daylight,” Raki said. “There would be no harm in that, right?”

      Aeden sighed, looking around at the others. They all nodded slightly as his eyes passed over them. “Very well. She can stay tonight, but in the morning, it will be time for her to leave.”

      “Thank you, Aeden,” Aila said as she and Fahtin left the campfire to lie down a little way off from the rest of them. The way she tilted her head and blinked slowly at him, he thought maybe he was missing something. It didn’t matter. He nodded to her and set about smoothing a place to lie down.

      Tere Chizzit took first watch that night, waking Aeden after a few hours so he could take a turn. Halfway through his watch, he felt a presence, as of someone watching him. He loosened one of his swords in its scabbard and scanned the area for the cause. He soon found it. It was Aila, standing twenty feet away, motionless as a stone, the moonlight just barely lighting the whites of her eyes. When she saw that he had seen her, she walked toward him. She made as little noise as Tere Chizzit.

      “I was restless,” she said, sitting on the rock next to him. “Do you want me to take a turn at watch?”

      He kept scanning the surroundings, taking a peek now and then at her through the corners of his eyes. “No. I’ll be fine. I will be waking Raki in an hour or so to take his turn anyway.”

      “I’m already up, though,” she said. “There’s no need to wake him.”

      He turned to look at her and found her staring at him. For a moment, he forgot what he was going to say. “Aila, we don’t know you. You seem like a nice girl—”

      She laughed. It was a distinctive “uh, heh-heh” that he found pleasant. “Do you really think so?”

      He cleared his throat and continued, ignoring her question. “But we don’t know you. I, for one, am not about to hand over the responsibility for keeping watch to someone I just met, no matter how tight your clothing.”

      “Do you like my clothing?” she said, opening up her cloak and swaying her torso in a way that he would not have thought possible while sitting. With an effort, he dragged his eyes back up to hers.

      “What do you want of us?” he said, changing the subject.

      She shrugged, drawing his eyes back to what her snug tunic revealed with that motion.

      “Please put your cloak back on,” he said. “It’s…chilly out. You may get sick.”

      She smiled at him and he felt himself warm. “Okay. Thank you for your concern.” She wrapped the cloak around her, but he could still see the outline of her curves.

      Aeden locked his eyes on her face, resisting the urge to look at the rest of her. There was a glint in the moonlight, and he put his head closer to hers, focusing his eyes.

      Her eyelids dropped slowly and she pursed her lips expectantly. When nothing happened, she opened her eyes again and, seeing him within inches of her face, tilted her head back to focus her eyes on him. “What are you doing?”

      His finger came up and traced a thin silver line on her left cheek. It was a scar, so fine he had missed it when talking with her during the day. Only now, this close, with the light of the moon slanting across her face, did he see it. She seemed to shudder as his finger softly moved over the line.

      “Where did you get this?” he asked.

      “I don’t even know. I’ve had it as long as I can remember. I wish I didn’t.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s ugly.” She dropped her eyes to her hands, which were in her lap. “I don’t like to talk about it.”

      “It’s not ugly,” Aeden said. “My people prize scars because it means you have been in danger and have come out of it alive, if not unscathed. But aside from that, I think it is beautiful. It suits you, almost invisible except in the closest scrutiny, a mark of distinction among the perfection of your beauty. I like it.” He realized his finger was still touching the skin of her cheek and he dropped his hand. His reluctant eyes scanned the camp and the darkened plains around them.

      Thankfully, Aila didn’t say anything. She wrapped her arms around herself and looked out into the darkness with him.

      It was soon time for Aeden to wake Raki. As if sensing it, Aila got up and silently made her way back to her place next to Fahtin. Aeden could just make out her wry smile as she rolled herself in her cloak and turned to face away from him. He wondered for the tenth time that evening what she was about. And then he wondered if he was better off not knowing.

      Raki took his turn at watch and Aeden got a few more hours of sleep. When he woke, first among the sleepers, Aila Ven was gone.

      “I have no idea when she left,” Raki said. “Honest, I was keeping a good watch. Why do all these things happen when I’m on duty?”

      “There is no shame, boy,” Tere Chizzit said, kneeling to inspect the ground. “She is very good at moving without being detected. I should know. No, do not blame yourself. Even I didn’t wake when she left, and that’s saying something.

      “She headed off to the southwest. It seems that she is not as skilled as moving without a trail in the wilderness as she is at being silent. I’m not sure what she’s about, but I do believe it’s better that she’s gone. I’m not sure how far we can trust that one.”

      Fahtin opened her mouth to protest, but the tracker cut her off.

      “That’s no judgment on her worth as a person, Fahtin, so don’t argue with me. I’m just saying that there is more to her than she lets on. We have a job to be about and do not need the added mystery. Perhaps another time, she would be an interesting puzzle to solve, but not right now. Not with everything else.”

      Fahtin closed her mouth and seemed mollified.

      “Is there anything missing?”Aeden asked, though he could hardly think past the image in his mind of her in the moonlight, eyes heavily lidded and lips pursed. Had she thought he wanted to kiss her? She seemed not to be bothered by it if she had. Who knew with women, though?

      The others checked their packs and supplies. There was nothing missing, not even food or water.

      “I hope she’s all right,” Fahtin said. “It’s dangerous out there.”

      “Not nearly as dangerous as being with us,” Tere said. “Besides, the woman can take care of herself. I’ve seen it firsthand.”

      He told them about witnessing her late-night rendezvous with the five attackers and how she handled herself. Aeden was suitably impressed. He wondered what weapons she had used. The blind man had not seen what were in her hands.

      The party ate a quick breakfast and headed off to the west, making straight for the mountains looming ahead of them. As they went, Aeden wondered if he’d ever see Aila Ven again. He wondered if he even wanted to.
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      “They’re called the Heaven’s Teeth,” Tere Chizzit said, pointing to the mountains that ran from north to south as far as they could see. “Those who know them best, though, just call them the Molars.”

      Fahtin could see why. She had seen these mountains before, of course, as they traveled by them in their wagons, but she had never been so close. They did look like molars, blocky rounded mountains that appeared to have been flattened by a great weight dropping on them. Alone among all the mountains she had ever seen, these seemed to have no real peaks to them, no sharp points. How old must they be to have had their tops worn off like that?

      In traveling with her family, Fahtin had seen many mountain ranges, but they usually took the roads going around the hilly country. Mountain roads could be treacherous, not just because of weather that could change in an instant, but because bandits seemed to prefer them. The Gypta could take care of themselves, but why chance fate? They were bound to no schedules and so could afford to go around instead of over the peaks.

      If Fahtin was honest with herself, she was excited about their path. Her Gypta blood loved seeing new places, doing new things. Despite all the constant dangers they had faced, she looked forward to going through the Heaven’s Teeth.

      “It’s a fairly straightforward path,” Tere continued. “We’ll get onto the road in a dozen miles and then follow it through the Cleft of Surus. It is a small, winding path, but well-traveled, so there should be no troubles. At this time of year, we probably won’t even find snow except on the highest part of the pass.”

      It took the party three days to make it to the other side of the mountain. As the tracker had expected, there had been no troubles. Twice the party saw other travelers on the road, both groups going the other way. Tere shared news with them, warning of the black creatures spreading across the east. None of the road-weary folk they talked to had heard of such a thing to the west. That was good, at least. Maybe Aeden and the others would be able to make it to the Academy without running into any more animaru.

      “How do you think Aila is doing?” Raki asked as they ate their evening meal the first day out of the mountains. “Do you think she made it safely to wherever it was she was going?”

      Fahtin had been thinking about the woman quite a bit herself. “I’m sure she’s fine. She seems to be very competent. After what Tere told us, I believe it even more. It’ll take more than common dangers on the road to trip that one up.”

      “True,” Urun Chinowa said, “but the world holds more than common dangers now, doesn’t it?”

      “Do you think the animaru caught up to her?” Raki asked, concern painted on his face.

      “That’s not what I meant, Raki. I—”

      “They would not bother with a lone traveler when they are so close to catching up to us,” Aeden said. “She’ll be fine. We’ll see her again.”

      “And why would you say that?” Fahtin said sharply. She wasn’t sure why, but irritation chafed at her over what Aeden had said. Or how he said it. Or something.

      Aeden met her eyes. There was no emotion there. He was relaxed and poised. “I don’t know. I just think we will. There’s really no reason for me to feel that way.”

      “I agree,” Urun said. “There’s something about that one…” He got a faraway look in his eye. “I mean, other than her obvious, uh, charisma.” The priest looked over at Fahtin and saw the glare starting to form and the edges of her mouth turning down. He quickly finished. “I’m sure she’s fine, Raki.”

      Fahtin ground her teeth. She didn’t know why she felt like slapping the men. The woman was beautiful, after all. And the way those tight clothes showed off her body, she couldn’t blame them for taking notice. Did she not play on the same attitudes with her loose, flowing clothing and her sensuous movements? Was she jealous of the smaller woman? Yes. She definitely was. It wasn’t fair, but she was.

      Fahtin sighed. Well, if she met Aila Ven again, she would have to work on not acting like a jealous little girl. She did genuinely like the stranger. She thought they could be friends. As long as she didn’t hang all over Aeden and paw him like a wild mountain cat with a hunk of meat.

      The next morning, Tere Chizzit used a stick to draw a crude map in the dirt. “We’re right here.” He pointed to a spot just to the west of the mountains they had crossed. “There is a river, the Alvaspirtu, that has its source from several tributaries north of here and is fed by mountain streams and runoff. We’ll be needing to cross it, no mean feat at any time of the year, but even more difficult right now because of the snow melt and the spring rains.

      “There are bridges, but none close. I suggest we go west until we get to the river itself and then follow it north a bit until we get to the bridge at Solesena Aurem. That one is closer than the one to the south, and the terrain is easier. As the river goes south, the land around it becomes a mass of sharp hills and cliffs that could slow us considerably. From the bridge at Solesena Aurem, it’s straight on toward the island on which Sitor-Kanda is situated.

      “The road we’re on doesn’t go to Solesena Aurem, though. It goes north, along the foot of the mountains. If we stay on it, we can get to another road leading to the bridge, but it’s more than twice the distance than if we follow the river.

      “Any questions or objections?” Tere Chizzit asked. There were none. He was by far the most qualified to set their course, and they all knew it. Fahtin, for one, was glad they had the tracker with them. Without his guidance, they would be at a loss at how to get to their destination in the most effective way. Or in any way at all.

      That got her wondering. Why was the blind man still with them? He had said he would lead them through the forest, and he had done that. She had assumed he would leave when they left the trees, but there he was, still traveling with them, speaking like he would continue on at least to the Academy. She wasn’t complaining. Far from it, she was thankful. Very thankful. She just wondered, that’s all.

      “Tere,” she said. “Thank you for helping us. I don’t know what we would do without you.”

      “Probably fall into a pit,” he said, smiling at her. “It is important work you’re about. Maybe the most important work. I intend to help in any way I can.”

      She returned his smile. “That’s kind and noble of you. We appreciate it.” The tracker mumbled something and looked away. Now she’d embarrassed him. She had expressed her thanks. She’d leave it at that.

      They made their way down through the foothills. There didn’t seem to be a rush, and Fahtin almost forgot that they’d been running for their lives for the last several weeks. The day was bright, and although there was a hint of a bite in the morning air from their altitude, it was a comfortable temperature for their movement. It would warm soon, the sun already poking up over the peaks they had just traversed. Fahtin’s wanderer’s blood sang with their travel.

      Tere Chizzit, up ahead a dozen feet, stiffened suddenly. They were using the narrow road they had been on for several days, so there was no reason for the tracker to scout ahead of the others. He turned his head, almost as if he was listening for something he thought he’d heard.

      “What is it?” Aeden asked him, obviously seeing the same thing Fahtin had seen.

      “I don’t know,” the blind man said. “I caught the sense of something, almost like a scent that’s barely perceptible on the wind.” He turned in a circle, his eyes closed in concentration. “Nope. Nothing. I’m probably mistaken. Pay me no mind.”

      He started down the road again. Fahtin shared a look with Aeden. They both knew better than to discount Tere’s intuition. She found herself scanning the mountainside. Aeden was doing the same thing. Raki and Urun were busy in conversation, so they had missed the exchange. She would pay attention. If there was something out there, she didn’t want to be surprised by it.

      After two hours, the tracker stopped again. This time, he scanned the country behind them more closely. His face didn’t hold much emotion, but Fahtin could see the way his eyes narrowed and the way the muscles in his jaw twitched from clenching his teeth. She didn’t want to ask him about it, didn’t want to make him more nervous. One look at Aeden told her that her friend was thinking exactly the same thing.

      “We should leave the road now, I think,” Tere said.

      As the road wound to the northeast, the party went into the trees to the northwest. They had reached the lower foothills of the mountain range and, as they crested one of the elevated places, could see out across the valley to the west. The blue of the Alvaspirtu stood out like a beacon in the midst of the green and brown of the trees and rugged cliffs. Far to the west, almost out of sight, Fahtin thought she saw more blue. Was that the inland sea, the Kanton Sea, the one in which the island home of the Academy was situated? They were getting close to their destination. Her heart fluttered at the thought.

      Raki’s gasp brought her up short. She looked over at the boy and noticed where he was looking. Back toward where they had come from. She turned to see what he had seen and felt the breath go out of her.

      From her vantage point on the hill, she could clearly see the road they had been traveling. On that road, just three small hills away, was a shape-shifting black blob. It came to the top of one of the hills and wriggled down the other side, coming right at them. It looked like a colony of ants swarming over their home. These were no ants, though.

      “Cachtionn daedos d’estaigh!  Aucioch aet mam!” Aeden shouted.

      Tere Chizzit simply nodded in agreement.

      The animaru had found them, and they had taken no chances. They had sent an army.
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      “Get down the other side of the hill,” Tere Chizzit said. “They shouldn’t have caught sight of us yet, but if we are crested like this, they no doubt will. I doubt they need to see us to give chase, though. The best we can hope is that they follow the road, assuming we will do the same. It can buy us a little time. Maybe enough…”

      Aeden was still cursing, but he moved along with the rest of them.

      “Can we outrun them?” Aeden asked.

      “I don’t know,” the tracker said. “I’m not sure how fast they’re moving. Faster than us, it seems. I’ll know more when we see them again.” He pointed to another hill a few miles away. It was bald of trees, rounded with grass growing all over it. “We’ll check again when we get to that hill. Move now.”

      Gone was the comfortable feeling of travel. Small conversations about the weather and temperature were forgotten. They had been found, and the only option left was to run for their lives. Fahtin hitched her pack higher on her shoulders and quickened her pace. It was too soon to run; that would only tire them out. They had to be intelligent about it, walking fast, trotting occasionally, moving without break.

      It seemed to take them hours to reach the hill that Tere had pointed out. By the time they did, Fahtin’s legs were burning from the sustained effort and final push up the incline. They rushed over the top of the hill and down the other side before stopping to crawl back to the crest and look at their pursuers.

      They were much closer.

      Aeden’s soft cursing was drowned out by Tere Chizzit’s voice.

      “Surus damn them all to Abyssum.”

      Fahtin was shocked. She had never heard the older man curse before. Tere Chizzit’s head swiveled from looking at the black mass coming after them to the land ahead of them. He seemed to be doing calculations in his head.

      “I don’t think we can make the bridge before they catch us,” he said. “We may be able to lose them in the trees near the river, but they’ll know we’re looking for a bridge. Even if we make it across, they’ll chase us on the other side. There is no way we’ll make Sitor-Kanda before they catch us.”

      “Is there anything else we can do?” Fahtin asked.

      “Maybe they will continue on the road,” Urun Chinowa offered.

      “It’s possible, I sup—” Tere Chizzit stopped in mid-sentence. “Damn.” The swarm of creatures following them veered sharply from the path they had been on, leaving the road and taking the route the party had taken. “No, they won’t be staying on the road. They are able to track us somehow.”

      “It’s me,” Aeden said. “They’re after me. I’ll go another way, lead them off. Then the rest of you can go to the Academy and get help.”

      “That’s heroic of you, boy,” Tere said, “but ridiculous. First of all, no one is going to sacrifice themselves while I’m around. Second, if you die, there’s really not any reason for us to go to the Academy, is there? If you are this Malatirsay, you are the only one of us who can’t die. No, your offer is honorable, but impractical.

      “Let me think.” The blind man closed his eyes and stood motionless for a moment. When he opened them again, they seemed to have a defiant look in them, the skin around them crinkled and his brows drawn down tight. “Come on. The trees closer to the river should slow them down a bit. Maybe if we are erratic in our path and move more quickly through the vegetation, it will be enough. We’ll have other options once we get to the other side of the river. Urun, will you be able to make travel easier for us, moving plants out of the way and such?”

      The priest snapped his head up as if he hadn’t really been listening and was surprised to be addressed. “What? Oh, yes, I can use my power to make our passing easier and theirs harder.”

      “Good, then do it when we get into those trees up there. Maybe it will be enough. Let’s go. Pace yourselves. We’re not at the point where we can run just yet. I’ll let you know when we are.”

      The party headed down the hill and into the sparse trees at the base of it. As they moved closer toward the river, the trees grew bigger and closer together. The grasses, ferns, and bushes, also increased in number. Urun took the lead, passing through the vegetation as if it wasn’t there. The party followed him, a clear path allowing them to move quickly. Fahtin looked behind Aeden, the last one in the group, and saw the plants close up as he passed, making a thick wall of choking branches, vines, and nettles to stand against their pursuers’ passing. She found herself marveling at the nature priest’s power and hoped it would be enough to save them.

      The next time they glimpsed the army following them, it seemed to have slowed down. The party was on another hill, the last real foothill before the flatter country around the river. The first part of the pursuing mob was just coming out of a stand of trees into an open area. They appeared to have lost ground to the ones fleeing them. It lightened Fahtin’s heart. Maybe they could make the bridge after all. She wasn’t sure what would happen after that, but she would focus on one step at a time.

      Aeden let loose with another string of curses in that language of his. She really needed to sit down with him and have him translate those for her. They sounded very colorful. She wondered if the translations would sound as interesting.

      Looking to him and then following his gaze to the north, she saw what had set him off. She rarely cursed, but thought she would like to use some of his stockpile of exclamations.

      Ahead, barely two dozen miles, was another black shape. If anything, this one was bigger than the one following them. There had to be hundreds of the creatures in each group, and they closed in from two sides. Their route to the bridge had been blocked.

      “How long?” Aeden asked Tere Chizzit.

      The tracker looked back at the first army and then over to the new one. “At the rate they’re moving, two hours at the most. They know they’re close, and they’ll start moving faster now.”

      “What can we do?” Raki asked.

      “Keep going due west. I would normally try to circle around and go back, past the first group, but they seem to sense Aeden. I’m pretty sure they’re close enough. I’m hoping we can find some caves or other natural feature to slip out of their grasp. It’s the best I can come up with.”

      “Can we use the river?” Aeden asked. “Make a raft or something, swim to the other side?”

      “Maybe,” Tere Chizzit said, “but I doubt it. The Alvaspirtu is very powerful here. Swimming would probably not be a good idea. I don’t expect we’ll have enough time to build a raft, or even to cut down a small tree, but we’ll just have to see. In any case, we’re out of other directions to go. West to the river or south through the same terrain we’ve been traversing. I say west.”

      No one else had any better ideas, so they went west.

      Within an hour, they began to hear the creatures chasing them from both directions. Some of them yipped and howled, some screamed what were probably war cries. All the sounds made Fahtin’s middle vibrate, adding to the trembling she already felt from fear. Was this how it felt for animals when they were hunted? She had seen “civilized” hunts where men would run down animals with their hunting dogs, exhausting the creature so they could come up and shoot it with their bows. She had always thought it inhumane, but now even more so.

      If it hadn’t been for Urun Chinowa and his ability to clear the path of vegetation for them, closing it up again after them, they would have been caught long before they reached the river. As it was, the sounds of the pursuers made Fahtin think they would burst from the underbrush at any second as the party reached their goal.

      When she made her way up to Urun and Tere, all hope in her fled and she began to weep.

      They were at the top of a cliff, probably fifty feet above the wide, swirling river. The water moved so quickly, she would never have thought of entering it, even if just wading in from its bank. Dropping from that height into it was suicide.

      “So,” Aeden said. “How would you like to die? Crushed by a fall, drowned, or torn apart by black beasts?” He sounded tired, resigned.

      “We cannot stand against these numbers,” Urun said. “Even if I should call forth all the power Osulin would provide to me, it would not be enough. They will overwhelm us.”

      “Do you think you can do one of those magic explosions, Aeden?” Raki said.

      “I honestly don’t know,” Aeden admitted. “I haven’t been able to except that one time. Even if I could, though, I don’t think we could survive hundreds of the monsters attacking us.”

      “Then it’s settled,” Tere Chizzit said. “There’s no time left. We have to jump. Cross your arms in front of you, holding everything to yourself. Cross your legs and bend your knees to absorb the impact. It’s going to feel like you’re hitting stone, but as long as you do what I say, it shouldn’t break your legs. Try to find each other, but most of all, get to the shore as soon as you can. Staying in that river is death. Do you understand?”

      “I can’t jump,” Fahtin said, looking over the cliff. “I can’t do it. There has to be another way.”

      Aeden took her hands. “Fahtin, there is no other way. You can swim; I’ve seen you. Do as Tere says. It’s our only chance.”

      Fahtin looked over the edge of the cliff. She thought she was brave. Well, braver than most people. Hadn’t she proven it in combat with these creatures? Still, as she stared down at the churning water so far below, she began to have trouble breathing. Putting her hand on her chest and taking slow, deep breaths, she told herself that she had to do it. It would be safe enough. Safer than facing the armies coming for her. All she had to do was step off the cliff. That’s all. She would land in the water and then swim to the shore.

      But she couldn’t make her legs move. She could hardly get a breath in. Her head swam dizzily at the thought of doing what was asked of her. Heavy shapes crashed through the foliage. The animaru were here. There was no time left. Still, she couldn’t force herself to jump.

      As she turned toward the sound, scores of creatures came sprinting toward her and her friends. How would you like to die? Aeden had asked. Which way indeed. She fumbled a knife into each hand and looked into the heart of the mob coming at them. Which way to die?
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      Koixus hated this world of light. She longed for the darkness of her home, the familiar landscape of her world. It was important work they were doing, no doubt, but she did not like the place.

      It wasn’t just the light that irritated her. There was the insistent buzzing, the small vibration she felt being surrounded by that strange power. What was it Khrazhti had called it? Life? The land teemed with it. Whether things moved or stayed in one place, it seemed that everything in this S’ru-forsaken world was infused with this life. How did proper creatures handle it? Was it just her, or did the others feel it, too?

      Her counterpart, Maenat, led the other force. She had not spoken with him much, but perhaps she could ask him. It was a waste of time to speak with the rabble she commanded. They were hardly worthy of the name animaru.

      Throughout history, throughout her more than eleven thousand years, battles had largely been won or lost by the common, essentially powerless, animaru—the seren—but that didn’t make her respect them any more than she respected a weapon or a rock used to strike an opponent. No, she would not ask them. They probably didn’t feel the strange power anyway.

      Maenat, on the other hand, was one worthy of respect. She had faced him many times in battle, most often one-on-one. He was intelligent and powerful, a worthy adversary. He had use of the magic, so he should be even more sensitive to this “life” abnormality.

      She pondered for a moment the changing circumstances between the two. S’ru was all-powerful, the everlasting god of Aruzhelim. His will was law and to defy him meant endless torment in one of his torture pens. The god delighted in watching his creatures war against each other, going head to head with their combat skills, strategies, and political manipulations. For creatures thousands of years old, what else was there?

      In those thousands of years, there had developed a rivalry between Maenat and herself, sometimes resulting in her victory and even a few times with him coming out on top.

      When S’ru finally managed a conduit to this world of life, though, he commanded all his servants to put aside their posturing and cooperate to prepare the world for their god’s arrival. Thus, Koixus found herself on the same side as her eternal enemy. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. It was really the first new thing she had experienced in centuries.

      At first, the thought of being among the forerunners to this world excited her. New things to see, new foes to vanquish, more chances at glory, all of this appealed to her. If she couldn’t actually fight her rivals, like Maenat, then she could gain more honor by doing greater deeds than them in the war against this new world.

      But the accursed light and life here! She shook her head in disgust. She would kill the Gneisprumay, bring this world under her dominion, and hand it to her god. Then she would go back to her own world, with its comfortable darkness and the absence of this insistent chafing power constantly assaulting her.

      Her thoughts were interrupted by the whoops and screams of some of her troops, the few who could run faster than she. She cast off her musings and focused on the task at hand.

      The Gneisprumay was ahead. She could feel him. That was strange in itself. She enjoyed a certain tolerance to magic—though she had not faced this life magic that was reported to be able to destroy even the animaru—but she had never shown an affinity for using it. Despite this, she felt the presence of the One who was an anathema to them. He was ahead, with his pitiful allies, trapped. She pushed her speed so she was even with all but a few of the fastest animaru. The One would fall to her this day, and she would get the glory that came with the conquest. She would not let Maenat take that from her.

      Maenat’s troops advanced from her left. The two armies would meet at the point where their enemy was helpless, back against a very long drop into the liquid that seemed to be ubiquitous in this miserable world. There was simply nowhere else to run. The armies would meet, they would destroy these pitifully weak animals that populated this world, and they would move on to conquer the entire world.

      She saw an opening in the things—Khrazhti had called them trees and plants but they were nothing like the ones she was used to in Aruzhelim—up ahead and rushed forward. Maenat was there, just coming out into the open as well, first among his troops. As she cleared the last of the plants, she finally saw her prey with her own eyes. He was standing, the weapons in his hands glowing like the rest of this place. He had life in him, as it seemed everything did here, but in him it seemed as bright as that thing in the sky. Next to him, surprisingly, another glowed brightly, too. No matter, though. Koixus had eyes only for the Gneisprumay. She growled and launched herself at him.
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      “Go!” Aeden yelled at Fahtin over his shoulder as he drew his swords. “There is no time to debate. Jump or I will knock you off the cliff.”

      The damn girl was just standing there. No, not just standing there. She had drawn her knives, though she seemed to be moving sluggishly. Why didn’t she just jump?

      Aeden looked around at his friends. None of them had taken the leap off the cliff yet. He understood apprehension about dropping from so great a height, but couldn’t they see it was certain death to stay where they were and face the animaru coming at them? There were hundreds of them, more than they could ever withstand, even if he were able to make that explosion he had created with his magic that one time.

      The enemies were close. He could hear them crashing through the trees around them, bellowing in their excitement. They would tear the party apart. Aeden, for one, did not want to die that way. Truth be told, he didn’t want to die at all, but especially in that way.

      “Tere!” he shouted, “Get everyone else into that river. Now! We can’t survive this assault.”

      The old tracker nodded and began chivvying Raki and Fahtin toward the edge. She still moved listlessly, but Raki seemed to know what was required of him. He looked down at the river and gulped. Then he closed his eyes, took a breath, opened them again, and stepped off the edge. Good boy.

      Aeden appreciated that Tere didn’t take an arrow from his quiver, didn’t argue about staying. He was experienced enough to know that there was no way they’d survive the forces coming at them. He moved Fahtin toward the cliff, and Aeden had no doubt he would step off after the others had gone.

      “Go,” Aeden said to Urun. The priest was standing next to him, muttering to himself. Preparing a spell or prayers for power? For that matter, it could just be his normal ravings.

      “I’ll go when you do,” the man said. “My power is potent against these creatures. We can hold them off for a moment until the others are safely away. We jump together, Aeden.”

      So be it. There was no time to argue. Aeden laced his weapons with magic just as the first of the creatures broke through the underbrush and were only a few dozen feet away.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Fahtin dropped out of sight. Tere looked at him once, nodded, and stepped into nothingness himself. It was only him and Urun now.

      Three creatures reached them simultaneously. They looked the same: thin, wiry, and very fast. Urun caught one mid-leap with his power, and it flashed with the magic, screaming in pain. Aeden lost sight of it as he spun to dodge the attacks of the other two, ducking under sharp claws to open the belly of one of them with both his swords. The power of his magic burned along both blades and as they cut, fire lanced out from them, blasting the hapless creature apart.

      The other animaru, just a step behind, had both legs severed by the savage slashes of Aeden’s sword and then met its end when he circled the blades around and stabbed downward, pinning the creature to the ground. Aeden thought that he really needed to learn more about using his magic. Infusing weapons with the power was not the most effective use, he figured. It was something, though. Better than using non-magic weapons.

      As Aeden turned to step off the cliff, a lighter-colored animaru was suddenly there in front of him. The way it was shaped, he thought it might be female. It held two swords of its own and flowed so smoothly from a run into an attack, he was barely able to deflect the blades. He caught sight of another foe, this one covered in hair, waving its arms toward him. Urun said something, almost a command, and Aeden felt the hair on his arms try to lift up. He couldn’t pay close attention—the battle with this pale animaru took all his focus—but he knew a magical battle was being waged. It was all the more eerie because of the lack of sound from either of the two wielding it.

      He had to finish this foe quickly. The two had reached him faster than the other creatures, but it would only be seconds until two dozen more were upon him. He lunged in to strike and his opponent seemed to elongate, stretching around the blows to avoid them. She counterattacked, faster than anything he had ever fought, and he was only able to block one of the swords, slipping just outside the range of the other. No, not outside of range. He got a slash along his side for his miscalculation.

      “We have to go, Aeden,” Urun panted. “Now. I can’t hold this other one back much longer.”

      He knew it was true. He also knew that at best, he was evenly matched with his current foe. He launched a flurry of strikes at the thing, quick slashes from every conceivable direction, so fast that even he could not see his blades moving. The animaru evaded, blocked, or parried all of them. A small smile came onto the creature’s face as she attacked him even as she was defending.

      “Go,” Aeden said, sweeping his foot out to strike at his opponent’s leg while thrusting in with his swords. One of his weapons was parried, the other landed a glancing blow—a very minor cut—along one of the creature’s arms. He got a gash along his thigh in trade.

      But he was already in motion, heading for the lip of the cliff. He was so caught up in the adrenaline of the fight, he didn’t even feel his new wound, but he thought about it. His opponent had sacrificed a slash to her arm so she could deliver a more serious wound to his leg. That didn’t bode well. That type of calculated sacrifice demonstrated a keen intelligence. If there were more like this one, they would be in very deep trouble. If they survived the next few moments at all.

      Aeden didn’t know if Urun had jumped or not. He hoped so. As he left the solid ground, pushing off with his uninjured leg, he felt a red hot line of fire travel across his lower back, just below his crossed scabbards and his pack, and he grunted. The creature had taken advantage of his inattention and landed another strike. He hoped it wasn’t too deep.

      The last thing he could think to do was to quickly flick his swords into their scabbards as he fell. He put his legs together, windmilled his arms to stay upright, and then crossed them to hold onto his swords and pack as he plunged into the water fifty feet below.
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        * * *

      

      Koixus looked down at that flowing liquid so far below, growling low in her throat. She had almost had the Gneisprumay. Damn him and his cowardice. If he had stood and fought, he would be dead now, dead at her hands.

      He was skilled in combat, this one. That had surprised her. From the prophecies, it seemed that he would be a spell-caster, one who relied on magic to fight for him. Like Maenat. Yet he had crossed swords with her. She had sensed the magic in him, felt it when he had struck her. She looked down at the scratch he had given her. It burned as nothing she had ever felt. She enjoyed a certain resistance to magic, but if a small cut like this burned so greatly because of this life energy, what would happen if she received a serious wound? She knew then that it was true. This one could actually destroy that which should be eternal. A sobering thought.

      Yet, she had learned something in her encounter. It almost seemed as if he was hesitant to use his magic. Utilizing it to coat his weapons was the least effective way he could bring it to bear. Why did he not just strike her from afar, as Maenat did when they fought? It was strange, and confusing. She did not like things she could not understand.

      “The one who engaged me was powerful,” Maenat said. She hadn’t realized he stood next to her. His normal place in a battle was far away from his foe so he could cast magic out of range of their weapons. Like a coward.

      “Was he?” She was in no mood to have a conversation.

      “Yes. I struck at the Gneisprumay with powerful spells. That other one was able to largely block my magic. His was infused with something that I have not encountered before.”

      “It is life,” she said. “This world is full of it, and so is some of their magic.”

      “Yes,” he said, looking over the cliff into the liquid.

      She scanned the current below as well. They had no such things in her world, these moving torrents of liquid or the large bodies of it she had seen in her travels here. When they had first encountered one of them, a few of her troops attempted to go across. It swept them away. She did not know what happened to them, but it was obvious that they could not navigate the liquid as the denizens of this world could. Should they try? Did the liquid include a component of this life? Would submersion destroy them or only weaken them without eliminating their essence? It was too much of a risk to find out.

      “Can these ones survive plunging into that?” Maenat pointed downward.

      “I do not know. It seems to be moving that way, so we must follow it and see if we can locate them again. I only saw the One as he entered it, and then as he disappeared when it turned the bend.”

      “We will have them next time, Koixus,” Maenat said, almost as if he was consoling her. “We will hunt them down and attack them where there will be no escape.”

      “Yes,” she said. “We will.” As they went back to their respective forces, she wondered if it would be that easy. She had no doubt that they could find their enemy, but there was power there in the One, power even he did not realize. She prayed to S’ru, her dark god, that he didn’t discover what he was capable of, or next time she would not escape with only one stinging cut.
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      The dark water closed around Aeden’s body as he plunged into the river. The coldness ripped the breath from his lungs as he sank deeper into the water. His descent slowed and he started kicking to the surface, pulling up with his arms. While he did so, the current tore at him, moving him rapidly downstream, threatening to turn him end over end.

      Aeden was a good swimmer. He had been forced to swim in the highland lakes as part of his training. It developed muscles that were not easily developed in other ways, his trainers told him, and he believed it. In any case, he was confident he could swim strongly enough to make it to the shore. If he wasn’t thrown into a rock by the current and crushed.

      His head broke the surface and he looked around. There was no one else in sight. Did the others make it safely from the water? Did Urun jump when he did? He hoped so. He liked the eccentric priest, had grown to regard him as family. And wasn’t that what their group was now, a family? Funny how he never thought of such things when he was in the highlands.

      The clan was family.

      The clan was all.

      He had found, though, that family could mean many things. The Gypta had taught him that. He was glad they had.

      First order of business was to survive the river. The other things could wait. As if in answer to his thought, the current spun him, drew him under, and threw him against something hard bobbing in the water next to him. A large tree branch.

      He grabbed at the branch, but it was ripped from his grip as he spun again. He gulped water as he tried to take a breath and started coughing. Clawing his way to the surface to take a full breath—and coughing half of it out—he tried to fix his eyes on the shore. The river was at least thirty feet wide, the current swift. On the side of the river closest to him, there were some boulders and a sheer cliff, no shore to speak of. Getting to the side there would do him no good.

      The other side was more promising. Though the water had cut a cliff into the surrounding soil, there appeared to be locations where he could climb out. If he could get to them. He lost his view as he bobbed under the water again.

      Fighting to stay afloat was already exhausting him. He could only faintly feel the wounds he had gotten in his battle. That was one advantage to the cold water that had numbed him. But the chill seeped into his core. If he didn’t get out of the river soon, he would freeze to death and slip beneath the surface, unconscious. And that would be all there was to his life.

      Not now. Not yet. Aeden kicked toward the other side of the river. He did not like that it was the same side from which he jumped. The land had dropped away and come closer to the level of the water while the opposite side had risen up to sheer, impassable cliffs. That meant that once he left the water and found his companions—and he would find them!—they would still have a river crossing to deal with.

      The current took him around a bend, jostling him and spinning him again. He went under and fought to come up, able to break the surface long enough to catch one small breath before being dragged under again. The battle only lasted a moment, but it was a long moment.

      As the river straightened out, the turbulence lessened and Aeden took the opportunity to kick with all his might, pulling himself with his arms, aiming for a narrow beach downstream. His motions pulled at his wounds, and the pain shocked him. It felt like when he stretched, the wound opened up and the water forced its way under his skin, flapping it up and threatening to tear it from his body. He tried to grit his teeth while still taking in the necessary air, but he only succeeded in hissing through his partly opened mouth.

      The combination of the cold water and the lack of breath caused little flashes of light to hover around in his vision. It scared him to think that he might actually pass out. If he did so, he would die. He had no doubt about that. Stopping his thrashing long enough to stretch his neck out and gulp in as full a breath as he could, he resumed his battle with the current, that lifesaving beach the only thing in his world.

      And then he watched as his target passed by. Rather, as he rocketed past it, just so much debris in the current. There were still a dozen feet of river to cross before he made it to the side. Such a short distance but so very far away. He cursed, but only in his mind. He couldn’t spare the breath to do so out loud.

      The dizziness seemed to be overwhelming him. His thoughts were slow, and he couldn’t seem to make sense of anything. He rushed by a large rock, scraping it and narrowly missing a dangerous collision with it. Aeden shook his head to try to clear the fog and cast his eyes downstream once more. His path was dotted with rocks poking up through the surface of the water up ahead, but there was another strip of shore that he could use to climb out of the river. If he could get to it. The rocks concerned him. How many more lurked below the surface?

      Aeden redoubled his efforts, kicking with the last of his strength, paddling with arms made of wood, but not nearly as buoyant. His breathing came in ragged gasps, and the world seemed to narrow into a tunnel, blackness filling the edges. He locked his eyes on the beach, putting his entire body into making it there, ignoring the rocks that could crush his body if he struck one at the speed he was moving.

      Almost. He was almost there.

      For every foot he went toward the safety of the shore, the river dragged him five feet downstream. But he kept trying. Pulling. Kicking.

      Aeden’s hand struck something painfully as he plunged it into the water for another pull. He cried out but quickly plunged the other hand into the water for another stroke. It also scraped against rock. He grabbed at one, and it turned over in his hand and started rolling, but he had already reached out with the other hand.

      His torso slowed as he grasped at handholds. His legs moved with the current, pulling him parallel with the shore, feet pointing downstream. He had made it, but he still had to get out of the water before it snatched him back into the deeper part of the river. As he kicked, his knee struck a rock and pain shot up his leg. He ignored it, too close to completion and too exhausted by his ordeal to react.

      The Croagh was finally able to crawl from the water, hands and knees scraping the loose stones edging the river. He dragged himself up onto the gravel of the beach until he was completely out of the current, and then he collapsed. He would rest for a moment. Just a moment. His eyes fluttered and finally closed as the sound of the rushing water lulled him to sleep.

      

      Aeden’s eyes snapped open. Where was he? What happened? Something had roused him from his slumber. A sharp pain like someone touching a red hot piece of metal to his back made him gasp. The warm day had thawed him enough that the numbing effect of the cold water had worn off.

      How long had he been asleep? He checked the sun’s position in the sky. It was getting near the horizon on the other side of the river. The west side. It was late afternoon. Where were his friends?

      He looked around, but didn’t see anyone else. His small beach was only twenty feet long and less than half that wide. There was a cut in the land above it as if the river had receded recently, but it was passable. The other side of the water faced a dirt cliff twenty feet high. Even if he was on that side, he doubted he could get up from the river bed there. He’d just have to search for his friends on this side of the river. Hopefully they weren’t split up, some on one side and some on the other.

      Aeden groaned as he stumbled to his feet. Putting both hands over his shoulders, he was glad to find his swords still in their scabbards. At least he would have his weapons. His belt pouch was still there, as was his pack. All in all, things could be worse.

      Getting up the bank to the scattered, messy trees and shrubs was more difficult than it should have been, mostly because of the wound to Aeden’s leg. With every step, it pulsed with white-hot pain and threatened to collapse on him completely. As he thawed out more, he felt the wound on his back and the gash on his side oozing blood. He hoped he found the others before he lost too much and passed out.

      He tried to stay as close to the river as possible, but at times underbrush forced him so far from the bank that he couldn’t even see the water, though he could still hear it. He was grateful at least that the canyon the river had cut was flat on the side he was traversing. He didn’t think he had the energy to climb up and down the other side’s steep hills.

      Movement from the brush between him and the river made Aeden’s head snap toward the sound. He had his swords out in an instant, hoping he had the strength to defend himself.

      “Aeden?”

      It was Raki’s voice. Aeden slumped, dropping his sword points to the ground and leaning on them for support. He sighed.

      “Here,” he said.

      Raki came through the foliage, a tired smile on his face.

      “I thought I saw your red hair. It stands out in this.” The boy gestured to the green and brown around him.

      “Are the others with you?” Aeden asked.

      “No. I came ashore just over there.” He pointed upstream to an area that Aeden wasn’t able to reach in his travels. “I saw Fahtin and then Urun go by, but I couldn’t reach them. I don’t know if they saw me. They were fighting just to stay above water.”

      “You didn’t see Tere?”

      “Nope.”

      “Well,” Aeden said, “we’ll just have to find them. Are you hurt?”

      “No. I—” Raki’s eyes widened and Aeden spun, bringing his swords up to face the danger behind him.

      There was nothing there.

      Raki came up to him. “Oh, Aeden,” the boy said, his eyes growing sad, “you’re all cut up.”

      Aeden looked to where Raki’s eyes pointed. Blood trickled down his leg, the gash in his pants and in his flesh showing red against his bright blue britches. Blood likewise flowed from his side. He didn’t want to think of what his back looked like.

      “A few minor cuts. I’ll live. I think.”

      “Here, let me bind them up at least. If you keep bleeding like that, you’ll lose too much blood.”

      Aeden sat tiredly on a log while Raki dug through his pack. He handed his red-haired friend an apple and a piece of soggy dried meat. “Sorry that it’s wet, but you need to eat something.” Aeden took what was offered and ate mechanically.

      Raki warned him of the sting and then started sewing his gashes with the needle and thread he had pulled from his pack. Aeden was still light-headed, and though the stitching was painful, he mostly ignored it, thinking only of finding the others.

      “There,” Raki said. “All done. It should keep you from dying until we can find Urun to heal you.”

      “Thank you,” Aeden said. “Hopefully Urun and the others made it out of the water safely.”

      “They did. I know they did. We just have to find them.”

      They started off again, going about it the same way Aeden had when he was alone. Hours passed as they picked their way through the trees and bushes. They found Tere Chizzit first, none the worse for wear but complaining about how he had lost half the arrows in his quiver. He had kept his pack, which had some spare arrows, but the blind tracker grumbled about how long it had taken to make the shafts.

      Urun and Fahtin were together, the Gypta girl landing upstream of the priest and finding him as she traveled down. They were waiting for Aeden and the others as they made their way down the river bank nearing dusk.

      “Thank Codaghan we all made it, and on the same side of the river,” Aeden said. The others agreed, though tiredly.

      They set up camp right where they found the last two party members, too tired to go on another step. Urun healed Aeden’s wounds, the stitches falling away as the skin healed and forced them out. The priest himself had taken no wounds. In fact, no one had been harmed other than breathing mouthfuls of water and getting bruised and scraped from their river journey. While they prepared the fire, Aeden and Urun told the others what had happened on the cliff.

      “That was much too close,” Aeden finally said as they sat around a fire, eating. They had gone so far down river that they figured that the animaru couldn’t possibly reach them or see the glow of the fire.

      “It was,” Tere Chizzit said. “I’d not like to repeat that. We were very lucky that we weren’t more seriously injured or killed.”

      “I’m so sorry, Aeden,” Fahtin said. “If I hadn’t frozen up like that, you could have jumped before having to fight all those creatures.”

      Aeden looked at his bedraggled friend. Tears began to pool in her eyes from her guilt, but she was still so beautiful. He grabbed her hand and pulled her into a hug. “None of that, Fahtin. It’s not an easy thing to jump from a height like that into an unknown river. You did fine. Someone had to stay to make sure everyone else was able to jump without worrying about some creature biting you as you did it. It was a logical choice. I don’t want to hear any more about it.”

      Fahtin sniffled, but she smiled. “Okay. But I won’t hesitate next time. I promise.”

      Aeden kissed her forehead and released her. “If I have anything to say about it, there will be no next time. I don’t fancy battling water like that again. Leave that for hardier—and braver—folk than me.”

      He turned to Urun. “I thank you, Urun, for staying with me. Your magic made the difference. If you had not done whatever it was you did to block that monster’s magic, I would not have made it. Your actions saved my life.”

      Urun waved the comment away, though his blush ruined the effect. “Oh, it was nothing. As you said, we were the logical choices. We two are the only ones who can harm these beasts permanently. It was my pleasure to help you.” The priest’s face went pensive.

      “What is it?” Aeden asked.

      “Oh, I was just thinking about those two animaru. That hairy one and the hairless, lighter-colored one you fought. Have you run into them before?”

      “No. In fact, we’ve not seen anything like what they could do. Most of the creatures use claws and teeth. They are not very sophisticated and don’t seem to think strategically. The one I fought did.”

      “I wonder if they are the leaders or if they are just two of many like that,” Urun said. “The magic of the hairy one was nearly a match of my own. I could have defeated him, I think, if thousands of other creatures had not been swarming over us, but it concerns me. We may be outclassed.”

      “Aye. Those were my thoughts exactly,” Aeden said. “We need to get to the Academy and learn what we need to do. I’d not like another conflict like that. We may not survive it.”
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      “You will do as I say,” the fessanum said to Khrazhti.

      She had not had close interactions with any of the creatures of this world called humans. Except this one. Were they all so arrogant? Did none of them realize that she could snuff out their lives with barely a thought, calling up her magic and destroying them and those brittle shells they moved around in?

      When S’ru had sent her to this place, to this light-riddled world, his commands had been simple. “Go and prepare the way for my coming. Work with the creature who is opening the portal for your troops, and do what he says.”

      She hadn’t thought much about it then—who thought of other things when in the presence of S’ru himself—but it chafed now. Her god had commanded her to obey this weak, pathetic thing in front of her, and she would do it. But he would not act as if he was better than her.

      “Do not tempt me to destroy you, human,” she said. “We will work together to bring the glory of S’ru to this miserable place, but you will not treat me as a servant you keep here to bring you drink or to satisfy your other desires.”

      It was only from conversation with this human that she even knew what they called themselves. In truth, he had provided her with an abundance of information about this place. It could be said without exaggeration that nearly everything she knew about this world came from this man.

      “We both know that your god has told you to obey me.” The pompous creature sat back in his chair and drank out of the goblet in his hand. She would show him to give her respect. One day, she would.

      But he was right. She did not have the grounds to simply disregard what he said. That didn’t mean it could not be discussed, though.

      “I see no need to search out the Gneisprumay,” she said. “My task is to prepare this world for S’ru’s coming. My troops should be subjugating the weak creatures of this place and spreading the darkness, not searching out one person. If we focus on our task, the One will come looking for us. He will have to face us in our own place, and we will have the advantage. We will eliminate him and then complete our work.”

      “That’s a nice dream,” the man said. It was so difficult to understand him sometimes. He spoke a strange dialect of the true language. She had to watch his mouth and concentrate on what he said at times for her to make sense of it. “But your logic is flawed.”

      “I have lived a hundred of your lifetimes—”

      “And still know nothing of our world,” he interrupted her. “By your reports, your enemy is going west. He is heading for Sitor-Kanda.”

      “Sitor-Kanda?” Khrazhti said. How did these creatures butcher her language like this? “Magic’s Home?”

      “Yes,” he said. “That is an adequate literal translation. But it’s much more than that. The original name had the sense of ‘the heart of magic’ or ‘the source of magic.’ It was founded three thousand years ago for one purpose: to train the Malatirsay mentioned in our prophecies to be the champion in the end days.”

      “So this One would seek power to defeat us there?”

      “I believe so. I don’t know if he thinks he is that one mentioned in prophecy or not, but that fact remains that it is a place of power. If he can gain allies there, it is possible they could rally and resist your forces much more effectively than he alone can. Those at Sitor-Kanda do not yet know the full extent of your invasion. If he makes it there, that could change. You do not want that to happen.

      “Your primary objective is to kill this enemy of yours so that he cannot rouse the Academy. Once he is dead, you can continue your conquest. By the time Sitor-Kanda knows what you are about, they will be isolated from any allies, and you can surround and destroy them. So, you see, I do know what is best. Listen to me, as your god has commanded you.”

      Khrazhti considered the man for a moment. He was knowledgeable, there was no doubt, and he obviously had a measure of power, or he could not have opened a portal to her world.

      “Why do you not just open another portal so we can bring more animaru here? With enough, we could swarm across the land and do our work while still hunting down the Gneisprumay.”

      For the first time, the man’s smug expression slipped. He took a sip from his goblet to cover his face. “Ah, that. The magic for opening a portal is…difficult. It not only requires a great deal of power, but specific circumstances. I won’t go into the details, but I will not be able to perform the spell again for several months yet. You will have to be satisfied with the troops you have.”

      “I see.” So, his power—and his ego—did have limits. “I have one final question. If this one is the Malatirsay that your prophecies foretell, then he will make it to Sitor-Kanda without fail. If that is the sole purpose of the Academy, then trying to stop him from getting there is a waste of effort.”

      “Oh, you misunderstand me. The Academy was founded for that reason, yes, and it will fulfill its purpose because the prophecy demands it. However, it matters little with this one because he is not the Malatirsay.”

      “He is not? How can you be certain?”

      “Because I am the Malatirsay.”
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      “We came much farther south than I had planned on crossing,” Tere Chizzit said. “We’ll have to decide if we want to find a crossing to the north or one farther downriver.”

      “I don’t remember passing under any bridges,” Aeden said. “I think I would have seen one if I passed it in the water. I definitely would have noticed if I came upon one while traveling on the bank.”

      “Yes, that’s true. I’m really not sure where we are. The closest bridge could be above where we jumped.”

      “I don’t like the idea of going back toward the monsters who are after us,” Fahtin said. She glanced nervously at the others, as if she was trying to read their thoughts on the matter.

      “I agree with Fahtin,” Aeden said. “I think we should keep traveling south. We’ll hit a bridge eventually, or a place where we can swim across.”

      It was easier said than done. As they continued south, the terrain was the same as before, varying from relatively flat to steep cliffs. They had to backtrack several times when they found themselves in small box canyons with no way to climb out. Slowing them even further, the foliage changed from small bushes and scattered trees to thick stands of willow and closely-spaced birch and alder trees that they navigated with difficulty. By midday each day, they were fatigued and had to rest.

      Aeden constantly thought of the animaru behind them. Surely they were following them, weren’t they? They knew he was with the group, and they seemed to want him more than anything else. They wouldn’t just give up.

      With every sound, every movement he detected as they traveled, he thought they had finally been caught. He was more tired from the constant anxious tension than he was from navigating the land.

      “Aeden,” Urun Chinowa said to him as they rested that first day after the party came back together. “What is the nature of your magic?”

      The question shocked Aeden. “What do you mean?”

      “There are several types of magic in the world. Mine, for example, is based on nature and more specifically on the power from Osulin herself. There is elemental magic, blood magic, and other types of magic that someone from the Academy would be better able to explain to you. What type is yours?”

      “I don’t really know,” Aeden said.

      “Blood magic, mostly,” Tere Chizzit added, stepping up to where the two were sitting. “There are some other types of spells used by your clan, but it’s mostly blood magic. Life magic. That’s why it affects these creatures, I think. They seem to thrive on death.”

      Aeden looked at the blind man, surprised. “How do you know about clan magic?”

      “I had a Croagh friend many years ago. He talked about the magic sometimes.”

      “Really? Which clan was he from?”

      “Oh, it isn’t of importance,” the tracker said. “I don’t like to talk about it. The point is that your magic is pretty specific. It works against the animaru, but not well enough to save your village. I wonder why.”

      “Exactly my point,” Urun said. “What is different about your magic compared to the rest of your clan? How did you manage that explosion thing you keep talking about?”

      “I don’t really know,” Aeden said again, dropping his eyes to the ground. “I never used magic when I was with them. It’s the reason I was cast out to begin with.”

      “It’s the Song,” Raki said. “My Nani says songs have power. The Bhagant itself is a prophecy, but it also includes words of power, she says.”

      “It does,” Aeden agreed. “I recognize some of the words as ones used in my magic.”

      “And you said that when you did the magical attack that destroyed all those animaru that night, you were singing the Song and you felt the power building,” Fahtin said.

      “That’s right,” Aeden said, “but so what? I’ve been singing parts of the Song each time I use my magic, but I haven’t been able to repeat that attack. I’ve been thinking about it a lot. It would be very useful to be able to generate that much power if we get attacked again.”

      “The key, I think,” Urun said, “is to practice using the magic, trying to figure out all the different ways it can be utilized. Osulin herself taught me how to use my power. Is there anyone who can teach you?”

      Aeden kicked at the grass at his feet. “Probably at the Academy. That’s just another reason to get there.”

      “But what if you need to use the magic before then?” Fahtin asked. “Maybe we can help you to figure out how to use it more effectively. There’s no time like the present.” She smiled at him so sweetly, he had to smile back, though he really didn’t feel like smiling.

      She did have a point. He had discovered how to infuse the others’ weapons with his power, after all.

      In the midst of their travels, Aeden had been doing his exercises and meditations only infrequently. There just wasn’t time to flee for their lives and to continue his practice like normal. He began taking at least a half an hour during each day’s travel to do these things to regain his balance.

      He could feel the difference immediately. When he incorporated the Song along with the Raibrech, he felt strangely powerful, not unlike how he felt that night, but not exactly the same either.

      He felt as if he was onto something with his new way of thinking. The problem, he thought, was that he didn’t really understand how the magic worked, how it fit into all the other magic of the world. He thought he would mention it to Tere Chizzit, who seemed to know a surprising amount about the world in general.

      “Tere,” he said, “how do you know so much about everything?”

      The blind tracker laughed at him. Aeden tried to force his face to stay cool, but it heated anyway.

      “Sorry to laugh, Aeden. I’m not laughing at you. It’s just that, you see, I’m old. I’ve been around and lived for a fair amount of time. When you do that, you pick things up. Surprising things, sometimes. If you spend a whole day and don’t learn anything new, you should probably consider that day some type of failure.”

      It made sense. Aeden himself did like to learn. He’d have to remember what Tere had said. Did he learn something new every day? Well, today he would, if he had anything to say about it.

      “You seem to know a lot about magic. Will you tell me about it? I don’t think I understand it.”

      Tere looked as if he would laugh again, but made an effort and schooled his face so it was neutral. “Aeden, you have to understand that your question is much larger than you might think.” He paused for a moment, seeming to focus inward. “It’s like asking someone to tell you about love.”

      Aeden fidgeted, not looking at Tere, but also not looking at Fahtin and Raki, who had walked over to listen.

      “If I were to ask you about love, Aeden, what would you say? How would you explain it to someone who was unfamiliar with the term?”

      Aeden opened his mouth, then realized he didn’t know what he’d say, and closed it again.

      “What about you, Fahtin?” Tere said. “How would you explain love to someone who was unfamiliar with it?”

      “I guess I would have to know what they wanted to know specifically.”

      “Yes,” Tere said. “You’re a smart girl.” He turned back to Aeden. “You see, it is such a broad subject, it’s difficult to know where to start. Do you explain the love a mother has for a daughter, the love a man has for his wife, the love of traveling,”—he nodded to Fahtin and Raki—“love of combat? There are many facets, and you could spend a lifetime trying to explain it and still not do an adequate job.”

      “Fine,” Aeden said. “I understand. But for your example, one could explain generally what love is. It is affection for, a feeling that makes you want to sacrifice something of yourself for someone or something else, a preoccupation with the target of your love.”

      “True, true,” the tracker said, scratching his chin. “Are you looking for a general overview, then, a general explanation of what forces there are in the world that people put under the label ‘magic’?”

      “Aye. That will be helpful. Maybe I can glean something that will help me figure out my own magic.”

      “I could perhaps do that for you,” Tere said. “Yes, actually, I think I can.”

      Urun had come over to the others and they were all settling in. Each of them knew the signs. Tere Chizzit was going to tell a tale, the only way to adequately explain a subject as broad as magic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            47

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ten times ten thousand years ago,” the tracker said, “Dizhelim was a lonely, barren place. Not too long before that, it was formless, swirling gas and liquid floating in the void. That was when the Power came upon it, drawing its disparate pieces together and melding them into what could be called the soil. But it was still not suitable for any purpose, and so the Power acted again, infusing the dark planet with life.

      “Plants, animals, even creatures that cannot be seen by the eye because they are too tiny. All of these the Power caused to be. But something was missing. Some of these creatures thought, though their thoughts were simple. What was needed to balance the world was something more complex, something greater than what had already been created.

      “And so were the humans and other races created, all one family, all in peace. These could think and speak and could learn some of the weightier things, should it be necessary in the future.

      “But the world still lacked something. It lacked the spark of the Power itself. So the Power split off parts of itself. It was a little thing, to the Power. It was infinite and all-powerful. If you take a piece of something that has no end, what is the loss? So, miniscule parts of the Power were split off, but they were not so small to the new world.

      “The Power had observed the creatures upon the world that had been created, watching what they did with their new lives. From these observations, the Power gave parts of different types. To the light was given one type of the magic, to the darkness another. The elements of fire, wind, water, soil, and the aether were given other slivers of the vast store of magical energy. To the movement of the creatures, the things they felt, to all of these were given a measure of power. The greatest share, however, was given to the sounds these creatures made, especially the humans and the astridae. Speech was a powerful receptacle, but the most power was given to the thing that delighted the Power above all else: music and singing.

      “With so much potent energy in the world, the Power knew there must be caretakers, those who could teach the new creatures, to show them the magic’s proper use, how to live in harmony. Then was the Voordim created, the council of the powerful ones. The mighty. The gods. There were others of high magic as well, but that is for a different tale.

      “Finally, the Power was satisfied. To Surus, the chief of the gods, was given the charge to educate and nurture the races, and Surus, for his part, accepted his responsibility with fervor, and so too did the other gods.

      “Each of the gods had powers in their own areas, their own particular magic. The god Alain, master of language, gave to the humans a language of power, Alaqotim, and his consort, Danta, created music. The two together held sway over the greater part of the power of magic in the world, and thus were song and language inextricably linked to the most potent of the spells.

      “Everyone—even the smallest child in Dizhelim—knows what eventually happened, but that is not the purpose of this tale. The misuse of magic, the eventual departure of the gods, the loss of much of the magical energy in the world, they have no bearing on what magic is. For that, look no further than the beginning of all things as I have told it.”

      The listeners remained quiet as Tere Chizzit finished. “Does that answer any of your questions, young Aeden?” he said.

      “Some of your story is wrong,” a voice said from outside the circle of fire light. Weapons were whipped out and everyone spun toward the voice. Everyone but Aeden.

      “I wondered when you would show yourself,” Aeden said, putting another piece of wood on the fire.

      Aila Ven walked into the light, a smirk on her face. “You didn’t know I was there.”

      “I did. I felt you tracking us yesterday. How did you find us?”

      The black-clad woman came through the others, each of them putting their weapons back and Tere Chizzit giving her a quizzical look. “I didn’t. You actually crossed my path, and I thought I’d follow you to see what you were up to. Aren’t you supposed to be on some quest or something?”

      “Yes,” Aeden said. “Did you see any of the creatures, the black monsters following us?”

      Aila shook her dark hair and flipped it over her shoulder, giving Aeden a firm look. “No.”

      “It’s dangerous out here, Aila,” Fahtin said. “You shouldn’t be traveling alone like this.”

      “I’m not alone. I’m with you.” Her toothy smile made Aeden snort.

      “What do you mean what I said was wrong?” Tere Chizzit asked.

      “Oh,” Aila said. “You told that story about all the gods. It’s false. There’s only one god, with many different manifestations.”

      “Really?” Urun said. “You’re one of those?”

      Aila shot another look at the nature priest. “Yes, I am one of those. There is only one god, and his name is Vanda.”

      Urun Chinowa laughed. “You’re a Vandal.” He got another heated look.

      “We don’t like to be called that,” she said, “not since it has become derogatory.”

      “Oh, come now,” Urun said. “You lot were called Vandals for a thousand years. Is not your religion named Vandalism, after your god?”

      “Yes, but people like you have made it like a curse. Now people use it to mean someone who damages or steals another’s property.”

      “Isn’t that what your church did during the Purgings? Didn’t they destroy and pillage and murder peaceful worshipers of other gods?”

      “They—”

      “Enough!” Tere Chizzit said. “There is no need for this. You believe differently. That’s fine. We will not argue with each other about it.”

      The two offenders looked at Tere, then at each other. Urun nodded, then Aila did.

      “Good,” the blind man continued. “Now, Aila, to answer your question, no, I was not wrong. Maybe you don’t have a full picture of history. You know what you have heard from your priests, but let me tell you what you have no doubt never heard before.

      “As I said, the pantheon of the gods was called the Voordim. It was a gathering of all the gods into one body. All in one. As you are probably aware, language changes as time passes. Over the centuries, the name Voordim morphed to Voordan to Vandan, and finally to Vanda. Vanda. The god who is all in one. The birth of your church can be found in the name of the group of the old gods you have disavowed. Think about that.”

      “No, you’re wrong,” she said, setting her jaw firmly and crossing her arms beneath her breasts.

      “Why are you here, Aila?” Aeden interrupted. “It certainly isn’t to talk religion.”

      “I just happened to be here and chanced upon you.”

      “Stop,” Aeden said, beginning to get a little heated himself. “You’re going to need to tell the truth, or you can just turn around and go back to wherever it is that you came from.”

      She glared at him for a moment, so different from the pleasant and talkative Aila they had first met. She let out a long breath. “I want to go with you.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re doing something good. You’re trying to get rid of those things that killed your family. That’s something I can get behind. It’s important.”

      “What’s in it for you?” he asked.

      She stiffened. “Why do you ask that?”

      It was Aeden’s turn for a loud exhalation. “Aila, you are in this life for yourself. It’s evident. You wouldn’t do anything without some kind of reward.”

      “You don’t know anything about me,” she said. “I do want to help. I know how it feels to have your parents taken from you. There will be others who will feel the same thing unless those creatures can be stopped.” She looked at him, eyes full of feeling. “Please let me help. I want to.”

      Aeden looked to the others. Aila kept her eyes locked on his face. Each of them nodded, Raki and Fahtin quickly, Tere a little more slowly, and Urun only after looking at her for a long minute.

      “Fine,” Aeden said.

      The woman moved to him and hugged him. “Thank you.”

      Aeden didn’t return the hug, but he didn’t push her away either. He wasn’t really thinking about her, which was saying something. The story and subsequent argument had given him an idea, and he was already formulating what he was going to do to increase his power.
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      Aeden got up before the sky even started lightening with the dawn. Tere Chizzit, who’d had the last watch, nodded to the Croagh as he went off into the trees so he wouldn’t affect the sleep of the others. He brought his swords, but he didn’t plan to use them unless some danger came upon him. No, this day’s task was something else.

      He had been thinking a lot about it, and he believed he could learn more about his magic, refine it. He needed to. Without being able to use it more effectively, there was no way he would survive the numbers of animaru arrayed against him.

      Something in Tere’s story struck a chord in him. When he had shown his power the first time, and when he had used it powerfully after that, it was always in conjunction with the Song of Prophecy. The blind tracker’s account of how Aila’s religion started was another piece of the puzzle. It seemed likely that through the centuries, people had lost sight of what was originally so important. What if it was so with his magic, too? What if his clan, even the Song itself, were missing key ingredients to make them effective?

      Aeden found a small clearing far enough away from the others that even if his magic flared to life, it wouldn’t affect their sleep. He stood in the middle of the open space and controlled his breathing, setting a slow tempo and relaxing his body. After four long, deep breaths, he closed his eyes and focused inward, picturing his body, visualizing the actions he need to take.

      Aeden began to sing the Bhagant, much more slowly than made sense for it. As he did so, he started the movements for the most basic of the clan magic, the first one he had ever learned: Dawn’s Warning. The spell was simple. It made a flash of light that could blind an opponent or be used as a signal. It also happened to share words of power with the first verse of the Song.

      Why had he never made the connection completely before? According to the story Tere told, and from what Dannel Powfrey told them of the Academy, Alaqotim was the language of power, of magic. Then why were the words of power for the clan’s magic in Dantogyptain? It made no sense. Unless at sometime in the past, the clans and the Gypta had cooperated, maybe worked very closely together. How would the clans react if they heard that?

      Aeden’s arms circled each other in time with the slowed-down Song. At the precise point where the words of power would be spoken, coupled with a particular gesture, he made sure that his movements were in sync with the Song. As he finished the first verse of the Song, a bright white explosion of light manifested right in front of him. It was so bright that it lit up all the trees in the area and even appeared to blow them back. Leaves and twigs rained on him after the light disappeared.

      What was that? He had never had that reaction when doing the spell. He remembered that even Master Solon saw the first spell as fairly useless. Aeden smiled. There was no doubt. The Song, integrated with the physical movements of his clan magic, increased his power a hundredfold. Or even more. If only the masters in his clan training had known.

      His smile was short-lived, though. A crashing in the underbrush announced the arrival of all his friends, weapons out and ready for battle with an unknown foe. They all stood around looking at each other, at a loss, when all they found was Aeden in a clearing grinning to himself.

      “I have something to tell you all,” he said. “It’s very good news.”

      After Aeden had explained what he had learned about his magic and the Song of Power, the others congratulated him and agreed that it was a tremendous breakthrough. They still had to get to Sitor-Kanda, but on the way he would take time each day when they stopped to work on his magic and determine how to create the choreography for the dance he was doing. For each new spell he learned—rather, for each spell he already knew but had figured out the dance for—he would have another weapon against his foes.

      The learning proved to be more difficult than Aeden thought. While he could feel the power there, lurking, waiting for him to access its full might, he had no teacher, no one who could even tell him if he was on the right track. The first spell was the simplest by far, but they became progressively more complex after that.

      He began to see a logic in the way the spells were set up. He had always wondered why they were taught in the order they were, but now he understood. He only really had the first two parts—they were called quatrains because they consisted of four lines each—of the Song translated, but the spells seemed to follow it. Luckily, though the earlier spells seemed to be less complex, they were no less powerful for it, at least as far as the original clan magic was concerned. If the first two spells were any indication, the power of the clan magic was unlimited, based only on his gestures and the synchronization of the dance with the Song itself.

      It took him two days to figure out the proper way to integrate the movements of Pieces of Evil, the second spell taught to the clan warriors, with the Song. The spell had always seemed a waste of time and effort to Aeden. All it did was conjure up coruscating light that swirled around the caster. It could be very pretty, but served no purpose he could see. Still, in his progression through the spell levels, he practiced the movements he had been taught. With each spell he learned, he would become more familiar with the process, more efficient.

      “Ooh, that’s very pretty,” Fahtin said as he showed the spell to her. “Your dance is fascinating, too, but the lights, those remind me of the fireworks we saw in Shinyan.”

      They were in a clearing surrounding an empty hunting shack they’d found the day before and decided to stay the night in. It was not large, barely enough to allow the whole party to lie down on the dirt floor, but it was out of the elements. Aeden, for one, didn’t feel like being rained on again. It was a simple structure, with rough log supports, smaller, straight branches laced together with rope to make the walls, and a thatch roof. It had one door and two windows on opposite sides so the breeze could circulate through it once the shutters were lifted on their hinges.

      Aeden was only half paying attention to Fahtin and Raki sitting there in front of him. His newfound project of paying closer attention to the motions and the words of the spell required all his concentration. He stepped through the sequence, looking as if he was slowly gathering something from the air, arms scooping and enfolding the invisible items and bringing them into him to settle in his belly. He thought it looked like a child picking thistle-down seed pods from the still air, moving slowly enough not to cause them to swirl in his movement, but insistently herding the light-as-air seeds for collection. As he did so, he pronounced the words of power, at the precise point in the choreography they were needed.

      “Senie. Tukra. Dera.”

      When he finished the casting, he stepped back and watched the lights along with his two friends.

      He had practiced the spell several times after he had figured out the correct movements, but this time things seemed different. The light sprang up as before, but brighter and more insistent. It swirled faster and pulsed as if angry. The swirling continued and then formed a wedge as large as Aeden, the point toward the southeast.

      The lights glowed brightly for a half a minute, changing colors from red to yellow to almost-white, then winked out.

      He turned toward Fahtin to address what she had said. “It never did that before. Usually, it’s just soft, muted colors swirling around. It almost seemed to be pointing toward something.”

      “Maybe it’s trying to tell us where to go, like a compass,” Raki said. “We still need to find a bridge or crossing to get on the right side of the river.”

      “It could be,” Aeden said, “but the spell is called Pieces of Evil. That doesn’t sound like a direction-finding spell to me. It sounds like something we want to avoid.”

      “Well, whatever it does, it’s pretty,” Fahtin said. “The world doesn’t have enough pretty things.”

      Aeden looked at her. “You’re such a girl,” he said.

      Fahtin smoothed her hair back over her shoulder while raising her chin. “I am. So nice of you to notice.”

      Aeden laughed.

      “We had better go to the others and get started with another day of travel. Maybe we’ll find that bridge today.”

      “I’ll bet it’s where the light pointed, even if the name of the spell doesn’t make sense,” Raki said.

      Aeden hoped so, but he didn’t really feel that would be the case. He thought maybe he was cynical because his foes were still out there looking for him. You could never be too careful, though. The three went back into the shack, and soon all of them were on their way again.

      Aeden walked along, caught up in his own thoughts. The others spoke softly with each other, but seemed subdued also. Aila wasn’t even taking part in conversation, just silently walking along. Maybe it was the constant travel without any recognizable progress. He didn’t know. He dwelled on the magic and how he could learn it faster. He would need it, he was sure about that. But when? That was the question. Would he be ready when he did require it?

      “We’re nearing the Tarshuk region now,” Tere Chizzit said. “I recognize the area.” Aeden came out of his reverie and looked around. He hadn’t realized it, but the trees had grown sparse. That was different than the last few days of picking their paths through the underbrush and trees growing closely together.

      Not only were the trees more spread out here, but they were stunted, too, the tallest only reaching twenty feet or so. That was small compared to the mammoth plants they had been traveling through. They had traveled from the domain of majestic oak and towering pine trees to that of the more moderately-sized bristlecone pine and dogwood trees.

      “Just to the southwest, about twenty miles from here, there is a bridge,” the tracker continued. “We’ll finally be able to cross and make our way toward the Academy. We should make better time after that. There are a lot of roads on the other side of the river, and even if we want to stay off them, the land is not as tangled as what we’ve been passing through.”

      The welcome news seemed to lift the others’ spirits. Finally, they would be getting back on track and moving directly away from the animaru.

      The Academy. Aeden hadn’t really thought before about what he’d find there. Would they take him seriously? Would they tell him he was this Malatirsay, or would they laugh at him and tell him to leave? If they helped him at all, what could they do? He wondered if the animaru would chase them all the way there. If they did, he could imagine a grand battle between the heroes of the Academy and the dark creatures. It would be nice to have more allies on his side.

      But he was getting ahead of himself. They still hadn’t crossed the river. There were sure to be other hazards on their way, black monsters or not. Best he keep his mind focused and stay wary.

      As they continued, Aeden saw Tere Chizzit glancing to the southeast more often than he did the other directions. When he did, his brows drew down and a half-frown came onto his mouth.

      “What is it?” Aeden asked Tere when he scanned in that direction and made that expression for the tenth time in three hours.

      “I don’t know,” the blind man said. “There is something that way. Something wrong. I can’t put my finger on it, but I sense it.”

      It was in the same direction Aeden’s lights had pointed when he cast Pieces of Evil.

      Aeden told Tere about the spell and how it had pointed toward that general direction. The tracker’s mouth turned downward into a full frown.

      “Everyone, keep your eyes sharp,” Tere said. “There may be trouble from that direction.” He pointed “It may be nothing, but be ready in case it’s not.”

      The terrain grew more rugged, and they were forced to travel farther away from the river. The cliffs and rocks conspired to move them in a way they didn’t want to go. Toward the southeast.

      Tere Chizzit found a winding pathway through the rocky outcroppings. It was barely wide enough for two to travel side by side. The tracker swiveled his head back and forth as if he expected something to jump out at them. Aeden could only think that this would be an ideal place for an ambush. A few archers placed on those cliffs, and there would be no way for the party to survive an assault. There were more dangers in Dizhelim than monsters from another world. Common bandits could easily take their lives without ever being seen.

      When the little canyon they were in started to widen out, Aeden breathed a little easier. Fahtin was pale and her eyes were half-lidded. Her mouth was pinched like she was going to be sick, and Raki’s eyes were wide and darting. Aeden was surprised that Urun seemed least nervous about where they were. Was he that brave and confident, or was he so out of touch that he didn’t feel the tension? He was singing one of those nonsense songs to himself again.

      Aeden began to walk more quickly, trying to get out of the canyon. They hadn’t seen bandits or anything else, but the sooner they were out, the better. Then it hit him. They hadn’t seen anything else. No animals, no birds, nothing. It could be that there were few trees and not enough food to sustain an animal population, but he had seen more rugged terrain teeming with life.

      He turned to mention it to Tere Chizzit, but the words never came. The tracker had nocked an arrow and was scanning the rock formations off to the left.

      “Prepare yourselves,” he said, white eyes glinting in the sun. “We have company.”

      No sooner had everyone drawn their weapons than a mass of animaru, eerily quiet for such a large number, rushed out from behind them and to the left. Their foes, it seemed, had not only found them, but also set an ambush.
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      “Quickly,” Aeden said. “Bring your weapons to me so I can infuse them with magic that will allow you to harm the animaru.” He dropped his pack where he stood, and his friends did the same with theirs.

      The others drew their weapons and held them out to Aeden. He cast Light to Conquer Darkness on them to prepare them for the battle. When he cast this spell in the manner the clan had taught him, it infused items with the power of life magic.

      He had found that when he cast the spells exactly as he had been taught by the clan, there were different effects than when he cast with the choreographed movements he had devised to synchronize more fully with the Song. Different, and less powerful. He wondered what Light to Conquer Darkness would do when he worked out how to cast the more powerful version. But there was no time to think about it at the moment.

      Aeden drew his swords. He still wasn’t confident in his abilities to cast the magic in the way that would be needed. He ran his thumbs over the coarse cord wrapping on the hilt of his swords. The wooden peg securing the handle to the blade stuck out just a bit and was a familiar comfort. These small details of combat were old friends that made him believe he could conquer anything.

      Then he saw the masses arrayed against him as they streamed into sight around the rock formations. There had to be more than two thousand of the creatures, far too many for the little party to survive.

      “We have to run,” he said to Tere Chizzit.

      “Can’t,” the tracker said as he scanned the line of enemies for his first target. “They have us neatly bottled up. The ones coming up from behind have blocked our escape into the canyon, and those in front are a wall pushing us toward the others. There’s no river to jump into this time. We have to fight. I dearly hope you have learned your magic, or this is where our quest, and our lives, end.”

      Aeden swallowed hard, trying to force the lump in his throat down. Taking a precious few seconds to look at his friends, he hoped he had learned his magic effectively as well. Fahtin had two knives out, longer than her typical throwing knives. Aeden wondered where she had gotten them. She swallowed and, when she noticed him looking, forced a smile. Raki was barely visible, low to the ground and hiding to strike from the edges, as was his specialty. Aila, beautiful in her dark clothes, her hair tied into a ponytail, had those strange weapons of hers in her palms. Tere Chizzit, of course, had his bow raised and an arrow nocked. He put his right hand down to the long knives belted to his waist, nearly as large as Aeden’s own short swords, and made sure they were loose in the scabbards. Urun Chinowa met Aeden’s gaze, put on a small smile, and nodded. Then he closed his eyes, tilted his head toward the sky, and mouthed words Aeden couldn’t read on his lips. They were as ready as they could be. Was he?

      The creatures closest to them quickened their loping strides into sprints. In the forefront of those coming from behind, the pale-colored animaru was among the first of the enemies, and that large, hairy monster led the charge from the forces on the other side. These two were obviously the commanders, taking the lead like they had done on top of the cliff. The two had battled Aeden and Urun to a standstill there, with far fewer troops. Aeden licked his lips and tightened his grip on his swords. He went over the two spells he had mastered with his new dance choreography. Well, maybe not mastered, but they were more powerful than what he had learned when with the clans.

      In the last several hours, it had come to him that the movements he had developed for the spells could be modified slightly to be done with weapons in the hands. Would that make the spell more powerful, or less so? Mentally chastising himself for not trying it sooner, he prayed it would work out.

      “Codaghan,” he said, “If you have any concern for us wee humans, please grant me some of your strength now. This will be a battle worthy of your name.”

      And then a wave of the creatures crashed upon them.

      Aeden dropped his left shoulder and rolled under swiping claws, coming up while cutting at the exposed abdomens of the attackers. The creatures screamed as the magic-infused weapons cut deeply into them, and their sickly dark blood, a deep red-tinged brown, sprayed those coming up behind. He parried other claws, relying on his reflexes and instinct, not even knowing how many were in front of him, taking fingers, whole claws, and a head from the black monsters.

      Suddenly, the tall, lighter-colored animaru appeared before him. The commander had her twin swords out as well, her mouth set in what could have been a smirk or a smile of contentment. His eyes widened when she nodded to him and crossed her swords in front of her. Was she saluting him? When he returned the gesture, her mouth turned upwards just a hair more. A smile of pleasure, then, not a smirk.

      She attacked.

      Aeden’s foe was as fast and skilled as he remembered. She wore little clothing, so her movement was not hindered in any way. They ranged across the area, him sometimes dodging her attacks even as he cut down her allies, and her sometimes avoiding one of the others in Aeden’s party as they struck out at her. But their attention was only on each other. It was as if all the other bodies in the fray were simply obstacles to be passed to continue their own fight.

      As they sliced, blocked, lunged, and parried, Aeden fell into a calm that he had only ever reached when fully absorbed in combat. Her techniques were not unlike his, her tempo a fitting counterpoint to his own pace and rhythm of combat. He found himself smiling, though it shocked him to think about it.

      An animaru slashed at Aeden’s left leg and he deftly lifted it, kicked the thing in the face, and blocked one of the commander’s slashes with his right weapon and her lunge with the other, his left arm beneath the right. With a flick of his right wrist, his sword completed a short arc and carved a shallow gash across her cheek. Placing his kicking foot on the ground again, he moved back one step to dodge her counterslash by a fraction of an inch. Her eyes widened in surprise that she had been struck.

      In the brief pause, during which she put a finger to her wound and looked at the blood on it, Aeden noticed that she didn’t have a scar anywhere on her. He had seen scars on the bodies of some of the animaru before, but did she not scar, or was she so skilled that she had never been struck? Her reaction hinted at the latter.

      Aeden glanced around him as the two squared off again. Creatures still came at them, a sustained push that the casualties his friends were inflicting could not match. He saw flashes of red on his friends, but they were still fighting in a group to try to prevent themselves from being overwhelmed. None were down yet, for which he was thankful.

      Still, they could not keep this up. Urun seemed to be having a silent war with the hairy, magic-using creature, but he looked to be tiring. What would happen when he failed and the magic was brought against the rest of the party?

      It was time to gamble.

      Aeden began to sing, and as he did so, he started incorporating the gestures for the spell into his movements to combat his foe. She attacked again, a flurry of slashes, thrusts, and strikes with her feet. Aeden stumbled and received a cut to his forearm. He moved out of the way quickly, preventing a deeper gash. His opponent looked puzzled. He could imagine what she thought. Her opponent had started singing and, for all appearances, dancing. She must have thought him mad.

      Magic built in him as he sang and as he fought, trying to tie each of his movements into the choreography he had determined for the spell. It was all he could do to keep from being killed, so he didn’t counterattack, only moved, sang, and tried to work in his defensive techniques.

      Slash, lunge, kick, thrust, the pale-colored animaru attacked him relentlessly. All the while, the magic built.

      When he felt that he had enough power, Aeden punctuated the Song with a harsh, hard syllable.

      “Stuta!”

      The energy flew out of him in a wave in all directions.

      Several of the lesser animaru closest to him were destroyed in an instant. Those further out took a few seconds to stop moving. Every one of them within twenty feet were forced back as if hurricane winds had assaulted them. Aeden’s friends fared better, but were also pushed away from him. The real power in the spell was its ability to destroy the creatures from another world, so though his friends were pushed away, they were not injured. His pale opponent, inches away, wasn’t destroyed, but she was thrown, head over heels, until she landed ungracefully a dozen feet away.

      The power still infused Aeden. It hadn’t all been spent as it was when he used his magic before he learned to choreograph his movements to the Song. He repeated the words and his actions, preparing to use the spell again. If he could only keep his strength up, he might be able to give his friends a chance to survive.

      He had the time he needed while his foes regrouped and charged again. Aeden took a mental inventory of his friends and found that they were all present, most of them coming back to their feet. Urun was shaking his head, Fahtin was looking around for her enemies, Tere Chizzit was shooting the last few arrows in his quiver, and Raki and Aila were regaining their positions back-to-back to resume fighting.

      Aeden’s main foe, the light-colored female, picked herself up off the ground and looked at him with incredulity. The hairy, magic-using monster was nowhere to be seen. Had it been destroyed?

      Three more times Aeden used Dawn’s Warning, and each time he used it at exactly the moment that would destroy the most animaru. He waited until the last second, when they crowded around him to overwhelm and tear him to shreds. He noticed that the commander did not charge him after the first time, staying back and watching, waiting. Aeden’s respect for her intelligence increased at that. She would bide her time until he grew tired, and then she would go in for the kill. She was sacrificing her troops for a chance to kill him.

      There seemed to be a shift in the way his foes were attacking. The hairy commander wasn’t there, and groups of the animaru fled back toward where he and his troops had come from. Just a little while longer and there would be no foes left. At least, that’s what Aeden hoped.

      The time came when there was only his foe and her swords, along with a few dozen of the normal animaru forces. She considered him for a moment, looked toward the retreating creatures, frowned fiercely, and rushed him. She, at least, would not flee. More was the pity.

      Her swords spun as she engaged Aeden, but he was too tired to fight her in the way she wanted. Just before she reached him with two blows simultaneously, he put all his remaining energy into pouring the magic into her.

      Aeden’s power picked her up as if she was a toy and threw her thirty feet to hit a large boulder. The other animaru, all those around him, caught only collateral force, but it was enough to shred many of them. In part of his tired mind, Aeden wondered what this attack did to his friends, but he didn’t have time to contemplate. He rushed to where the commander had slid down the rock. She was still moving, though weakly.

      He saluted her as before, then quickly used both swords, one from each direction, to separate her head from her shoulders.

      Aeden looked around. Ink-black bodies lay everywhere. There would have been more if his magic hadn’t caused some simply to cease to exist. He picked out the movements of his friends, but none of any enemies, and only then slumped, putting his hands on his knees and breathing deeply. He was so tired. So tired.

      Tere Chizzit came up to him, his bow slung across his shoulders and a blood-covered long knife in each hand. He nodded to Aeden. The man looked like he had aged ten years since the battle started. The others gathered around him, too. They all were dirty and covered in blood, hopefully not their own, but they were there.

      Urun Chinowa limped up to them, a wicked gash on his right thigh. The canyon was eerily quiet compared to the screams and other sounds of battle that until moments before was their whole world.

      “Where is Fahtin?” he asked, looking around.

      Aeden started. He scanned the battlefield and realized that she was not among them. Aila, Raki, Tere, and Urun were all there, but no Fahtin. Where was she?

      He leapt to his feet, sorry he did so as the world spun. He was so drained of energy, he had to stand still until he could be sure of his balance.

      “We have to find her,” Aeden said. “She wasn’t cut down or anything, was she?”

      “She was fighting beside us a little while ago,” Raki said. “I lost track of her just before all those monsters started running.”

      “Same here,” Aila said.

      “Split up,” Aeden told them. “Find her. She might be hurt. Urun, get ready to heal her. I know you’re probably tired, but if she is hurt seriously—”

      “No need to worry,” Urun said. “She will be my priority.” He limped off into a direction the others hadn’t gone.

      Aeden moved off in yet another direction, searching through the bodies for one in brightly-colored clothing, hoping against hope that he would not find one. He didn’t, but neither did he find Fahtin resting or injured. He walked to the furthest evidence of battle he could find, but didn’t see her. His stomach going sour with worry, he headed back to where the others were coming together again.

      “Nothing,” Urun said.

      “I didn’t find her, either,” Tere Chizzit told him.

      Raki shook his head and turned his eyes toward the ground.

      “I’m sure she’s all right, Aeden,” Aila said. “There has to be a good explanation for why she’s not here. At least we didn’t find her body.”

      “They’ve taken her,” Tere said. “That big, hairy one, the one that uses magic, he’s gone too. He fled with the remaining troops. They must have taken her captive.”

      “But how? Why?” Aeden said.

      “As for the how, a handful of them could have overpowered her. And why? Isn’t it obvious? To lure us into another ambush when they meet up with more of their fellows.”

      “Well, they’re right about that, then,” Aeden said. “We have to follow them.”

      “We can’t do that,” Urun said. “We have—you have—a mission to complete. We’re talking about the fate of the world here, Aeden. You can’t sacrifice that for one person, no matter what she means to you…to us.”

      Aeden gave him a level look. The priest kept eye contact for a moment and then averted his eyes. “I can and I will. You don’t have to come with me. I’ll go alone if need be. I’ll not leave her to those monsters.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Raki said. “Fahtin would do the same for us.”

      “I’m in,” Aila said. “Sounds exciting.” Aeden looked at her, not knowing what to say.

      “I’m fond of the girl,” Tere Chizzit said. “I’d not like to see her come to harm. I’ll join you as well. Just let me retrieve what arrows I can salvage.” He headed off to do that, Raki going with him to collect his own thrown weapons.

      Aeden went to gather his pack from where he had dropped it before the battle. He didn’t bother looking at Urun or asking what he would do.

      “Let me at least heal everyone before we go,” the nature priest said. “We’re all in bad shape.”

      “Before we go?” Aeden asked.

      Urun Chinowa sighed. “Yes. I don’t agree with going, sacrificing the entire world for one person, no matter who they are, but I’ll stick with you. There is no use in me going to the Academy without you.”

      “Good enough.”

      Urun healed everyone’s wounds and prayed over his own. Aeden gave him a quizzical look. “I can’t heal myself with spells. It’s like trying to pick yourself up by your belt. I pray to Osulin, hoping that at least I’ll heal more quickly than normal.”

      Without further discussion, Tere Chizzit took the lead, tracking the mass of creatures that had fled. Aeden hoped they were not too late.
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      Fahtin’s heart beat so hard in her chest that she could swear the necklace that nestled between her breasts bounced from the force of it. She had never seen so many of the dark creatures at one time. Would they survive the onslaught?

      She looked over at Aeden. He seemed confident and unafraid. That made her feel better, at least. If he saw no need to worry, then maybe he knew they would be all right. When he looked over at her, she swallowed hard and forced a smile onto her face. He gave her one in return, though it seemed as fake as the one she gave him. The others seemed to be calm, too, even Raki. She wished she was braver, but she had to clench her legs to keep her knees from shaking.

      The black monsters swarmed toward them, the highest concentration going toward Aeden. She formed a loose triangle with Raki and Aila and brought out the long knives Tere Chizzit had given her. Their weight felt strange compared to the knives she had always practiced with, but their length would be an advantage. At least these animaru didn’t use weapons. All except that pale one with the two swords. Aeden had said she was some kind of commander, so no doubt she would focus on him.

      Not having to worry about blocking blades was a plus, but she had seen what those claws and teeth could do and was wary. Too soon, the first wave was in front of her, and then all thought of other things left her head. It was only combat, kill or be killed.

      Fahtin recalled what Aeden had told her in all those training sessions. She had to remain calm. If she lost her head and panicked or got angry, she would get sloppy. She needed every ounce of her skill for this battle. She looked down at her knives. They were glowing faintly from the magic Aeden had placed on them. They could hurt these creatures now, as normal weapons couldn’t. It was time for her to start hurting them.

      So many dashed at them, she would not be ignored as in some of the first encounters with the animaru. Only so many could crowd around Aeden, so some creatures had to attack the other humans. That made it more like a real battle, more dangerous.

      A flash of darkness to her left caused her to turn her head just in time to see the airborne creature coming at her. She ducked under the flying body—this one thin and covered in wiry black hair—and sliced at it as it flew by. The blood that came out of the thing, a muddy brown color, splashed onto her face, warm and sticky, and she started to gag at the thought. But there was no time to be sick. Other enemies were coming.

      Fahtin worked well with the two others near her, especially Raki. They had trained together so much it almost seemed like practice. Except that one mistake could cost her life.

      It seemed to her that it was like when she had observed bees in a hive. At the hive itself, the bees swarmed and swirled and moved. A foot or two away from their home, they still circled, but there were far fewer and they seemed to move about aimlessly. In this case, Aeden was the hive, and all the activity centered on him while the smaller number of animaru attacked her and the others. It was obvious that their top priority was to kill Aeden.

      As she dodged and slashed at her foes, she wondered at that. Aeden was so important that a whole race of creatures, the entire population of another world, was concerned primarily with his death. Who was he? What was he? It was surreal.

      No. What was surreal was that he met their charge, and he survived it. It was amazing to see it. There had to be hundreds of the monsters against him, maybe thousands, and yet he whirled and fought, going head to head with their leader and still withstanding them. So far. It was awe-inspiring.

      Aila slashed with her strange weapons and saved Fahtin from a thick, squat animaru that had been preparing to rip her throat out from behind. The Gypta nodded her thanks to the shorter woman, and Aila smiled back as she spun the weighted cord attached to the weapon in her other hand. It wrapped around the other creature’s forearm, and when she jerked it forcefully, it separated the lower part of its arm from the upper. Fahtin needed to stop thinking and start paying attention to the fight. It was a good thing she had her friends there with her.

      She dispatched another beast, this one with four arms, but got a gash on her arm. Glancing over at Aeden, she saw that he was hard-pressed with fighting the pale-skinned leader and all the other creatures coming at him at the same time. He seemed to have landed a shallow slash to his female foe, but the supply of the animaru seemed endless.

      What was that he was doing? He was trying to incorporate his choreography for the spells into his combat, but it cost him his normal smooth, efficient movement. She bit her lower lip as he received a cut on his forearm. She took a step toward him, ignoring the two animaru moving in to attack her. They sprang arrows from their eyes, almost at the same time.

      “Don’t you dare, girl,” Tere Chizzit yelled at her over the din of battle. “You’ll affect his focus and get yourself killed. All we can do is try to whittle down these others while he takes on the commander. Get your head straight. I might not be here to save you next time.”

      She clenched her jaw, gripped her knives, and got back into the battle, attacking one of the three creatures going after Raki.

      There was a sudden flash and Fahtin found herself several feet away and picking herself up off the ground. She wasn’t alone in this. Raki was coming up also, and Aila was on one knee with her left hand holding her up. Tere Chizzit, ten feet farther than them from the apparent source of the blast, stumbled to a stop.

      The animaru were worse off. The ones nearest Aeden simply were not there any longer. Those farther out looked to be damaged severely. All of them had been thrown back from the force of what could only have been Aeden’s magic. The ground in a ten-foot circle around him was clear. The commander had been blasted back, too, but didn’t seem to be seriously injured. He had to have destroyed more than a hundred of their enemies with that single spell. Could he do it again? Would he?

      The fighting continued, Fahtin engaging the creatures where she could, helping her friends and them helping her. Aeden cast the spell again and, being further from him, she kept her feet. Still, it pushed her away from him and her friends. She fought on.

      The world devolved into claws and teeth and the slashing of her knives. They grew heavy in her hands, and her movements grew slower. She lost track of how many times Aeden had used the magic to thin the numbers of the creatures. Her breathing became ragged and her vision dimmed. She didn’t even notice that her friends were not around her.

      She whirled around to try to find them, but they were nowhere to be seen. Instead, dozens of the black creatures surrounded her. Closed in on her. Disoriented, feeling like she was trying to control her body from afar, Fahtin brought her long knives up and prepared to take as many of the animaru with her as possible.

      A deep voice with the ring of command said something in a language she didn’t understand, and the monsters kept just out of the range of her weapons. The big, hairy creature that had been fighting with Urun, the other commander, stepped up in front of her, babbling something in that strange language. She didn’t understand a word of it.

      Too late, she realized she shouldn’t have been giving all her attention to the leader. Strong, rough hands grabbed her from behind and the sides as something struck her head, stunning her. Another blow from the other side of her head, and everything went black.

      The dark world was slowly replaced with one of dim light, as if dawn was breaking. Fahtin’s head felt like rocks had been battling within it. Opening her eyes caused spears of pain to shoot through the already considerable torment. She groaned and tried to sit up.

      She couldn’t.

      She lay on the ground, hands and legs tied. She worked the dryness from her mouth and moved her head gingerly around to loosen her neck. At least they hadn’t put a gag on her mouth. They must not care if she screamed or made noises. Somewhere in her muddled mind, she took that as a bad sign.

      When she was finally able to focus, she took in the scene. She seemed to be in the center of several hundred animaru. They were among thicker and taller trees than she’d seen for at least two days. The sun appeared ready to set, but she had no idea which way they were traveling. The big, hairy commander was issuing orders, by the sound of it. He noticed she was awake and came over to her.

      “Quis sas du? Tous so Gneisprumay?”

      “I don’t understand you,” she croaked.

      The creature chattered back at her in their strange language. When he realized she would not understand, he barked out more orders, and all his underlings got to their feet. A particularly large animaru, wide and tall and with skin that looked to be covered with some type of scales, picked her up easily and put her on its shoulder. Another command and they all started moving at a loping run. As Fahtin bounced on the thing’s shoulders, she noted the sun.

      They were traveling southeast. Away from Sitor-Kanda, away from where the others were going.
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      “We’re getting further behind with each hour,” Tere Chizzit told the others.

      “How is that possible?” Urun fell rather than sat on a moss-covered fallen tree. The terrain had turned to thick forest again. “We’re very nearly running the entire way, sleeping only a few hours a night.”

      “These creatures can move quickly,” the tracker said. “For all we know, they don’t sleep. Ever. All I can tell you is that they are covering more distance than us each day. Even if we ran until we were exhausted and didn’t sleep, we couldn’t catch them as things are.”

      “What are you saying, then?” Aeden said, his voice taking on a dangerous tone.

      “Calm yourself, boy. I’m not suggesting that we stop or turn aside. Don’t go getting all highland on me. I’m just presenting the facts as they are.” It seemed to mollify the red-haired young man. The muscles in his jaw relaxed and the hard edge on his eyes softened from diamond to good steel. The anger was still there, but it wasn’t directed at Tere any longer.

      “Fine,” Aeden said.

      “The way I see it,” Tere continued, “they have to be going somewhere. Eventually, they’ll get there, and then we’ll catch up.” Raki and Aila smiled at that. “But keep in mind, wherever they’re going probably has thousands more of their fellow creatures. A headquarters or nest or something, whatever it is they have.”

      “It changes nothing,” Aeden said. “We’ve rested enough. Let’s get moving.”

      Tere chuckled at that as he picked up his bow. These highland clansmen were all cut from the same cloth. It brought back memories, it surely did. As he put his tired legs into motion, all he could think was that he should have outgrown this decades ago.

      He looked toward where their prey was heading. Well, maybe “looked” was not an accurate term. He was blind, as blind as if he’d been born with no eyes at all. That didn’t mean he couldn’t see, though. It merely meant that he had to perceive things in a different way. For all that people looked at him strangely because they thought he could not see it, his way of moving about in the world was probably superior.

      Sure, he missed things like crisp colors and eye contact with other humans, but he could sense things around him equally well in the day or night. Light had nothing to do with how he formed images of his surroundings. A young man he had met once, just a few years back, had exclaimed that what he did was magic. The boy was not too far off.

      Tere had always been able to read the auras of things, the way they affected the field of magic that surrounded them. It wasn’t so much that he read magic from people but that he interpreted how everything around them was affected.

      It was like the entire world was covered in a thick fog, visible yet not obscuring vision. When anything moved through that fog, it swirled and parted in front of them, making it easy for an observer to see where they had gone. The thing was, that fog remained disturbed for days, sometimes weeks, and Tere Chizzit could read those “tracks” in the fog. It wasn’t too much of an exaggeration to say that he could follow the path of someone over solid stone a week or two after they had passed.

      The gift had served him well all his life, but especially since he had lost his eyesight. The interesting thing was that since that had happened, his perception of the magic field had increased, as if his body took the extra attention from his eyesight and put it into his talent. He came very close to precognition with individual movements. Intent, it seemed, began the swirling in the magic field even before the body moved. He could easily read where a strike or a projectile would come and simply move out of the way.

      While this made him formidable in battle, it had practical uses, too. Hunting, he could aim for where the animal would be instead of where it was. He never missed with his bow. Never. Taken all in all, he thought that maybe he would choose to be sightless, given a choice. He’d been happy in his little forest home, away from others, biding his time until he died.

      But what about the boy, and the mission? Why was he still here with them if his forest was so wonderful? You never did know when to say no to a cause, you old fool, he chided himself.

      It was important, though. He had lived long enough to know that. It could be the most important thing he had ever done, and that was saying something. The man nodded to himself. Yes, he would stay with the group, see this thing through to the finish. He had taken himself from society, hidden in his forest, and pouted about the difficulties of life for long enough. Whether they knew it or not, this pack of would-be heroes needed him, needed his experience and his guidance. He would give it to them, freely, even to his death. If he was going to die anyway, he might as well do it as a hero and not in some ignominious way in the forest to no good end.

      Tere Chizzit hitched his pack up and adjusted it on his shoulders. They had some traveling to do. A girl needed him—them—and he would not let her down. Not while he still had breath and a bit of magic left in his body. Casting his senses toward the horizon and seeing clearly where the creatures had taken Fahtin, he moved off, each step bringing him closer to heroic action or death. Either one was fine with him.
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      The world rushed by Fahtin in blurred motion as she was roughly carried along by animaru bodies. Greens, browns, the grey of stones, it was all hard to focus on as she bounced on the shoulder of the thing carrying her. She could only take a few minutes of it before she had to close her eyes or become sick. While it would be satisfying to empty her belly all over her captors, it wasn’t wise, especially since she had not been fed in the two days since they took her.

      Of all the things that could kill her, she wouldn’t have thought starvation would be one of them, but it was a real possibility. She was able to convince those keeping control of her to let her lie down at a stream’s edge to drink water, after several kicks to the ribs when she flopped to the ground to try it. Apparently these creatures neither drank nor ate.

      Fahtin wondered about that, how they survived without food or water, but it didn’t matter. According to what they had learned, all these creatures were un-alive, creatures of death. They were not dead, precisely, because to be dead you have to have been alive before. Right? They were simply not alive, and so they did not need such life-nurturing things as sustenance. It made her feel as if an icicle was being dragged across her bare back.

      She needed to make them understand that she had to have food or she would die. How did one explain to those not alive how she needed something to maintain her life? How did one explain colors to one without sight? That would be an easier task.

      “Food,” she said when the big, hairy leader came to check on her during one of their brief breaks. “I need to eat.” She moved her mouth like she was chewing, but it didn’t seem to make any sense to the beast. It said something in that language they used, but it was just as meaningless to her.

      The animaru didn’t talk much—they were not a loquacious race, it seemed—but they did converse a little. As they did, Fahtin had started to notice something. Some of the words sounded like others she had heard. Her father and mother were not scholars, but there were one or two in the Gypta family who enjoyed books. Jehira was one such. As the old soothsayer was teaching Aeden about the Song of Prophecy, she had mentioned other ancient passages, these in the language of magic, Alaqotim. It sounded somewhat like what the animaru spoke.

      Maybe the languages were related somehow, the animaru language and Alaqotim. If she could just dredge up a word or two to make them understand…

      The leader barked a command, a familiar one by now. It meant they were to get started again. Fahtin racked her brain. Some word for food. She had to come up with something, or she would never survive this trip. Even if she did remember, it was possible that it meant nothing in their language. Why have a word for food if you never ate? If she could only think of a word that meant to them what food meant to her.

      A thinner and taller animaru than the one who took her before picked her up and threw her over his shoulder. As the group started loping smoothly through the surrounding trees, Fahtin closed her eyes again. She would try to think as they traveled so that when they stopped again—if they stopped again—she would be ready to tell them what she needed. She had to. Her very life depended upon it.

      The landscape was lost in the darkness as the forces that took her traveled at night. They seemed stronger when the light was dim or gone, and they stopped less to rest. Could she figure out the word for darkness and use that to explain what she needed? Failing at that, could she lunge toward some edible root or fruit and hope they would understand her before they beat her into unconsciousness for being rebellious?

      The world spun even when they were stopped now. The hunger, an ache in her stomach at first, had dissipated into a mild throbbing and a complete lack of any energy. Fahtin felt like just standing would take that last of her strength and make her lose consciousness. The end was coming if she didn’t figure something out.

      Lying there, on a bed of long grass where her animaru handler had dropped her when they stopped, she let her mind wander. It was so hard to keep it on anything specific. She tried to open her eyes and look around in the early morning light, tried to find something that could be helpful, but all she could manage was to flutter her eyelids, forcing them open only to have them close again on their own.

      She was going to die.

      Fahtin rolled to her side, trying to ease the ropes that tied her hands in front of her. They went halfway up her forearm, forcing her arms into an awkward angle that made her shoulders ache. She had found that certain positions alleviated the pain more than others, allowing her to breathe almost freely, though not quite. As she went to her side this time, she noticed something she had been too preoccupied to recognize before.

      Rocking back and forth, she confirmed what she thought she had felt. Yes, right there. Something pressed into her side as she moved. One of her knives. They had not taken her weapons. Since they were foreign things to most of these creatures, they wouldn’t check for anything dangerous, just securing her arms and legs and staying clear of her mouth in case she tried to bite them. She had at least one of her weapons!

      But what difference did that make? She couldn’t use it with her arms tied like this. They might as well have taken her blades. It gave her some hope, though. As little as it was.

      Before they started moving again, she gyrated her body as she often did to try to relieve her cramped muscles. This time, though, it was with a purpose. When she was finished, she had to suppress a smile. There, in a false pocket at her thigh, she had felt something that gave her even more hope than before. The knife she normally kept strapped to her leg was still there. That one could be reached—albeit with great difficulty—with her tied arms. She kicked herself mentally for not checking before. Well, she knew now. Maybe she could escape before she starved.

      All she had to do was to get to her knife, cut her bonds, and then slip away from several hundred creatures when they weren’t looking. No problem.
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      Fahtin’s animaru captors started off again. Through the haze in her tired mind, she recognized that they did not move as quickly now that the daylight had come. It was true, the creatures seemed to derive power from the darkness. The next time they stopped, she would try to use that to communicate with them. Even if it earned her a beating, she was nearly finished already. Maybe they would beat her, and in her weakened form, she would just die.

      She thought she was ready to give up. It was obvious that her friends couldn’t rescue her. Even if they came after her—Aeden would insist on it, even in the face of his mission—they couldn’t match the pace set by the creatures. She didn’t know what they had in store for her, but dying of starvation seemed an easy way to go. She was so weak, so weak.

      The rhythmic motion of the animaru carrying her stopped abruptly, jarring her out of her daze and making her open her eyes as she was dropped to the ground. She desperately tried to wrangle the blurred images into something clearer as activity sprang up around her. The black things were shouting in that stupid language of theirs, looking around as if confused. Unclear on what was happening, Fahtin nevertheless recognized this as her only chance to escape.

      The disturbance seemed to be coming from ahead and off to the right. As her captors rushed toward that direction, she had to curl up in a ball to keep from being trampled. Soon, the attention of all the animaru around her turned to whatever caused the commotion. None of them were paying attention to her.

      Fahtin rolled awkwardly toward the trees that lined the side of their path. When she reached the edge of the road and rolled one more time into the ferns and long grass preceding the trees, she had to close her eyes to fight off the dizziness her tumbling had caused. She clenched her jaw to fight the urge to throw up and closed her eyes until it passed. When she opened them again, they grew wide.

      Was that Aeden in the midst of the animaru? A flash of red hair became visible in between the creatures as they circled to combat their foe. Had her friends found her? How had they caught up? The pace her captors had been setting was faster than humans could possibly match. Maybe they had obtained horses.

      She focused her eyes from her hiding place and realized that the red hair she saw wasn’t the same color as Aeden’s. It was lighter than his, more red, and it was longer. As a space opened up between the fighting black bodies, she glimpsed a woman, moving with the grace of a skilled warrior, but also casting magic about her, flashes of light and fire burning away at her foes. No, it wasn’t Aeden, but someone else. Someone who carved through her enemies as if they were wheat and she had the sharpest of scythes.

      For a second, Fahtin’s eyes met the red-haired woman’s, but then the warrior looked away, occupied with fighting numbers of the creatures that should have overwhelmed her.

      That was well and good, but Fahtin couldn’t trust that the warrior was on her side just because they shared an enemy. She would take no chances. She crawled as best she could with her arms and legs tied, going farther into the foliage. Once there, she wriggled until she could remove the knife strapped to her leg. When she finally bared the blade, it was only a minute until she was able to saw through the ropes binding her arms. The blood rushed back into them as the ropes fell free. Shaking them out was painful, like a thousand ants biting her along the length of her forearms and hands. She welcomed it, though, dropping her knife and rubbing vigorously at her limbs.

      A few slices of the sharp blade and the ropes fell away from her legs as well. She was free. If only she could get away from the area, find some food, and survive the day.

      By this time, the sound of battle had all but died down. Peeking out from her hiding place, Fahtin saw that the woman, with at least three others, were finishing off the animaru that remained. The big, hairy leader of the band was motionless at her feet, no doubt fallen to her sword and magic.

      Fahtin knew she needed to hide better, get away from where she was, before the group killing the animaru finished their grisly task. She moved as quietly and surely as she could through the choking vegetation, scratching herself on small branches and nettles.

      “I’m going to look for her, Marla,” one of the men said from a few dozen feet away from Fahtin’s current hiding place. “She looked like she was a prisoner.”

      “Leave off, Evon,” the woman’s voice came. “She obviously doesn’t want us to find her, and we don’t have time to search.”

      “She looked injured, all trussed up like that,” he said.

      “She’s not tied up anymore,” the woman said. “Her ropes are right here. I don’t like it any more than you do, but we have to let her make her own way. We spent enough time dealing with these—” there was a spitting sound “—and we have important work to do. You know that.”

      “I know, but—”

      “Let’s go. She’ll be fine. She got the ropes off. That’s the important part. This area is full of roots, vegetables, and fruit. It’s all anyone can ask. Come on. We have work to do.”

      “Fine,” the man said. Fahtin could almost feel him looking around, his gaze passing over her. She heard him turn a circle—a softer sound than walking—and then crash through the foliage back to the path. The sound of their conversation dwindled as they headed off to wherever their important mission required them to go.

      Fahtin sighed and allowed her body to slump. She realized she was clutching tightly at her knife, her knuckles gone white and her forearm aching from the effort. She sheathed the blade and looked around. First she would find something to eat and drink. Then she would start heading back from where they had come. She would find her friends, eventually, and then they could continue with their mission. The Gypta girl would not die today. Not today, and hopefully not anytime soon.
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      Aeden dropped his pack near the stream where they stopped to rest for a few minutes. They had been chasing after Fahtin’s captors for nearly five days, and he didn’t know how much more he could take. Raki stumbled and managed a controlled fall to the ground next to him, rolling onto his back and looking up at the sky. The boy had dark circles under his eyes and was paler than normal. If Aeden was having trouble, how much more would Raki be struggling?

      Aila Ven dropped her pack next to Aeden and sat down, drawing her knees up to her chest. She was dirty, her face smudged with dust that had clung to her perspiration, but she was still so beautiful. Aeden figured other women would hate her for that.

      “Damn,” she huffed. “I didn’t know that I would have to work this hard when I agreed to join your little group.” She flashed him a sly, but tired, grin.

      “Yeah, well,” he said to her, his expression grim, “never let it be said that I don’t know how to show a lady a good time.”

      She snorted and made a show of looking to the left and then to the right. “Lady? No ladies here. Only a smelly, sweaty girl who wishes she could soak in a bath for a week.”

      Aeden’s face remained serious. “Sorry about this, Aila. You don’t have to come with us, you know.”

      “Fahtin is my friend,” she said defiantly. “I have as much cause to go after her as the rest of you, more than some.” She eyed Urun and Tere a little further down the stream. “I will continue. She will not remain in captivity while I’m alive.”

      “Thank you,” Aeden said. “I’m sure it will mean a lot to her. It means a lot to me.”

      “Don’t you forget it. When we have her back safe, then we’ll talk about how you can repay me.”

      “How she can repay you, you mean,” Aeden said.

      “No. I think I like the idea of you needing to repay me more.” She winked at him and crawled toward the edge of the stream to splash water on her face. The way her tight britches moved made his face grow hot. Of all the times to think about such things, now was not it.

      She wiggled her behind a bit. “Do you like what you see?” she said, almost purring.

      He promptly moved up beside her and dunked his entire head in the water. For some reason, the day had grown uncomfortably warm. It must have been his exertion. As he came up out of the water, he could hear her laughing.

      They drank from the stream, ate a few pieces of dried meat and stale bread, and began moving again. They all knew they couldn’t match the pace of the animaru, but every step they took brought them closer to wherever the creatures were taking Fahtin. The urgency was palpable, a living thing, one of their companions. Aeden mentally nodded toward it in respect and set his mind to his task.

      Late that day, Aeden’s little party ascended a rise. It was a hill bald of trees for the most part, strange in this area where most of the landscape was carpeted with trees of different types. As they neared the top, movement caught Aeden’s eyes.

      As tired as he was, his swords were out in a blink, and he set his legs in a stable stance on the tilted terrain, ready to do combat. In the fading light of the sun, which showed barely half its shape above the horizon, the Croagh saw a shimmery vision. Its long, dark hair, matted and dirty, floated on the breezes blowing at the top of the hill. Its bright, loose clothing rippled in that same wind, tears showing through in places, stains visible in others. The apparition stumbled as it walked, almost like it would fall down the hill toward them.

      Aeden sheathed his swords in one motion and found that his tired legs had the strength for one more sprint. He had covered half the distance before the others noticed, and then they joined the chase.

      He made it to the figure ahead of him and swept it up into an embrace. Fahtin collapsed in his arms, all strength gone from her legs. As he held onto her as if he might lose her again, she whispered to him, “I knew you’d come for me.” She coughed weakly and then added, “But you took too long, so I had to do the job myself.” Bedraggled, dirty, and exhausted, she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. He laughed, the first real laugh in days, and cradled her to his chest, whispering soothing things into her ear. She was asleep before he had even been able to gently lower her to the grass.

      Urun healed Fahtin of the cuts, bruises, and scrapes she had acquired. Though exhausted himself, Aeden carried Fahtin down from the hill to make camp in the trees at the base of it. They gave her water, as much as she could drink, and fed her small morsels of food. The priest cautioned against too much food. She had been starved, he said, and it would be a few days until she would eat normally. Until then, a little food would do.

      She slept for half the night, ate and drank a little more, and fell into exhausted sleep again for the rest of the night. In the morning, an hour after sunrise, she stirred and sat up.

      “You look much better than when we found you yesterday,” Aeden said. “I was concerned for you.”

      “I was concerned for me,” she said. “So what are you saying, that I was ugly yesterday but presentable today?”

      Why did women do that? Why did he have to be careful about how he phrased things all the time?

      “No. You are beautiful, and you were beautiful when we found you. You just looked tired, worn out.”

      “I was beautifully worn out looking?” she said.

      “Daeann daedos ist,” he muttered, and then said, more loudly, “Yes, exactly.” His comical smile made her giggle, a wonderful sound.

      “Oh, I’m just teasing you,” Fahtin said. “You look tired yourself. Maybe we should just rest until we both look fantastic.” She ran her palm along his cheek. “I almost couldn’t believe it when I saw you. You were the best thing I had ever seen.”

      He smiled at her. “Well, get used to looking at me. I’m not letting you out of my sight again.”

      “Promise?”

      “Ahem,” Aila came up to them. “How are you, Fahtin? We were all so worried about you.”

      Fahtin dragged her eyes away from Aeden’s and looked toward the shorter woman. “I feel much better, Aila. Thank you so much for coming for me. I had hoped everyone was all right, but was relieved to see you all yesterday.”

      “Some of us had some nasty wounds from the battle, but Urun healed us before we set out to find you. Handy thing, that healing.”

      The others came over, and Tere Chizzit told Fahtin their account of the battle and the chase. Fahtin explained to them her ordeal and the way she was able to escape.

      “A woman and a few men took on the entire group that abducted you, hundreds of them?” Aeden said. “I wonder who they are, how they’re able to kill the animaru like that. I’d like to meet them.”

      “They used magic, and fought with great skill,” Fahtin said. “Maybe I should have talked to them.”

      “You did the right thing,” Urun said. “There’s no telling who they are or what they’re after. Maybe we’ll meet them in the future, but for now, we’re just glad you’re back safe with us. Now we can get on with the mission.”

      “Yeah, about that…” Aeden said.
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      “What do you mean you changed your mind about it?” Urun Chinowa said, a scowl forming on his face.

      Aeden looked at the priest calmly. “I think we have a valuable opportunity here, one we should take advantage of. These animaru were sent by whoever is in command. They would not be expected to fail. I think we are probably closer to their headquarters than we are to the Academy. We could finish this now, while they are not expecting us. They had to have sent most of their troops with the two animaru who were leading them. How many more could there be?”

      “Are you saying we should go to where these things came from?” Urun said. “Attack the heart of them? Are you out of your mind?”

      “What do you think will happen, Urun, if we take the time—maybe a month or more—to get to the Academy to seek help? What happens if we get there and they won’t help us, or can’t? In the meantime, whoever sent those forces against us will find out we defeated them. They’ll make plans, prepare, at the very least be on guard. When we finally get around to attacking their headquarters, they’ll be ready for us.”

      “Yes, but if we have the help of the Academy, maybe even some of their heroes to aid us—”

      “We’d still be fighting a more prepared foe,” Aeden interrupted. “Maybe they will bring more of the creatures over from their world. They may be doing so now. Time is the important factor here.”

      Urun didn’t have an answer for that. He crossed his arms in front of his chest and glared at Aeden.

      “You want to…attack the main force of the animaru?” Fahtin asked, filling the silence.

      “Yes,” Aeden said.

      “How will we even find their lair, though?” Aila asked. “We don’t know where they were going. It still may be hundreds of miles away.”

      “Tere?” Aeden turned to the tracker. “Could you figure out where they came from, where they were going?”

      “I might be able to find an old trail from when they left their base,” Tere said. “But I don’t think I need to. I am pretty sure I know where they were going, based on how they were traveling. Their path is a fairly straight line to some old fortifications to the east. The area is called Broken Reach. It was important in a war many centuries back, when this area was more heavily populated and hotly contested. It would be the perfect place to stage assaults. No one goes there anymore. Not many even know there’s anything there. The land is rugged and difficult.”

      “Could you lead us there?” Aeden asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Will you lead us there?”

      Tere Chizzit looked at the others, spending several seconds facing Urun, though his white eyes didn’t change or focus in any way. He nodded. “Yes, I will lead you there.”

      Urun threw up his hands. “Really? We’re going to give up the mission we have been working so hard at completing to go haring off in a new direction?”

      “Urun, we’re not—” Aeden started.

      Fahtin interrupted him, stepping between the two and blocking their vision of each other. “Urun. We’re not changing the mission. All along, it has been to find and destroy the black creatures that have been terrorizing villages and towns. It seemed that going to the Academy was the best way to accomplish that, but now it seems that we can do better.

      “I, for one, would still like it if we had some heroes from Sitor-Kanda on our side, but Aeden is right. We need to take this opportunity and attack while our enemies are unaware that we live. Even the ones that captured me seemed to be in a rush for some reason. Can’t you see that this could be a better option than trying to get the help of the Academy, help we might not even be able to obtain?”

      The young priest ran his fingers through his hair. “I can understand all that, but you are all avoiding one key point. What if we run into a force of double or triple the size of the ones we have already encountered, or even more? What if the ones we met were only a scouting party or a small raiding force to them, and they have tens of thousands of the creatures sitting around their headquarters, waiting for an excuse to kill humans? What of that?”

      “It’s a chance we’ll have to take,” Aeden said.

      Urun stepped to the side to look past Fahtin at Aeden. “Do you truly want to die? Does the end of your life mean nothing to you?”

      Aeden locked eyes with the priest, blue eyes meeting grey. He didn’t speak for a moment, pausing as if thinking about the question. “No. I do not want to die. But neither do I want to make a decision based on fear of dying.”

      “What does that even mean?” the priest snapped.

      “I believe our best chance of ending the conflict, of completing our quest to eliminate the invaders from another world, is to find their heart and destroy it. There are too many ifs in going to the Academy, and too much time will be taken. Take the fear of defeat out of the decision, and it becomes clearer.”

      “But you can’t take the fear of defeat out of the decision. There is a greater chance of losing if we go in blind and attack now.”

      “I don’t believe that is true,” Aeden said. “I think that if they have time to prepare, we are more likely to lose. Surprise gives us the edge.”

      Urun opened his mouth to say something else, but then closed it. He looked pensive, his eyes seeming to focus inside himself. His brow furrowed. He raised a finger and opened his mouth again as if to make a point, but then lowered his hand and remained silent. After a moment, he sighed and said, “I just don’t know. What about the rest of you?”

      “What he says makes sense,” Tere Chizzit said. “Either way, we’ll probably die, but I think this plan will give just a little bit better chance that some of us may survive and that we can cut the head off this beast.”

      ‘I agree with Aeden,” Fahtin said, giving Urun a sympathetic look.

      “I will go with Aeden, whatever he decides to do,” Raki said, looking at the ground as if embarrassed.

      “Aila?” Urun looked toward the black-clad woman.

      “I’m not all that excited about either option. Both seem to me to have a pretty good probability that I’ll die.”

      “You don’t need to go with us, Aila,” Aeden said. “You can leave anytime.”

      “Now just hold on there,” she said. “I wasn’t saying I wasn’t going to go. I’m just wondering, you know, what’s in it for me? I mean, something like this, putting my life on the line, that should be worth something, right?”

      Aeden found himself staring at her with his mouth open. Did she just ask about a reward, some kind of payment for helping to save the world? “There is no reward, Aila. No gold, no treasure, nothing like that. We’re trying to save Dizhelim from invaders, for Codaghan’s sake. What is wrong with you?”

      The diminutive woman stepped back and flinched as if struck.

      “Now, Aeden,” Fahtin said. “Don’t be so harsh. Aila’s had it rough all her life. You can’t blame her for thinking about getting something for her efforts.” She turned to Aila. “Aila, let me put it to you plainly. There is probably nothing that any of us will get for this other than the knowledge that we saved the world we live in from invaders from another world. That’s it.”

      “Oh, okay,” Aila said, taking up a handful of hair and fiddling with it. “I was just checking. I’ll do whatever Aeden thinks is right, then.” She winked at him, and he wondered how much of everything she did at any time was an act and how much was real.

      “Fine,” Urun said. “I seem to find myself doing things against my better judgment since I met all of you, but I do have a charge from my goddess, so I’ll go with you. My only regret is that as we die, I probably won’t have time to tell you I told you so.”
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      The party rested for the remainder of the day. Tere Chizzit was able to bring down a deer near midday, and they dressed it and cooked it for both their lunch and dinner, leaving some to cook more thoroughly and take with them for their trip.

      Their mood was not light, but neither was it morose. To Aeden, it had the sense of a group of people with a job to do. From the others, he felt resignation, resolution, and maybe mild anticipation of what the next few days would hold. Conversation was stilted, probably from the arguments earlier in the day, but as evening approached, full stomachs and rested bodies began to loosen the mood. By the time they were ready to leave in the morning, hard feelings seemed to have been forgotten and only one thing mattered: the completion of their mission.

      It took less than half a day to get to where Fahtin had escaped amongst the trees. Aeden smelled it long before they could see it. The place was a mess of trampled foliage and animaru bodies strewn about and beginning to decompose.

      “There is the leader, over there,” Fahtin said, pointing with one hand while holding a silk scarf over her mouth and nose. Aeden almost swallowed a fly and decided she had the right idea. He took a rough cloth kerchief from his pocket and held it to his own face.

      The lump she pointed to was larger than most of the others, and hairier. It did look like the leader they had seen. Urun went to the body and took a long look at it. “Yes, that’s him,” he said. “His magic didn’t save him this time.” He made some sort of sign with his hand. Was that a salute, some form of respect for a foe?

      The Croagh noticed that Urun neither had a cloth to his face nor did the smell—or even the buzzing flies—seem to inconvenience the priest. In fact, a closer look showed that the flies avoided him, as if he had an invisible shield around him keeping them away. Aeden swore he saw more than one of the insects bounce off something as it flew toward Urun.

      Urun turned toward Aeden as if he sensed the gaze. He raised an eyebrow, but then seemed to realize why Aeden was staring at him. He smiled. “Flies are part of the natural world. I can repel some things, if I desire. It’s one of the benefits of being a priest to my goddess.” He took a deep breath just to show he could, and his smile turned into more of a smirk.

      “Show off,” Aeden said.

      “Here,” Tere Chizzit said from the edge of the battlefield.

      The others all went to where the tracker was. It was slightly upwind from the main bulk of the bodies, so the air was not quite as foul there.

      “I found the trail of the ones who killed all these creatures,” he said. “They did use magic, as Fahtin said, though I guess that’s obvious because they were able to destroy the black things. They went that way.” He pointed toward the south. “We need to go that way.” He pointed toward the southeast. “My guess is that we won’t see them. Besides, they seemed to be moving fast. We’d never catch them.”

      Aeden wondered about that. Who were Fahtin’s mysterious rescuers? Would they be allies or enemies? Just because they were fighting the same foe didn’t mean they would be friendly. Still, it was comforting to know that there were others in the world fighting the animaru who had the ability to actually damage them. Maybe they would meet some day, or maybe not. It would do no good to worry about it now.

      “Thinking about the ones who did this?” Aila said. She had slipped up next to him and looked up into his eyes. She seemed very close, too close, but he refused to step back. She would just tease him about that. As he looked at her, he was struck once again by how attractive she was. Not necessarily beautiful, though she was, but she just seemed to draw him, and his eyes.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Do you wonder what the woman looked like? Fahtin said she didn’t get a close look at her. Was she beautiful, do you think? Do you like red hair?” She pulled her fingers through her own as she said it, and he noticed how shiny and perfect it was. How did she do that? Fahtin’s hair was tangled and messy.

      “No.”

      “I think you do,” she said, giving him the smirk she wore so well. She walked off. No, she slunk off, the motion of her body mesmerizing.

      “Hmph,” Fahtin said from behind him. “That one is trouble, I think, for any man who falls prey to her charms. Like one of those fly trap plants.” She formed her hands into claws and brought them together like one of the plants she mentioned. She smiled as she did it and they both laughed.

      “I believe you are correct there, my beautiful sister,” he said. “I do believe that.”

      They traveled three more days until they reached the badlands which held Broken Reach, where the old fortress could be found. As they did, the land transformed from having a moderate number of trees to lifeless, rocky terrain. The only green was twisted scrub brush growing in patches.

      Aeden figured the large bushes were the closest things to trees the area offered. Game became scarce, as did identifiable roots to eat. Urun was invaluable here, searching out edible tubers and roots. He also pointed out some red berries that, although they were bitter, were safe to ingest.

      They were coming to the end of their quest to find the headquarters of the animaru. As yet, they hadn’t seen any of the creatures, but Tere Chizzit said there were few trails where they passed. Maybe they had roads or other paths they used. Aeden was satisfied with not seeing any of their foes.

      As the party moved inevitably toward their goal, Aeden drew within himself. He was not alone. Conversation dwindled to a trickle of words, the least amount necessary to interact and continue on their way. A short sentence that they would stop to rest or eat, a meaningful glance or grunt when they could get away with it. Everyone seemed to be saving up their energy for the final confrontation.

      It would come. Soon.

      In an eerie way, the land reflected their moods, or maybe it was the other way around. What were they doing there, in that increasingly desolate corner of the world? What would they find when they got to the old fortress? What would they do? It was unlike Aeden to have such doubts, and that fact made him even more uncomfortable.

      They had been together, for the most part, for nearly four months, always working toward the goal of going to Sitor-Kanda to find help in their quest. Now they didn’t even have that. Had he made a mistake in insisting they go on to where the animaru gathered? Would he be responsible for the deaths of his friends? That had always been a real possibility, but the thought had taken on a keener edge in the last day or so.

      “Don’t let it eat at you,” Tere Chizzit said to him. The tracker walked with the rest of them, not needing to scout ahead in a land with few obstructions for miles in any direction.

      Aeden was surprised the man had talked to him. It broke the thoughts he had been dwelling upon and scattered the pieces. “What?”

      “The thoughts, don’t let them eat you up.”

      “What thoughts are those?” Aeden said, trying to hide his surprise and confusion. He did look around to see that the others were ranged out at distances that would not allow them to easily hear what the two men were discussing.

      “Don’t play stupid. You are much smarter than that. I have been in your position, leading others into danger, wondering if you made the right decision, all of it. You will doubt yourself, think of turning back, fear what may happen to your friends because of your decision. Don’t.”

      Aeden stopped walking and turned to face the tracker. He looked into the man’s white eyes, though he knew Tere’s vision didn’t necessary work through those orbs. “Tere, who are you?”

      The blind man laughed. “I am Tere Chizzit, humble woodsman and tracker, at your service.” He made a little bow as they started walking again.

      “No,” Aeden said. “Really. The things you know, what you say, how you act, there is more to you than being a simple tracker. Who were you, if you insist on being coy?”

      “Aeden, my past is not something I like to talk about. Suffice it to say that I have been in your shoes and know what you are feeling. It’s normal. Don’t let it affect your focus. You made a decision, right or wrong, and you can carry through with it or you can change your mind. You are in control here, not circumstances. Always remember that.”

      Aeden looked at Tere as they continued on. “I’ll try to remember that.”

      “See that you do.” The older man lengthened his stride to move up ahead of Aeden, but as he did, he looked back over his shoulder. “For what it’s worth, I would have made the same decision. You are smart, a good leader, and have an instinct for making the right decisions. Don’t second-guess yourself. We all have faith in you. You should, too.”

      That last part burned itself into Aeden’s brain as he continued his trek. He would try.

      They entered an area unlike any Aeden had ever seen. It began with rolling hills, rocks jutting up at intervals, breaking up the line of the horizon and jarring the sight. The bushes and scrub that had dotted the landscape dwindled, and other plants began to spring up, just a few at first, but then more.

      He had never seen plants like them. They were prickly and had edges, without the curving lines of most of the vegetation he had seen. They were all straight lines and thorns. Even the succulent varieties wore armor of needle-like projections that looked wickedly sharp.

      As they continued, the hills began to look as if rocks had been ejected from the crust of the land up through the soil. The tops of the hills no longer looked rounded, but jagged, waiting, anticipating another boil of stone to pop and mar their surfaces even further. Aeden looked at them with interest and noticed all the others did, too. All except Tere Chizzit. He seemed to take it all in stride. He had probably seen it before.

      It soon grew too dark to see the land as it became more rugged. They could easily have traveled at night—there were no great obstructions for them to pass—but they opted to stop and rest.

      “We’re getting close,” Tere said. “I think it’s wise that we only travel during the day.”

      “Isn’t that thinking backward?” Aila asked him. “Shouldn’t we travel at night so we won’t be seen and hide during the day? In this massive plain, we will be visible for miles from one of the higher hills.”

      “Normally, that would be the way of it, yes,” Tere said. “But these creatures are of the darkness. They see better at night than they do in the daylight. They also seem to rest in the day and are more active at night. Does that seem right, Fahtin? You have spent more time in close proximity to them than the rest of us.”

      “Yes,” she said. She shivered visibly. “We did travel during the daytime, but their power seemed diminished, and they didn’t seem to want to do it. I got the sense from many of them that they wanted to find a dark hole somewhere and wait out the light. It…irritated them, it seemed.

      “As for resting, though, they don’t seem to need it. I have never seen one of them sleep. But they do slow down in the daylight.”

      “We will travel in the daylight, then,” Aeden said, dropping his pack and preparing to set up camp.

      An hour into their travels the next morning, the broken spire of the fortress at Broken Reach appeared on the horizon.
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      Khrazhti considered her general. Slizhk was the most cautious of the three leaders she had brought with her from Aruzhelim. She had to tilt her head up to look him in the face, even though he normally slouched as if ready to spring…or strike. His cold, reptilian eyes met hers, and the slits in his smooth face widened as he took in a breath. As was his custom, he wore only a cloth covering his loins. The fine black scales that covered his body were protection enough from the elements.

      “The others are still out looking for the Gneisprumay?” she asked.

      “Yesss,” he hissed. “We have had no word from the others.”

      “I see.”

      “The assassins you sent, Koixus and Maenat, they are very skilled. They will find him and destroy him. The others are unnecessary.”

      “Perhaps,” Khrazhti said, “but this foe has been slippery, and I do not want to take chances. If Koixus and Maenat do not find them, the others will. He must be found and eliminated. How many troops are still in the fortress?”

      “Nine hundred thirty-six,” her general said without hesitation, “not including myself. I do not like having so few. What if one of these human armies attacks us?”

      “There is little chance of that,” Khrazhti said. “This is an isolated area where the humans do not go. They seem to be afraid of it. Besides, no army they could bring to field could defeat almost a thousand of the animaru. These creatures are weak.”

      “Of course, you are right,” Slizhk said. “I am accustomed to the warfare back on Aruzhelim. At times I forget how fragile, and fleeting, these humans are. Most of them, in any case.”

      “Yes. We are finished, General. Inform me immediately if any of the others return. I would have news of how our search is progressing.”

      “Yesss, High Priestess.” The general snapped his slender arm into a salute, hand going to his chest. He made the sinuous motion strangely elegant.

      Khrazhti looked out over the landscape, as she so often did, and wondered when she could go back home. She had an important mission to accomplish for her god, but once that was finished, she wanted to return to Aruzhelim. This land of light and exotic creatures was not to her taste.

      Scanning the jagged hills, the rocks, and the strange plants of this place, she wondered where the Gneisprumay was. Had her assassins killed him already? Had he evaded them and been caught by the forces commanded by her other generals, Treclus and Daosa? Once he was eliminated, her plans could go forward, but until then, she would have to bide her time. So strange, this world. She could hardly wait for it to be changed to be like Aruzhelim. All it would take was the death of the One.
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      The tower resting on a high hill, poking into the sky in defiance of gravity, grew larger as the party continued on. There were some smaller buildings on surrounding hills, and some sort of fortification and complex of buildings at the foot of the spire, but they lacked detail at this distance and seemed insignificant when compared to the high pinnacle.

      If anything, the terrain was even rockier, seeming devoid of soil at all. Aeden wondered if it had always been like this, or if it had once had trees and fields. He knew the land changed through the centuries, but it was hard to imagine the landscape he saw as anything other than solid stone, inhospitable to life. A fitting place for animaru, who had no life in them.

      “That’s Broken Reach, then?” Aeden asked Tere.

      “Yes. It’s ancient, nearly a thousand years old. It has been abandoned for two hundred years. Some have tried to settle there, take advantage of buildings that still stand, but it never lasts long. Even bandits don’t find it useful. Why have a headquarters several days away from the closest road where you can ply your banditry? There is not enough food or water, and there are much easier places to set up camp.  If it wasn’t for us knowing how to extract water from the plants, we might not have even made it here alive.”

      “It sounds like the perfect place for them,” Fahtin said.

      “Aye,” Aeden agreed.

      “If we push the pace,” Tere said, “we can be at the spire by tomorrow. We can find a place to hide and spend the night, and then try to infiltrate it the next morning, when it’s light out.”

      Aeden nodded and pushed onward. One more day. What would they find then? He left the question unanswered, not wanting to hazard a guess.

      As Tere had said, they reached the area within the hills with the outlying buildings by late afternoon. Watch towers with small barracks that could hold a few dozen troops grew up from the tops of the smaller hills in a rough circle around the main fortress. There were what looked like mirrors on the top of each of the towers, easily visible from the ground level.

      Tere pointed at one of the towers, on the closest hill. “When the fortress was occupied, these would hold watchmen. They would signal to the other towers and to the main fortress if anyone approached. In the daylight, they would reflect the sun with the mirrors. At night, they would reflect the fires they kept burning just underneath the reflectors.”

      Raki and Aila went up one of the hills to investigate the buildings while the rest of them waited in the shadow of the hill. The two could virtually disappear when they wanted to, Raki with his natural ability and Aila from long practice. They returned shaking their heads.

      “Nothing up there,” Aila said. “The structures are surprisingly sound, though. If some of these others are also empty, they would make a good place for us to spend the night.”

      They continued into the afternoon, checking each of the watchtowers in their path, finding all of them empty. When they reached the closest hill to the fortress and found it empty also, the entire party climbed the hill—on the side opposite the spire in case someone watched—and settled into one of the buildings to pass the night.

      Aeden looked down onto the fortress from a window in one of the watchtowers. The spire looked even more impressive at this distance, rising two hundred feet in the air. Surrounding it were buildings, a complex of them, and around those were a wall that must have been formidable when it was whole. Now, it had great rents in it, large enough to drive a wagon through. Still, the fortress as a whole was impressive, more impressive than many of the other fortifications Aeden had seen on his travels with the Gypta.

      Darkness fell and the vast landscape gradually sank into its inky embrace. The moon was only a sliver, and Aeden only saw faintly by its light and that of the stars. He hadn’t really expected the animaru to light lamps, but the almost complete darkness shocked him as he looked toward where he knew the main fortress stood.

      Within an hour of nightfall, harsh noises started to emanate from behind the shattered walls of the fortress. Aeden listened carefully from his window in the watchtower and realized they were voices. One in every twenty or more words seemed to be similar to ones he knew, but no more than that.

      “Alaqotim,” Raki said at Aeden’s shoulder. The Croagh almost jumped. Raki had become very good at sneaking around.

      “What?”

      “Some of the words, ones I can just barely make out, sound like Alaqotim, but different, too. Nani taught me some of the language of power along with Dantogyptain. She always wanted me to be a scholar.”

      Aeden closed his eyes and strained his ears. He did recognize a few words, ones he had learned to cast his clan magic. He didn’t know what most of them meant, but he could hear them faintly when one voice or another became louder than those around it.

      “I think you’re right, Raki,” he said. “I assumed their chattering was like what animals do, not a real language. I should have figured they had some intelligence from what we’ve seen, especially from those two leaders. Do you think you could understand them enough for it to be to our advantage?”

      “Maybe,” the boy said. “I’m not very good with it, but I’ll do my best. I wish I had paid more attention to my lessons. Nani would never let me hear the end of it if I told her that.” He made a nervous chuckle.

      The two came away from the window and stepped into the interior room where the others were gathered. It wasn’t very cold this time of year, not quite into summer, for which Aeden was thankful. They could not build a fire because even though the light could be hidden, the smell of smoke could not. So they sat there in the dark, eating their dinner cold, silent for the most part.

      When Aeden volunteered what he and Raki had learned about the animaru language, Tere Chizzit nodded.

      “Yes. Thinking back, I can recall a few words here and there I understood. I don’t think it is Alaqotim, but probably closely related. The other times we were near the creatures, I was too preoccupied with battle to listen. I know a bit of the old language. I’ll keep my ears open for anything important as we go. Good job, Raki. That is a valuable bit of information.”

      Raki blushed and studied his boots, not meeting anyone’s eyes. Aeden patted his shoulder. It was a good discovery. Hopefully it would give them an edge.

      Early the next morning, just after dawn, the party gathered their weapons. They left their packs and supplies in the guard post building. If they survived the battle to come, they would return for them. If not, they would have no need of any of it.

      Aeden reached over and impulsively pulled Fahtin into a hug. “Be safe, okay.”

      “You too,” she said, holding him for several seconds before letting go.

      They each hugged Raki, too. The three of them had been together since the beginning. Aeden worried about them, but with all they had been through, he knew they were competent combatants.

      “What, no hug for me?” Aila said, noticing the exchange. Raki lunged toward her with such speed, Aeden almost drew his swords. The small woman hugged Raki, then Fahtin, and looked at Aeden, arms wide. He sighed, put his arms around her, and squeezed.

      “You be safe, too, Aila,” he said. “I know you can take care of yourself. Make sure you do.”

      “Yes sir,” she said, reaching around and slapping his backside and then releasing him. Aeden sighed again. Better not to react.

      For Tere and Urun, Aeden had a firm handshake and his thanks for coming with him.

      “Are we ready, then?” he asked his friends. They all nodded. “Then let’s end this thing. For my clan, for my adopted family, for all those these dark creatures have killed or displaced. Let’s show them this is our world, and they are not entitled to it.”

      With a last look at their packs lying on the floor of the room, they left the watchtower and headed toward the main fortress.
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      The outer walls of the fortress were crumbled in places, but Aeden could imagine them when they were whole. They were at least thirty feet high and ten feet thick. He marveled at them as they passed through a breach in the wall. How must this place have been when it was whole and in use? The towers on each junction of the wall provided good visibility and coverage to fire missiles at any approaching enemies. He couldn’t help but to glance up at those towers, wondering if an alarm would be sounded.

      None was.

      Where were all the animaru? Aeden knew they were here. Somewhere. He had heard them the night before. How many were there?

      “Do you think maybe they’re just letting us enter before they bottle us up in an ambush and surround us?” Urun said.

      “Just full of confidence and positive thoughts, you are,” Tere Chizzit said to the priest.

      “Sorry. It just seems too easy. If we walk right up to the main fortress tower and find none of the creatures here, what then?”

      “There are some here,” Aeden said. “We heard them last night. Keep your eyes open for traps.”

      Urun didn’t answer, but kept walking with the rest of them, head swiveling.

      The buildings were laid out in a relatively simple design. Inside the walls and towers, a courtyard separated them from squat, square buildings. These were attached to each other either by a shared wall or short stone tunnels. The outer buildings led into interior halls and rooms, the center of which was the stairs to the upper floors of the spire itself.

      Tere Chizzit had told them that it was a common design for fortresses built more than a thousand years ago. All they had to do was enter the outer buildings and work their way to where the pinnacle’s stairs were in the middle. Easy enough.

      They saw their first group of animaru just as they were about to enter the buildings on the outer ring. It was a group of no more than twenty, and they were moving around the building when they caught sight of the humans. Aeden imbued the weapons with magic before all of the creatures had even turned toward them.

      Four of them went down immediately with Tere’s arrows in their eyes. The last one had not even fallen yet when Aeden reached the group, slashing with both swords and felling another four. It seemed only seconds after they had spotted the black creatures until they were all lying on the ground, some with projectiles in vital areas, some missing important parts, like their heads.

      “Did any of them get away?” Aeden asked Tere.

      “No. A couple tried to run for it, but I got them.”

      “Good, then we still have surprise on our side.”

      The sound of pounding feet crashed and echoed in the courtyard like a thunderstorm.

      “Yeah, well, maybe not,” Aila said as she spun her weapons back into her hands and turned toward another group of animaru coming around the edges of the building. This one was much larger than the first, maybe three or four times larger.

      With a dozen seconds still until the leading creatures reached him, Aeden began the slow dance to cast his magic.

      “You’re probably going to want to stand back a bit,” he said to the others. “I’m going to use Dawn’s Warning.”

      They did as he asked, recognizing it as the spell he had used in the battle against the hundreds of animaru barely more than a week before. The enemies approaching didn’t seem to care one way or another. They came straight for him as if sensing who—or what—he was. He moved his feet precisely, hands exactly as he had choreographed. All the while, he spoke the words of power, punctuating each with emphatic gestures. As he came to the end of the casting, he slowed down, waiting for as many of the creatures to surround him as possible.

      It was difficult to move slowly enough to postpone the completion of the spell while still evading or striking at his enemies. He would have to practice inserting motions between the gestures of the casting. His friends were no help in this, none but Tere Chizzit, who could shoot some of the creatures from afar. The others stayed back as he had asked them to do.

      Finally, the bulk of the swarm surrounded Aeden. He finished off the spell, pronouncing the final word, “Stuta!”

      Light exploded around him, from him. As before, it utterly destroyed those animaru closest to him. Those further away from him were affected less, but still could not withstand the force of the magic.

      When the light faded and Aeden looked around him, only a handful of the creatures remained. They rushed him mindlessly, and his friends moved in to help. He hadn’t taken more than a handful of breaths before their black bodies littered the courtyard in front of him. He let out a breath and felt as if some of his energy left him with it.

      Fahtin was there at his side, her hand on his shoulder. “Does it take a lot out of you, casting powerful spells like that?” she said as she looked into his eyes. A searching look, as if she was trying to see something wrong.

      “A bit. It makes me a little tired, but not as much as if I killed them all with my swords one or two at a time.” He smiled and she grinned at him in return.

      “Right,” Tere said as he replaced the undamaged arrows he had retrieved from the bodies in his quiver. “We better get moving. No telling how many more there are.” Raki handed Fahtin three of the knives she had thrown while stowing his own projectiles in their respective sheaths. Urun and Aila waited near the doorway they had been aiming for when the first creatures attacked.

      “It would be better to be inside when we meet the next group,” Urun said. “Their numbers won’t count as much then.”

      The heavy wooden door was still serviceable, obviously not the original. It was made of heavy boards banded with iron and swung easily on its hinges at Aeden’s push. Through the portal was a fair-sized room, twenty feet or so long and thirty wide. There were rough wood tables, arranged as if the chamber had been some kind of reception area. No living thing was present. Nor any un-living.

      Aeden scanned the walls, tapestries crumbling on them, discolored parts of the wall indicating where others had hung. Even the tables and straight-backed wooden chairs in the room looked suspect. He kicked at a stool in front of one of the tables, and it cracked as it turned over.

      “Which way?” he asked Tere. The tracker looked up sharply, having been studying the scene on one of the few still-comprehensible tapestries.

      “My tracking ability is useless here,” the blind man said, “unless just to point toward where the highest concentration of magic is. There are so many trails crisscrossing everything, it confuses tracking.”

      “Shouldn’t we go to where the magic is the strongest?” Urun asked. He spat. “Damn filthy creatures. I can taste the corruption they have brought from their foul world. It’s like manure in my mouth. The sooner we can destroy them, the better.”

      “Yes,” Aeden said. “Where the magic is the strongest. That’s where we’ll find the leader.”

      “This way, then,” Tere said, heading toward one of the two doors opposite the one they came in through.

      In the next chamber, they surprised a group of a dozen animaru. They were dispatched quickly, with none escaping to warn others. Aeden hoped it would continue this way, encountering only handfuls of the creatures. There was no telling how many were in the fortress, but he would just as soon not have to fight them all at once.

      So it went for the next two hours. As they made their way to the center spire—it looked like the magic was highest there, as they had figured—they encountered bunches of the creatures. Sometimes the groups were small, sometimes larger, but each time the humans defeated the monsters. Each of them received wounds, small scratches and slashes, but the only serious injury was when Raki had been surprised by seven animaru as he was skirting the edge of a battle and a door had swung open in front of him. The slashes he received would have been life-threatening if it wasn’t for Urun Chinowa’s healing magic being close at hand. The boy had been made whole again, but the priest seemed more fatigued than Aeden liked.

      One particularly difficult battle ensued when the party inadvertently entered what had to be barracks. At least two hundred animaru lounged about, hiding from the daylight. Aeden had to tap his precious reserves of power to end the battle with his magic.

      When the humans went through a door that opened into a covered courtyard, they stopped. Tere Chizzit looked up through an opening in the roof. Aeden tracked where the blind man had turned his attention. The spire, much larger than it had seemed when outside the buildings they had gone through, dominated his view.

      “That’s strange,” Tere said. “I haven’t seen or heard of that design, separating the buildings from the main tower. I wonder why they did it that way.”

      “No matter,” Aeden said. “We’re here. Finally.”

      The familiar sound of crashing feet and claws on stone echoed in the covered walk. Aeden had expected it, but was sorry he had been correct.

      The largest group of animaru they had seen that day poured from one of the massive portals in the tower itself. Twisted black bodies boiled forth, some screeching and some yelling in their strange language. In the center, a tall animaru drew their eyes. It moved like a snake and was even covered in fine scales like a reptile. Aeden had no doubt this was the leader of the group.

      The animaru crashed upon them like a wave. Aeden had been focused on the leader, not preparing a spell, so he danced through the creatures with his swords spinning, dealing death and receiving the odd scratch here or there for his trouble. He made his way inexorably toward the leader, who was at the same time moving toward Aeden himself. They met in the middle of the chaos.

      The snake thing moved as quickly as a striking serpent. It had a short knife in each hand, shaped remarkably like fangs. Aeden thought it a good possibility that they contained some kind of poison. It was only fitting to complete the analogy. He told himself to avoid being struck by the weapons. He soon realized it was easier to say that than to accomplish it.

      Aeden spun to dodge a slash from one of the knives and narrowly avoided putting himself in the path of a pair of swiping claws from other animaru trying to get at him. He took a half step back, parried the snake’s other knife with the sword in his left hand, and jabbed the sword in his right into the eye of an animaru with a face disturbingly like a fox’s. As the fox creature fell, Aeden pulled his sword free and slashed behind him—without looking—to remove the tips of three fingers of a claw aimed at his neck.

      Bending his knees and dropping beneath another knife slash, Aeden turned a block with his sword into an awkward slash that nevertheless found its mark and tore out the throat of another black figure.

      The battle was too congested, too hectic, to be in it long without serious injury. Aeden started the choreography for a powerful spell, but each time his motions fell to pieces. It was too difficult to perform the complex gestures while fighting the snake and all the other animaru as well. After the third time starting—and failing—the spell, he felt like he might be in serious trouble.

      Suddenly, Fahtin materialized by his side, slashing with those long knives, face grim and determined. She had a shallow cut across the left side of her forehead, and blood trickled down her cheek. “I’ll try to give you a chance to work your spell,” she said as she batted a claw away and slashed its owner’s abdomen.

      Despite the help, Aeden still couldn’t find the opportunity to complete the powerful spell. With nothing else to do, he fell back on the simpler form, the clan magic he had learned when he was a boy. Without the complex movements, he should be able to work the magic.

      He did. The light emanating from him was not nearly as strong as it had been earlier, but it was enough to force the animaru closest to him back ten feet and daze some of the weaker creatures close by. It hardly moved the snake, but it gave Aeden some room to breathe.

      Fahtin had been joined by Aila, and the two of them covered Aeden’s flank as he fought the leader. The two women were a sight to behold, the taller and the shorter moving with the grace of skilled warriors, drawing in the animaru rushing forward after being pushed away by Aeden’s magic, dodging attacks and working as a team to distract and then deliver fatal blows to the monsters. He turned his full attention on the leader and attacked with a ferocious flurry that put the snake on full defense.

      Aeden batted away the feeble attempts at counterstrikes from the snake’s knives and pressed the attack. He spun, generating momentum his opponent was hard-pressed to block with the smaller weapons. Slash after slash, one sword after another, Aeden struck relentlessly. It would only be seconds until he was overrun again with the other monsters. He had to finish his foe quickly.

      A downward strike with his left sword forced the snake to block with both knives. As steel met steel, Aeden turned his wrist to angle the blade and trap the knives, pushing them down. As he did so, he rolled his right wrist, flicking the sword up with lightning speed, turning it to the perfect position for a thrust just above the trapped blades. His sword slid into the snake’s body, angled perfectly to go through the ribs and into the heart.

      Aeden wasn’t sure if the anatomy of the animaru resembled humans’, but as the snake’s eyes widened, the slits of nostrils on its scaly face flared, and then its body went slack, he figured that they shared at least one thing: the heart was in the same place and was still a vital organ. Strange how the part of a human body that pumped the fluid of life was important to creatures of death as well.
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      Once the leader had been defeated, Aeden set about clearing the regular animaru troops. As he did, he saw Urun, hands and mouth moving, magic causing handfuls of creatures simply to drop unmoving to the ground around him. Tere, out of arrows, fought like a whirlwind with his long knives. Fahtin and Aila continued to cooperate and cover each other as they battled. Raki was a shadow, now visible, now disappeared. He struck from hiding, eliminating foe after foe and then retreating into the dark corners of the battlefield again.

      The party regrouped after finishing off the last of the animaru. After Urun healed all of them, he sat down hard and rested his elbows on his knees.

      “Are you okay?” Fahtin asked the priest.

      “Yes, just a little tired. Between the combat and the healing, I’m drained.”

      Aeden was getting tired himself and wondered how many more battles they would have before even reaching whoever was in charge of this invasion.

      “Let’s go,” he said. “I’d like to finish this as soon as possible. No more healing unless it’s absolutely necessary, Urun.” The priest nodded and grunted as he came to his feet.

      There were more skirmishes as they ascended the tower, but not more than a few dozen animaru at a time. In the confines of hallways and rooms, Aeden didn’t have to use a lot of his magic. He almost felt guilty because one of his spells could do what minutes of combat could, and he could save his friends their efforts by using his stronger spells. The nagging feeling that he would need as much of his strength as possible for the final fight kept him from giving in to that feeling. They would all have to do their share. If he used his magic to save his friends’ energy, he might find himself unable to do what he needed at the crucial moment against the animaru leader.

      As they neared the top of the tower, the creatures coming against them were fewer but also more skilled. For the first time, they met groups of animaru with weapons. Previously they had only faced one or two at a time. Some even used magic. Aeden was glad Urun was with them to largely shield them from that.  The one spell Aeden knew to create a shield was weak. He still hadn’t figured out the choreography for the enhanced spell yet.

      By the time they reached the chamber they had been looking for, each of them had blood dripping from one wound or another. Aeden had a gash just below his left eye and a larger cut on his right shoulder. It didn’t seriously affect his ability to move, but it was painful when he stretched the shoulder or moved his arm around too much.

      The staircases for the tower circled around the perimeter and could be entered by one of two openings in the wall, one opposite the other. As Aeden’s group wound their way up the structure, they crossed at a hallway that circled around the tower, doors punctuating the wall and allowing access to the inner rooms.

      On the level they sought—not the topmost floor, but close to it—there was no hallway circling the floor. Instead, a single set of double doors faced where the stairs emptied onto a landing. They pushed through and came to a series of small chambers. They looked like meeting rooms, not more than a dozen feet in any dimension and containing only a few chairs and tables. In two of them, animaru looked up in surprise at their entry. It was the last expression their faces ever held.

      Aeden stood before a set of double doors unlike any they had seen. They were of dark wood, almost black, carved with the likeness of men and horses. The armor the men wore was strange, bulky and large. It made them look something like a wood stove, with helmets covering their entire head and face. How did they see to fight in that?

      He trailed his fingers along the reliefs. Even the wood was remarkable. The color was so dark and unusual, Aeden didn’t know if that was the wood itself or the effect of the age of the doors.  He could feel this was what they had been working toward. Whatever stood on the other side of those doors was what he needed to face.

      Aeden looked at each of his friends. Their tired faces nonetheless showed their determination. He could see by the set of their jaws, their rigid posture, the glint of light in their eyes, that they were ready to finish this thing, like he was. He nodded to them and pushed the right door open.

      The room was large enough that Aeden had to turn his head to scan it all. The familiar deteriorating tapestries sagged on the walls, though the ones here seemed finer than those in the other rooms and halls. A large table was off to the side, covered with what looked like maps. Where did animaru get maps? Did they even use such things? Five chairs were arranged around the table. All the furniture looked sturdier than those items in the rest of the fortress.

      Standing at the end of the room, near a pair of large windows, was a woman. Rather, it was a female animaru, though unlike any Aeden had seen before. She wore the barest of clothing, making him think that she was a user of magic and not a warrior of weapons, though her body was sleek and toned, muscles shifting under her skin as she moved her weight from one foot to another. Her skin was lighter than any of the creatures they had encountered so far, a light blue color. Her eyes, ovals of faintly glowing pale blue, looked right at him. In those eyes, he saw intelligence. She was physically impressive, but her cleverness made him all the warier.

      “Du sas Gneisprumay. Mos ventamus en fini.”

      “She seems to know who you are,” Tere Chizzit translated. “She gives you the title of ‘First Enemy’.” Her language is like Alaqotim, but different, too. Archaic sounding.

      “Meu dein impero ei ti dinoblare,” the animaru said.

      “She says she must destroy you. Her god commands it,” Tere Chizzit translated. He had barely finished the sentence when the blue-skinned woman made a gesture that looked like a salute and rushed them with speed that was hard to believe.

      Aeden whipped his swords out and—by reflex more than conscious thought—he blocked two curved, scythe-like blades she had pulled from somewhere. As she did, she mouthed words in her strange language and her entire body began to glow.

      “She’s using magic,” Urun said as he raised his own hands up to bring forth his own. A moment later, he was thrown back like a doll that had been picked up and tossed aside. He struck one of the walls hard. Or at least, the shield he had created did. His body never actually touched the stone, but the impact still appeared jarring. The priest shook his head and stumbled to his feet.

      Aeden was too busy dodging and deflecting those curved swords to pay much attention to how the others were doing, though. He had judged her unskilled in combat because she wore no protective clothing. That was a mistake. She was so skilled she didn’t need protective clothing.

      If he wasn’t so fatigued from fighting the better part of the day, Aeden thought he might have bested the animaru, but in the condition he was in, he struggled to keep up with the lightning-quick attacks she threw at him. And she did it while fighting the others to a standstill with her magic.

      He caught glimpses of the others spinning away, being forced back by her magic while she focused on trying to kill him. Aeden thought she tried to attack him with spells a couple of times, but Urun apparently shielded him to minimize the effects. It was clear she was much more skilled than Aeden in using her magic while fighting.

      A pair of arrows whizzed by Aeden, on course to puncture the animaru’s head. She moved her head slightly, just enough for one arrow to slip by without grazing her, and she did something to cause the other to veer off and ricochet off the wall behind her. It was clear that even together, they would need more than luck to bring her down.

      A knife flew through the air at Aeden’s foe at the same time Raki came out of the shadows just to the rear of the creature. A flick of the hand turned the knife around in midair and sent it turning end over end to embed itself in Fahtin’s leg. The Gypta screamed in pain and fell to a knee. Raki was lifted up by some invisible force and tossed back toward the window. They were two dozen floors up. A fall from that window would be fatal for sure.

      As Aeden watched the boy’s body travel through the air, a dark silhouette hurtled from the edge of his sight and intercepted Raki, bearing him to the floor with a grunt. Both Aila and the young Gypta boy skidded across the stone, ending in a tangle of arms and legs.

      The distraction was enough for Aeden to land a slash to the animaru’s forearm, cutting deeply enough that she dropped one of her own swords. She hissed and batted away his next attack with her remaining sword.

      Aeden kept the pressure up, his swords blurring as they struck over and over from all different angles. It was easier to manipulate his movements to follow the choreography he had made for his spells when only fighting one opponent, so he went through the gestures and gyrations of Dawn’s Warning, faster than he had ever done so before. As he pronounced the words, his foe let out a small gasp, as if she was surprised by it.

      He said the final word, coupled with the downward pushing motion that went with it. Light exploded out of him, catching up the blue woman and throwing her against the wall.

      When the light dimmed and Aeden could see again, he saw his enemy, standing straight, back against the wall, eyes afire like a pair of blue flames, staring at him in defiance.

      “I have her held,” Urun said. “I could only do it because you weakened her with your spell. I’m not sure how long I can hold her.”

      “I won’t need long,” Aeden said. He began to cast Dawn’s Warning again, going through each motion carefully and smoothly, clearly enunciating each word in the rhythm and cadence he had determined to be ideal. All the while, the animaru stared at him, occasionally testing the invisible bonds that held her.

      Aeden pronounced the second to the last word and moved into the last set of gestures, preparing to pour all his magic into one pinpoint attack that would utterly destroy the creature before him. A part of his mind marveled at her composure in the face of what she had to know was her own annihilation.

      “Wait!” Urun said. “Stop.”

      Aeden let the spell die, the last word of power dropping from his lips, unsaid. The Croagh looked over at the nature priest.

      “Why did you stop me?”

      “I…sensed something,” Urun said. “I was delving into her, trying to discover what I could about the dark magic they use.”

      “And?” Aeden asked, his lips pursed and fist clenching from the interruption.

      “And I detected the presence of another magic. One that’s different than her own. Magic from this world.”

      That caught Aeden’s attention. “What does that mean?”

      “I think she’s been affected by powerful magic from this world. Maybe powerful enough to control her actions. I think I can remove it, if you would like me to. It’s a form of life magic, which is why it could affect her, probably.”

      “I don’t see a need to—” Aeden started.

      “Aeden,” Tere Chizzit interrupted. “Maybe we can get some information from her. At the very least, we may be able to find out how many other animaru are out there, and where.”

      “Fine.”

      Urun closed his eyes for a moment, mouthing something Aeden could not hear. When he opened his eyes again, they drilled straight through the animaru, who met his stare with her own pale blue orbs.

      She convulsed suddenly, and then her body slumped. The animaru shook her head and then stood up straight again. Aeden had to hand it to her, she was regal in the face of enemies who were about to destroy her.

      She said something in her own language. Aeden looked to Tere Chizzit.

      “She said something about a human. Izhrod Benzal. He brought her here, as part of some agreement with her god, S’ru. She is S’ru’s high priestess, it seems. S’ru can’t come to this world because there is so much life and light. She was to prepare the way for him.”

      “And she would do that by slaughtering every living thing in our world?” Aeden said. Tere fumbled for the words for a moment, but it seemed the animaru understood him and responded.

      “She says it is not unlike the warfare that is constant on her world. The defeated are weakened for a time but then recuperate to wage warfare again…” The blind man’s mouth dropped open as he listened. “Oh,” was all he could say.

      “What is it?” Aeden asked. “What did she say?”

      “She is saying that the animaru never die. At least, they never did before. They are all thousands of years old. If they are defeated, they are weakened, like she said, but they continue to live. She doesn’t really understand how we can destroy the animaru so that they don’t live again. It saddens her to think of them gone forever.”

      Tere spoke haltingly to the blue woman. As he did, Aeden looked her over. He could see it, there, in her bearing. It was easy to believe she was a high priestess. The way she held herself, even bound and facing death, a death she didn’t really comprehend, and the way she acted. She was used to command, comfortable with it.

      As Tere continued, those pale blue eyes grew wider and she leaned toward him, focusing on his mouth, listening carefully to every word. She began to speak then, words rapid and chopped. If she hadn’t been restrained, Aeden had no doubt that she would be gesturing wildly with her hands as well. The blind tracker put his hands up and gestured for her to slow down, motioning as if he was pushing something downward. He said a few words as he did so, and the animaru slowed her speech so Tere could understand her. She was still breathless, though.

      “I just explained to her that we are not reborn, or respawned, as some of them are, the ones with a talent she calls the twinkling. Those are the ones that disappear when they’re killed. They reappear at their spawning place on their world. I told her how when someone takes our life, we are dead, gone forever, we cease to exist. You can see the horror she feels over that from her expression.”

      She continued to rattle off words in her own language, Tere stopping her and saying things of his own. When he was done, he turned toward the others.

      “She had no idea, believing that those she killed would be weakened and then try again later. That’s one of the reasons she tried to push so hard. Time is limited if you have to fight the same enemies over and over again. The ending of existence, though, was something new to her. She was horrified by it. She says that surely her god would not require this service of her. He is a strict and vengeful god, but he is not petty. He respects others’ right to exist. It may be, she said, that she has misunderstood her orders as relayed through Izhrod Benzal. She has never trusted the man.”

      “So, what,” Urun said, “we’re just supposed to trust that it was all a big misunderstanding and let her go free?”

      “Not exactly,” Tere Chizzit said. “She wants to join us.”
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      “She what?” Urun Chinowa said.

      “You heard me,” Tere told his old friend. “She wants to help us to prevent the destruction of all life on our world.”

      “You have to be kidding us,” Aila chimed in.

      “Not at all,” Tere said. “Her confusion and dismay are genuine, believe me. Magic runs through her body, and I can read its signature. She truly didn’t know that we were being killed permanently. She believed that to take the life out of us would make us like them, lifeless but existing still. I think she is sincere in wanting to help, too.”

      “Why would you say that, Tere?” Aeden asked.

      “She is very religious, obviously. She’s a high priestess. Her job is to interpret the will of her god from what he has shown her over thousands of years. She believes that if he knew that permanent destruction was being brought upon the humans, he would not order his followers to participate. Lacking direct contact with this S’ru, her interpretations of what he would want are law to her. She will search out Benzal by herself and kill him, eliminating any animaru along the way who insist on killing. It’s not just my opinion. I can read her magical signature, her aura. I believe she was a pawn in this. A very powerful pawn, but still being controlled by others.”

      Aeden stepped closer to the animaru. She stood taller than him. As he moved, her glowing eyes followed him and drilled into his when he stopped. He made a show of looking her over, from her sandal-clad feet all the way up to her tufted grey-blue hair.

      “Aeden,” he said, pointing to himself.

      “Gneisprumay,” she said as she pointed toward him. A small smile formed on her lips, looking a little awkward below the barest hint of a nose, almost just slits in her face for nostrils. She pointed toward herself and thumped a fist to her chest. “Khrazhti.”

      Aeden had Urun release the binding on the animaru, after arguing with the priest for several minutes.

      “Tere,” Aeden said. “Ask her to swear that what she is saying is the truth, that she will aid us in protecting Dizhelim from the other animaru, and that she will accept my leadership, in the name of her god S’ru. Will that bind her to the purpose, do you think?”

      “I do.”

      “Good. Explain it to her, please.”

      Tere began to talk to her in her own language, or at least in the Alaqotim he knew. He stopped and looked toward Aeden. “I can’t for the life of me remember how to say ‘swear’.”

      Aeden swore.

      “Not that type,” Tere said, “The other type.”

      “Iurare,” Raki said. “That one always stuck with me for some reason.”

      “Oh, yes, that’s it,” Tere said. “Thank you.”

      After his explanation, Khrazhti nodded and looked at Aeden, seeming to speak more formally than earlier. Both Tere and Raki listened to her carefully, and the others watched her, Urun with no less intensity than any of the others. As she finished speaking, Khrazhti made that salute again, thumping her chest. Apparently the heart was something by which the animaru swore by as well. Interesting.

      Aeden returned the gesture and Khrazhti smiled a full smile, but feral, like she was merely mimicking someone else. Her teeth, white and straight, were a shock to Aeden. For some reason he had been expecting fangs.

      “What do you think?” Aeden asked Urun Chinowa. The priest was still looking at the blue-skinned animaru, but now his expression wasn’t distrust or disgust but curiosity.

      “I could actually see the magic swirl and settle upon her when she swore,” he said. “She will keep to her vow, though I’m still not sure if it was the right thing to do.”

      “Time will tell, I imagine,” Aeden said. “For now, we should probably get our gear and leave before the other animaru return. I don’t think they will share Khrazhti’s sentiments about ending human lives. We have work yet to do if Izhrod Benzal is still out there selling our world to another.”

      They left the fortress, traveling south and west, planning on swinging north again toward the Hero Academy. Aeden hoped they didn’t run into the main force of animaru. He knew he would have to deal with them eventually, but for now, it was enough to regroup and decide what they would do next. Looking at the tall, pale blue creature from another world walking beside him, he wondered what the future held. Despite having an ending of sorts, he had a feeling his quest had just begun.
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      Following is a list of unfamiliar terms. Included are brief descriptions of the words as well as pronunciation. For the most part, pronunciation is depicted using common words or sounds in English, not IPA phonetic characters. Please note that the diphthong ai has the sound like the English word Aye. The zh sound, very common in the language Alaqotim, is listed as being equivalent to sh, but in reality, it is spoken with more of a buzz, such as szh. Other pronunciations should be intuitive.

      Abyssum (a·BIS·um) – the world of the dead, Percipius’s realm.

      Aeden Tannoch (AY·den  TAN·ahkh) – a boy who was trained to be a highland clan warrior but found that life had other things in store for him. The hero of the story.

      Aesculus (AY·skyoo·lus) – the god of water and the seas.

      Agypten (a·GIP·ten) – an ancient nation, no longer in existence.

      Aila Ven (AI·la  ven) – a woman of small stature who joins the party and lends her skills in stealth and combat to their cause.

      Alain (a·LAYN) – the god of language. The ancient language of magic, Alaqotim, is named after him.

      Alaqotim (ah·la·KOTE·eem) – the ancient language of magic. It is not spoken currently by any but those who practice magic.

      Animaru (ah·nee·MAR·oo) – dark creatures from the world Aruzhelim. The name means “dark creatures” or “dark animals.”

      Arcus (ARK·us) – the god of blacksmithing and devices.

      Arlden Tannoch (AR·li·den) – a warrior of Clan Tannoch, Sartan’s friend.

      Aruzhelim (ah·ROO·shel·eem) – the world from which the animaru come. The name means “dark world,” “dark universe,” or “dark dimension.” Aruzhelim is a planet physically removed from Dizhelim.

      Bhagant (bog·AHNT) – the shortened form of the name for the Song of Prophecy, in the language Dantogyptain.

      Bhavisyaganant (bah·VIS·ya·gahn·ahnt) – The full name for the Song of Prophecy in Dantogyptain. It means “the song of foretelling of the end,” loosely translated.

      Braitharlan (brah·EE·thar·lan) – the buddy assigned in the clan training to become a warrior. It means “blade brother” in Chorain.

      Brausprech (BROW·sprekh) – a small town on the northwest edge of the Grundenwald forest, in the nation of Rhaltzheim. It is the hometown of Urun Chinowa.

      Broken Reach – a rugged, unforgiving land to the southeast of the Grundenwald. There are ruins of old fortifications there.

      Chorain (KHAW·rin) – the ancestral language of the highland clans of the Cridheargla.

      Clavian Knights (CLAY·vee·en) – the fighting force of the Grand Enclave, the finest heavy cavalry in Dizhelim.

      Codaghan (COD·ah·ghan) – the god of war.

      Cridheargla (cree·ARG·la) – the lands of the highland clans. The word is a contraction of Crionna Crodhearg Fiacla in Chorain.

      Crionna Crodhearg Fiacla (cree·OWN·na  CROW·arg  FEE·cla) ) – the land of the highland clans. It means “old blood-red teeth” in Chorain, referring to the hills and mountains that abound in the area and the warlike nature of its people.

      Croagh Aet Brech (CROWGH  ET  BREKH) – the name of the highland clans in Chorain. It means, roughly, “blood warriors.” The clans sometimes refer to themselves simply as Croagh, from which their nickname “crows” sprang, foreigners not pronouncing their language correctly.

      Dannel Powfrey – a self-proclaimed scholar from the Hero Academy who meets Aeden on his journey.

      Danta (DAHN·ta) – the goddess of music and song. The language Dantogyptain is named after her.

      Dantogyptain (DAHN·toe·gip·TAY·in) – the ancestral language of the Gypta people.

      Daodh Gnath (DOWGH  GHRAY) – the Croagh Ritual of Death, the cutting off of someone from the clans. The name means simply “death ceremony.”

      Darun Achaya (dah·ROON  ah·CHAI·ah) – father of Fahtin, head of the family of Gypta that adopts Aeden.

      Dizhelim (DEESH·ay·leem) – the world in which the story happens. The name means “center universe” in the ancient magical language Alaqotim.

      Dreigan (DRAY·gun) – a mythical beast, a reptile that resembles a monstrous snake with four legs attached to its sides like a lizard. The slightly smaller cousin to the mythical dragons.

      Drugancairn (DROO·gan·cayrn) – a small town on the southwest edge of the Grundenwald Forest.

      Dubhach (DOO·akh) – the old tattoo artist for Clan Tannoch. His name means “gloomy” or “dark.”

      Erent Caahs (AIR·ent  CAWS) – the most famous of the contemporary heroes. He disappeared twenty years before the story takes place, and is suspected to be dead, though his body was never found.

      Fahtin Achaya (fah·TEEN  ah·CHAI·ah) – a young Gypta girl in the family that adopted Aeden. She and Aeden grew as close as brother and sister in the four years he spent with the family.

      Gentason (jen·TAY·sun) – an ancient nation, enemy of Salamus. It no longer exists.

      Gneisprumay (gNAYS·proo·may) – first (or most important) enemy. The name for the Malatirsay in the animaru dialect of Alaqotim.

      Great Enclave – a nation to the west of the Kanton Sea and the Hero Academy.

      Greimich Tannoch (GREY·mikh  TAN·ahkh) – Aeden’s close friend, his braitharlan, during his training with the clans.

      Grundenwald Forest (GROON·den·vahld) – the enormous forest in the northeastern part of the main continent of Promistala. It is said to be the home of magic and beasts beyond belief.

      Gypta (GIP·tah) – the traveling people, a nomadic group that lives in wagons, homes on wheels, and move about, never settling down into towns or villages.

      Heaven’s Teeth – the range of mountains to the east of the Kanton sea, in between that body of water and the Grundenwald Forest.

      Ianthra (ee·ANTH·rah) – the goddess of love and beauty.

      Izhrod Benzal (EESH·rod  ben·ZAHL) – a powerful magic-user, one who has learned to make portals between Aruzhelim and Dizhelim. The dark god S’ru has an agreement with him so he is second to none in authority over the animaru on Dizhelim.

      Jehira Sinde (jay·HEER·ah  SINDH) – Raki’s grandmother (nani) and soothsayer for the family of Gypta that adopts Aeden.

      Kanton Sea (KAN·tahn) – an inland sea in which the island of Munsahtiz, home of the Hero Academy, sits.

      Khrazhti (KHRASH·tee) – the High Priestess to the dark god S’ru and leader of the animaru forces on Dizhelim, only second in authority to Izhrod Benzal, by order of her god.

      Koixus (KOYK· sus) – an animaru, one of two assassins utilized by Khrazhti to try to kill the Gneisprumay.

      Kruzekstan (KROO·zek·stahn) – a small nation due south of the highland clan lands of Cridheargla.

      Maenat (MAY·nat) – an animaru, one of the two assassins utilized by Khrazhti to try to kill the Gneisprumay.

      Malatirsay (Mahl·ah·TEER·say) – the hero who will defeat the animaru and save Dizhelim from the darkness, according to prophecy. The name means “chosen warrior” or “special warrior” in Alaqotim.

      Manandantan (mahn·ahn·DAHN·tahn) – the festival to celebrate the goddess Danta, goddess of song.

      Mellaine (meh·LAYN) – goddess of nature and growing things.

      Miera Tannoch (MEERA  TAN·ahkh) – Aeden’s mother, wife of Sartan.

      Munsahtiz (moon·SAW·teez) – the island in the Kanton sea on which the Hero Academy Sitor-Kanda resides.

      Osulin  (AWE·soo·lin) – goddess of nature. She is the daughter of Mellaine and the human hero Trikus Phen.

      Pach (PAHKH) – in Dantogyptain, it means five. As a proper noun, it refers to the festival of Manandantan that occurs every fifth year, a special celebration in which the Song of Prophecy is sung in full.

      Percipius (pare·CHIP·ee·us) – god of the dead and of the underworld.

      Promistala (prome·ees·TAHL·ah) – the main continent in Dizhelim. In Alaqotim, the name means “first (or most important) land.”

      Raibrech (RAI·brekh) – the clan magic of the highland clans. In Chorain, it means “bloodfire.”

      Raisor Tannoch (RAI·sore  TAN·ahkh) – a famous warrior of Clan Tannoch, companion of the hero Erent Caahs.

      Raki Sinde (ROCK·ee  SINDH) – grandson of Jehira Sinde, friend and training partner of Aeden.

      Rhaltzheim  (RALTZ·haim) – the nation to the northeast of the Grundenwald Forest. The people of the land are called Rhaltzen.

      Ritma Achaya (REET·mah  ah·CHAI·ah) – Fahtin’s mother, wife of the Gypta family leader Darun.

      Ruthrin (ROOTH·rin) – the common tongue of Dizhelim, the language virtually everyone in the world speaks in addition to their own national languages.

      Salamus (sah·LAHM·oos) – an ancient nation in which the legendary hero Trikus Phen resided. It no longer exists.

      Sartan Tannoch (SAR·tan  TAN·ahkh) – Aeden’s father, clan chief of the Tannoch clan of Craogh.

      Slizhk (SLISHK) – one of Khrazhti’s generals.

      Solon (SEW·lahn) – one of the masters in Clan Tannoch, responsible for training young warriors how to use the clan magic, the Raibrech.

      Srantorna (sran·TORN·ah) – the abode of the gods, a place where humans cannot go.

      S’ru (SROO) – the dark god of the animaru, supreme power in Aruzhelim.

      Surus (SOO·roos) – king of the gods.

      Tere Chizzit (TEER  CHIZ·it) – a blind archer and tracker with the ability to see despite having no working eyes. He is Aeden’s companion in the story.

      Trikus Phen (TRY·kus  FEN) – a legendary hero who battled Codaghan, the god of war, himself, and sired Osulin by the goddess Mellaine.

      Tsosin Ruus (TSO·sin  ROOS) – the Prophet; the seer and magic-user who penned the Song of Prophecy and founded Sitor-Kanda, the Hero Academy.

      Tuach (TOO·akh) – one of the masters in Clan Tannoch, responsible for teaching the young warriors the art of physical combat.

      Urun Chinowa (OO·run  CHIN·oh·wah) – the High Priest of the nature goddess Osulin.

      Vanda (VAHN·dah) – a modern god, claimed by his followers to be the only true god. It is said he is many gods in one, having different manifestations. The Church of Vanda is very large and very powerful in Dizhelim.

      Voordim (VOOR·deem) – the pantheon of gods in Dizhelim. It does not include the modern god Vanda.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Letter to the Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you so much for joining Aeden, Fahtin, and the rest of the group on the start of their adventure. They’ve already been through so much, but there is more to come. We wouldn’t expect anything less from heroes such as these. There are still animaru out there, after all.

      

      I really appreciate you sharing my stories with me. If possible, could you please leave a review for the book? It’s the primary way we authors get feedback from readers and it does so much for us to know someone enjoyed the story. For your convenience, here’s the link on Amazon so you can leave a review.  Just a few words would mean a lot. Thank you!

      

      After launching Wanderer’s Song, I got caught up in several other series and didn’t continue the Song of Prophecy series right away. I have made it my priority in the last several months and have not only written the second and third books, but also a companion novel to go with them about the hero Erent Caahs. The companion novel will be available for sale, but if you join my PEP Talk group ( to learn about what’s coming next before anyone else and also get some other perks, including free books), you can get the e-book without cost. If you think you might like to join, here’s that link.

      

      As I was saying, the trilogy is finished, but that’s not the end. I’ll explain more about it in the future (check the Letter to Readers in the subsequent books), so keep your eyes peeled. I hope to see you again, sharing the adventures in Dizhelim!

      

      P.E. Padilla

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Notes

          

        

      

    

    
      There is a bit of a story to this book, the series, and the boxed set of which it was a part. It’s one of the more interesting tales of the history of all of my other books.

      

      As with all stories, this one started with a single idea, and it was nothing like the tale it eventually became. I have a file (a Microsoft Word .docx file) where I jot down ideas I have for future stories. At the moment, there are more than thirty ideas for stories and series sitting and waiting for me to get to them. The ideas come to me as they will (most often as I’m driving long distances), with me just going along for the ride.

      

      I got an opportunity to be part of a multi-author boxed set. Originally, the theme was to have something to do with Gypsies. The time to submit the completed manuscript was short, just a few months, and I had no stories that involved Gypsies in any way. Most of the other authors already had books they could use for the set, but I only had a few out at that time, and none would fit into the theme. I was determined to get it done, though.

      

      The first thing I did was to research the Romani people, who are called (at times pejoratively) Gypsies. I wanted to make sure that if I was going to include even tangent references to an entire people in my story, I was going to do it sensitively, positively, maybe even flatteringly.

      

      With a fair grasp of the Gypsy attitude and way of life after the research (which included books by actual Romani), I started thinking. It finally came to me that I could use not one, but two of the ideas I had in my idea file, mixing the two to create a story that I believed would be not only an entertaining single book, but an exciting series.

      

      I worked on it, plotting and structuring, then outlining the tale. I wrote my little heart out. I had actually scheduled a very rare (for me) vacation around my birthday, one in which I’d be in the Philippines for about a week. I brought my laptop and wrote most of the book during that trip. Don’t worry, I enjoyed the snorkeling, visiting islands, and hanging out at the beaches, too, but I also wrote a lot of words.

      

      I sent the manuscript to my editor in the Tokyo airport as I was waiting for my flight back to the U.S. I made my deadline and the boxed set, called Magic After Dark, launched at the beginning of summer in 2017.

      

      While I was writing the book, the organizer of the boxed set decided that we wouldn’t use the Gypsy theme. There had been some comments from people that seemed to indicate that it would be received as being exploitive or racially insensitive. Still, my story wasn’t overtly about Gypsies, so I kept it as it was. As you no doubt know after reading Wanderer’s Song, the Gypsy spirit is displayed in the book, but the Gypta (there is a whole history to the name, so the similarity to the word “Gypsy” is both purposeful and at the same time oblique) are their own people, ones who value freedom and enjoyment of life. It fit in with the rest of the stories in the boxed set.

      

      The boxed set Magic After Dark got to number 56 in the entire Kindle store and made the USA Today bestseller list. All the authors were thrilled it did so well.

      

      In November of 2017, less than half a year after the launch of the boxed set, the compilation was unpublished and I published Wanderer’s Song as a separate book.

      

      Which brings us up to now. I have recently had new cover art made for Wanderer’s Song, art that is in the same style as the other books in the series, and in fact, by the same cover artists. I have gone back and clarified some things, and in a few cases, redone some of the foreign language parts where I originally misconjugated phrases in the Alaqotim and Dantogyptain languages. If you’re reading this, you have the version with the new changes.

      

      At this time, books two and three of the Song of Prophecy series are finished, as is the companion novel Arrow’s Flight, a Tales of Dizhelim story about the hero Erent Caahs. There are further books in the world of Dizhelim, but I’ll leave the details for those to another time.
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      A chemical engineer by degree and at various times an air quality engineer, a process control engineer, and a regulatory specialist by vocation, USA Today bestselling author P.E. Padilla learned long ago that crunching numbers and designing solutions was not enough to satisfy his creative urges. Weaned on classic science fiction and fantasy stories from authors as diverse as Heinlein, Tolkien, and Jordan, and affected by his love of role playing games such as Dungeons and Dragons (analog) and Final Fantasy (digital), he sometimes has trouble distinguishing reality from fantasy. While not ideal for a person who needs to function in modern society, it’s the perfect state of mind for a writer. He is a recent transplant from Southern California to Northern Washington, where he lives surrounded by trees.
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      Adventures in Gythe:

      Vibrations: Harmonic Magic Book 1 (audiobook also)

      Harmonics: Harmonic Magic Book 2 (audiobook also)

      Resonance: Harmonic Magic Book 3

      Tales of Gythe: Gray Man Rising (audiobook also available)

      Harmonic Magic Series Boxed Set

      

      The Unlikely Hero Series (under pen name Eric Padilla):

      Unfurled: Heroing is a Tough Gig (Unlikely Hero Series Book 1) (also available as an audiobook)

      Unmasked (Unlikely Hero Series Book 2)

      Undaunted (Unlikely Hero Series Book 3)

      

      The Shadowling Chronicles (under pen name Eric Padilla):

      Shadowling (Book 1)

      

      Witches of the Elements Series :

      Water & Flame (Book 1)

      

      Song of Prophecy Series :

      Wanderer’s Song (this book)

      Warrior’s Song

      Heroes’ Song

      

      Hero Academy Series :

      Hero Dawning

      Hero’s Mind

      Hero’s Nature

      

      Tales of Dizhelim (companion stories to the SoP and HA Series):

      Arrow’s Flight

      Song’s Prophet

      

      Order of the Fire Series:

      Call of Fire

      Hero of Fire

      Legacy of Fire

      Order of the Fire Boxed Set
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