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      8.1
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva spoke in a soft and supportive tone, one that a mother might use to comfort a child.  “It’s difficult for all of us.”  I’d been shown to a room, a large room with a fancy bathroom complete with a shower fed from a heated reservoir above.  She was the first person to come and see me.  Korva was a Warden, though one I’d never met before.  She had hair that looked like it recalled being red at some point in the past, though it was faded and her skin was pale white, her eyes shone a faded gray, hazy like those of the rest of the Wardens.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I understood that now.  They were supposed to die.  The water test was supposed to kill you, and if you were strong enough, hardened enough by their terrible training, you dragged yourself back to life.  Something had gone wrong with my test.  I hadn’t died.  I was alive and well.  My skin was pale, but not ghastly white, my eyes were just as dark as ever, no haze of death covering their almost black color.  I was sitting on the edge of the bed, where I'd been since I’d been shown to this place, dressed in a uniform like the Wardens wore, and there was another set of clothing on the bed for me.  It was a standard outfit, and I'd been told that there was a tailor who would make any extra pieces I wanted for free.  Wardens wore a uniform, but they were allowed to customize it.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Friends, lovers, everything from our old life is stripped away.  It has to be for us to become what we are now.”  Korva spoke again.  “That’s what the training is for.  If you wish to be powerful, you must first be stripped down to your base, made raw and angry.  You should be proud, though.  You are the first of those marked for death ever to become a Warden.”  She was trying to be encouraging, but I could find no solace in her words.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What do you do with the dead?”  I asked, my words sounding as 
      raw
       and 
      angry
       as I was probably supposed to feel.
    

    
      
    

    
      “They are buried, each in a marked grave.  They get that for making it so far.”  She answered with deference in her voice.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I want to see Zarkov’s grave.”  The words fled from me in a rush as I looked up at Korva.  All I could think about was how he’d left me.  He’d said he would come, but he’d given up.  I was fiercely angry with him, almost as angry as I was heartbroken.  I was also afraid they’d take his body and turn him into a damned golem.  Ghoul had told me that didn’t happen to those who made it as far as the water test, but a part of me was still certain that was what they were doing to him.  
    

    
      
    

    
      She was shaking her head before I’d even finished talking.  “You can’t.  It’s inside the city, and you probably won’t go back that way.  Most Warden business is beyond the walls.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Tension ran up my back and my jaw set firm as I tried not to grind my teeth together in agitation.  “So I just take it on your word that my friend is well buried?  I just accept that he wasn’t thrown in some mass grave with the others when all you Wardens have done is lie to me since this started?”  I held back expressing my larger fear.  I wasn’t supposed to know anything about the golems. Somehow I held that secret inside, though it desperately wanted to spill from my lips.
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva’s expression was sad.  “You don’t have to accept it, but it won’t do you any good to carry around the rage you’re feeling at your fellows.  You have to move forward now.  Everyone who has died is gone and there is no getting any of them back.  Going to his grave won’t make you feel better about it, and there is a great deal for you to learn and experience yet.  Your life will be better here.  You can make friends again, and those you meet will likely live a long, long time. You can have lovers now that come without the risk of loss, if that’s what you want, and you can pursue your own interests to an extent.  You’ve got your life back.  I would think that for someone in your position, that would be an incredible thing to have.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I wasn’t sure how to convey that Zarkov had been the best part of my life.  He’d been the closest thing I’d had to happiness in as long as I could remember, and my dreams of him had helped me carry forward.  Without him I felt diminished.  I was having trouble remembering my original purpose.  “All of this is horrible.  What has been done to make us what we are, it’s not right.”
    

    
      
    

    
      She shook her head.  “No, it’s not, but it’s necessary.  You’ll learn why soon, but it’s imperative that the Wardens exist.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Everyone keeps talking about answers, and yet I’ve made it this far with none.  Do the answers ever really come, or do you just keep bating me forward until I do what you want me to?”  I asked, the bitterness evident to my own ears.  I was so full of anger I could hardly contain it.  I wanted to scream and break things, and demand that the injustices before me be made right, and yet I knew that path was childish and impotent.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “The answers do come, but they only . .  “  She began, but was interrupted by a knock on the door.  
    

    
      
    

    
      She went and answered it.  “Kine.”  She said a name and bowed, and then she was slipping out the door, probably happy to escape from the bitter angry girl to just about anything else.  Someone new and unfamiliar entered the room.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was a tall man with hair of wispy white and brown, and eyes that were dim shade of the same tone.  His beard matched his hair, though it was longer by far, long and a bit scraggly.  He came in and walked towards me with a confident stride until he stood just before the bed where I was sitting.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lillin, I’m Kine.  I’ve been asked to question you about your water test.”  He said, voice firm and authoritarian.  It immediately put me on edge. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I glared up at him. “What is there to question?  You put me in a water coffin and then tried to kill me.”  I answered my own question, sensing this might be a risky situation.  Kine felt dangerous.  My instincts told me to be cautious, but my emotional distress refused to fall in line.  For all that I knew I was being immature, I felt I deserved some small pittance of petulance given the situation.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s the problem.”  Kine spoke calmly as he took a firm stance in front of me. “We tried to kill you, but we didn’t succeed.  Shaw says that you’ve awakened anyway, but this hasn’t happened before, not with the way we handle this school.  This has been a strange year, and we need to understand what has made it this way.  If you answer our questions honestly, this won’t take long.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Alright, ask your questions.”  There was no point in telling him to go away.  I knew he wouldn’t.  I was frustrated that I would be answering questions again when they wouldn’t answer mine.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “When did you first become aware of your ability to use the Will?”  He asked. “Shaw says that you may have used it on one of your trials before the water test. Is this true?”
    

    
      
    

    
      He meant the city with the monsters of metal and flesh of course.  I had felt it there.  I’d reached out in desperation, and something had come to me.  “That was the first time I may have used it, but I felt it before that.”  I answered honestly.  I would tell him what he wanted to know.  To a point.  I wasn’t sure I wanted to tell him about Ghoul and the things he’d shown me.  I wasn’t sure it was safe to give up those secrets.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What were you doing when you first felt the Will inside yourself?”  His next question came, and I felt him pushing against me, his Will reaching at me, picking around inside my head.  It wasn’t comfortable.  It hurt, and it was unnerving.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I was fighting with someone.  I got into an argument and I was angry at him.”  I skirted the truth on this.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Kine’s brow furrowed.  “That’s the truth, but you’re not telling me everything.  I want you to describe the situation.  I want to know all the details.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Answering him now would mean giving up Ghoul.  Ghoul hadn’t done anything for me.  He’d done terrible things to my friend, and yet I didn’t want to share that information with Kine.  It was mine.  It was a secret that I kept that no one could get to, one thing that remained mine.  “No.”  I replied coldly. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Kine tilted his head to one side.  “No?  I don’t believe you understand the situation.  You will answer the questions.  This is what I do.  I am an Inquisitor. I gather information, and I can extract it from you whether you like it or not, but if you make me force the information from you, it’s going to hurt you a great deal.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You know what I’ve done to get here, Kine.  I’m not afraid of pain.  I’m not afraid of anything you can do to me.  No Warden should fear threats.  You sort 
      skoving
       well make sure of that.”  I cursed at him, liking the feel of the word on my tongue.  It was a furious kind of word, and I was a furious kind of person just then.  Kine was taller than I was, but standing up made me feel bigger than him somehow.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m not saying you should be.  I’m simply saying you could avoid pain by making this easy, but I see we’re past that point.”  I felt his Will reach out for me again.  It pushed hard into my mind like fiery needles raking through my brain.  Bright lights exploded across my vision, but I clenched my fists and held firm.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I pushed back.  I would not give him what he wanted.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Describe the situation in which you first felt your connection to the Will.”  He ordered, his words hitting me like hammer falls. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The blows made my tongue feel numb, and my eyes roll back into my head.  I opened my mouth to speak and then snapped it closed and glared at him.  I pushed back harder.  If this was to be a contest of determination, I would prove that I was made of stone.  This wasn’t about protecting Ghoul.  This was about protecting some corner of myself.  I would have a place that was mine, that I would never give it to the Wardens.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The hooks in my brain tightened, burrowing deeper into my thoughts and I gasped at the pain of it.  It felt like the worms burrowing into me again.  My legs went weak for a moment and I wished I hadn’t chosen to stand.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Describe the situation in which you first felt your connection to the Will.”  He said it again, forceful and commanding.  The words tugged at me, making my tongue twitch in my mouth as thought it might form words on its own.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “No!”  I growled. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Kine took a deep breath and then hit me again.  This time my vision went white and I felt myself collapse as pure agony burned through my entire body.  I couldn’t hear or see anything.  All that existed was the pain.  My mind didn’t even feel like my own, and my grip on my Will, at least that was what I thought I’d been using to resist, slipped away.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “  . . . teotic fisva nu antowen miak.”  A guttural dark voice broke through the void of white. “Tiam vit nu covek tranian ruthova skra.”  The pain stopped suddenly and I realized that the voice I was hearing was coming from my own mouth.  I snapped it closed and tried to get back to my feet, though I was confused and dizzy.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “That was . . . how did . . . “  Kine didn’t look happy as he spoke.  “Where did you learn to speak the First Tongue, Lillin?”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I staggered back up onto my feet.  “I don’t know how to speak any other languages.”  I didn’t have to lie about that.  My throat was raw as though I’d been screaming for hours.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Kine’s expression was dark, troubled.  “That’s the truth”  He said, as though he’d expected me to lie.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What did those words mean?”  I asked, and this time I fell back down next to the bed.  I dragged myself back up onto it though the effort was was monumental.  My legs wouldn’t hold me just then.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t know.  Almost no one knows.  When you hear it you know what it is.  It . . . it has a sound to it, something invasive and terrible, but the language is dead.  No one speaks it, and only a few think they can understand it.  I heard once . . . ”  His words trailed off.  He looked at me and I saw just a small spark of fear, though it fled quickly.  “I can’t question you anymore today.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What a loss.”  I said a bit darkly.  I hadn’t really meant to put so much malice into the words, but I was still hurting.  I wouldn’t soon forget this.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kine gave a short chuckle and shrugged.  “I told you we’d have to do it the hard way if you didn’t cooperate. You can’t keep secrets from the Wardens.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Really?”  I asked, eyebrow raised.  “I’m pretty sure I just did.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The smile left Kine’s face. “You be careful, Lillin, or the world is going to break you like the ocean breaks ships on the rocks.  You’re losing your way, and that makes for dangerous waters.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “My ship had sailed and was lost before I came here.  Bring the rocks.”  I told him, and this time he left, clearly as finished with me as he was going to get.  Once he was gone I could finally let down the walls I’d put up to lock myself away from the realities of my situation.  
    

    
      
    

    
      They suspected me of some kind of cheating or trickery, or maybe something even more sinister, and whatever had happened to me, whatever that strange language had been when he’d pushed me further, that hadn’t helped my cause.  Yet I was alive and whole with my secrets intact for what that was worth.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I laid back on my bed, and for the first time since he’d passed, I let myself cry for Zarkov.  He’d been a friend, a love, and in the end, all I really had in the world.  Now he was gone and it was just me.  I needed this time to fall apart.
    

    
      
    

    
      Eventually I fell asleep.  
    

    
      
    

    
      8.2
    

    
      
    

    
      I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, but the next day a Warden came to see me, one that I didn’t yet know.  He knocked on my door, drawing me from my sleep.  I stood up and straightened my clothing, making myself look presentable before I set myself on course for the door. I swung it open to be greeted by a smiling face, the first I’d seen in some time.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hello, Lillin, I’m Arthos.”  He said, offering me a small bow.  He was of average height with hair that had probably once been bright blond.  His eyes were a murky green color.  He was dressed in the way of Wardens, though he had a red sash at his waist and a scabbard of red at his back.  The scabbard contained a staff weapon that looked much like mine did, carried in two halves.
    

    
      
    

    
      In his hands was a basic leather scabbard that held my familiar weapon.  It looked like the exact one I’d used through all of my training.  I recognized the scratches on the finish, and the dent just above the latch where the two halves of the staff weapon split.  I didn’t remember what catastrophe had left the dent, but I knew every mark on the well used tool.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not here to question me again, then?”  I asked, taking my weapon from him and strapping it across my back quickly.  It felt good to have the weight there.  I felt almost complete.  I just needed a pack.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, I’m not here for questioning.”  He answered, still cheery.  “I’m here to start your training in the Will, and to explain why things have been so hard for you up to this point.   It’s important for you to know.  There is a good reason we fight and strive to be the best.  Walk with me?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I hesitated for only a second.  He was promising answers.  I’d had far too few of those.  Still, I was anxious after the previous day.  “What happened to needing me to answer questions?  Is that just to be done now?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I’m one of the Wardens who is assigned to train new recruits.  I know that they say you’re very strong, and that there was some unusualness involving your water test, but that matters little.   I’m here to make you the best you can be.  When I finish with you, only a fool would stand in the way of you and your Will.  You’ll be my apprentice for the next few months, maybe longer if you show the expected aptitudes.”  He grinned down at me.  “We’re all Wardens, you see, but different Wardens concentrate on different skills.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He went on as he urged me to follow him.  He almost had a bit of a skip to his step.  “There are four classes of Warden, but each class has divisions within itself.  The first of the four is the Servitors.  Their job is to serve the Will by spreading the message of its profound power.  They do tasks for the common man beyond the city wall, tasks that allow them to display their mastery and help simplify the lives of those they come in contact with.”  He explained.  I’d never heard of these Servitors before.  I thought it sounded surprisingly nice, but he had a strange look on his face that told me he wasn’t divulging everything here.  Wardens loved their secrets.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Next there are the Scholars.  They study the magic of the Will, and serve as our teachers.  They design the curriculum at the schools and they even brought us the power of the doors.  They are a cornerstone of our power and the spread of the Iron Will.  Most of them stay in the city or at least near its borders, though some do travel further as needed.”  He gave me a wink.  “I am a member of the Scholars.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “After the Scholars come the Scouts.”  My attention was immediately piqued.  This is what Ghoul had talked about last time we’d spoken.  This is what he wanted me to strive to be.  “Scouts travel at the head of our people.  They delve into the places controlled by our enemies and gather information and knowledge that we couldn’t otherwise get.  Theirs is one of the most dangerous positions, but one of the most important as well.”  Something he’d said caught my attention.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Enemies?  I didn’t think anyone opposed the Iron Will.”  I caught on to the inconsistency and began to pry at it, looking for more.  “I thought that with the downfall of the Way we’d vanquished our enemies from the land.  That was what we were taught in school.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos just smiled again.  “I’ll get to that in a moment.  I promise.  The fourth group amidst us are the Knights.  They are our arm.  They stand at the front line of our conflicts and defend us from the enemy without.  It takes strength and power to be a Knight, honor and courage.  It is the Knights we believe you will eventually belong to.  They have high hopes for you, but you don’t have to choose now.  In fact, it’s better that you don’t.”  His smile fled a bit as he used his Will to unlock a massive steel portal and we stepped through the doorway out onto a stretch of grass that lay out like a carpet all the way to a line of trees in the distance.  There was something about this that was different from other doors I’d been through that seemed to magically open up on wide natural vistas.  
    

    
      
    

    
      This was a real space.  This was a field that actually existed beyond the main city.  I knew it immediately, though I wasn’t sure how I put it all together.  I was outside the walls of the school.  Distantly I could see the final city wall cutting through the trees, but it seemed forever away.  This was a private piece of land out behind the school grounds, one that I hadn’t even known existed.  It was my first time beyond the school in years.  I couldn’t help but smile, even as sadness spread through me. Zark would never see this.  He’d been so close.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The enemy is out there.”  Arthos said, and he pointed towards the wall.  “Far away beyond that wall you see in the distance.  We don’t tell the people of the city.  They are happiest believing the stories we make up for them, but now you get to know.  We are at war, Lillin, and it’s a war that we’ve been fighting for hundreds of years.  We may always be fighting this war, but fight we must.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I was shocked to hear that.  It went against everything we’d been taught while at the academy.  “I didn’t think anyone opposed the Iron Will.  We were taught that it was absolute.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nothing is absolute.  Well, if anything was absolute it would be that nothing is.  We must strive to be indefinite and unchanging, but it is always a struggle.  It can never be achieved, but it is the struggle that makes us what we are.”  He proclaimed as he looked out at the wall.  “We’ve fought hard, but our enemy fights hard as well, and is very powerful.  We never truly defeated the followers of the Way, Lillin.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “The Way?”  I was again taken off guard.  “You mean the cult that existed right after the Skolbala were defeated?  I thought they were wiped out quickly.  They were just troublemakers.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Again, that’s just what we tell those beneath our banner, especially those here in Black Mark.   We don't’ want everyone in the city to know that we exist in a world where there is a strong opposition to us.  If the people here knew that the Iron Will wasn’t absolute, they might question their loyalty, and that would create turmoil here.  Peace if preferable.  We don’t need to fight a war on two fronts.  The world beyond the walls is a very different place.  You won’t even recognize it out there.  A few days from the wall there are people who don’t even know what the Iron Will is.”
    

    
      
    

    
      These revelations were coming quickly, and they were huge in my current view of the world.  I’d thought the Iron Will was everywhere.  It was so strongly enforced in the city that I assumed everyone understood it.  It was our law.  It was what we lived by.  Saying that people didn’t know what it was out there made me think they must just be barbarians.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “This also isn’t the only Warden school.  There is another beyond the walls, smaller than this one, but it trains some very strong students.  It’s called Second, and actually produces more Wardens than this school here, though not of quite the same fortitude.”  He was grinning.  “Are these the kinds of answers you wanted?”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded, though I was still trying to process this all.  “So we are at war with the Way?  Do they train Wardens like we do?”  I was trying to understand how they weren’t simply crushed by the power of our Will users.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, they don’t practice the Will at all.  They find power in unity.  They give up their individuality and in joining together they create beings called Archons.  The Archons are incredibly powerful, and they become more powerful with every Way users that joins them.  To do this, to create these Archons, they must give up their independence.  They have to abandon their own Will to the Will of the whole, and even then an Archon can be slayed by a Warden, but it is much easier to become an Archon than a Warden.  There are far more of them than us.”  He looked back at me, his expression grim.  “We’ve been fighting for a long time, the front shifting back and forth.  Sometimes we’re further in our direction, sometimes theirs.  The swath of land we’ve been battling over is barren and burned at this point.  I’ve been there.  They call it the Desert.  Nothing lives there.”
    

    
      
    

    
      An unending war, and none of it known to the people of Black Mark.  It seemed impossible.  “Have we ever tried just coming to some kind of truce?”  It seemed illogical to keep fighting for all this time.  The expenditure of lives would have to be huge.  I wondered how we even kept up the war effort.
    

    
      
    

    
      He shook his head.   “It has been suggested from time to time, but neither side trusts the other.  Neither of us will be the first to extend a hand in peace, so we keep fighting.  Our ideologies differ so greatly that we both believe we cannot exist in a world in which the other exists.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you believe that?”  I wasn’t sure if I did.  If we both just kept to our own territories we could stop fighting and live how we wanted.  What was to gain by endless turmoil?  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You have to understand the thoughts of our leaders to really understand what is happening.  The Iron Will believes that all men must submit to it.  The ultimate Will cannot be seen to submit to anyone, so the existence of the Way is an affront to it by its very nature.  That Will cannot submit to the Way because that would be admitting it lacked the strength to dominate the Way, and Will, true Will, submits to nothing.”  He explained.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Then this war is our fault.”  I raised an eyebrow.  “We won’t give up the fight?”
    

    
      
    

    
      He gave another of his grins and a short chuckle.  “Well, the Way won’t give up either.  You see, to their way of thinking, everyone must be united for the world to truly experience peace.  Joining in the peace and unity of the Way is the only path to a strong and unified society.  Our existence, our strength in individual power, is an affront to their beliefs.  They won’t stop while we are out here.  We are too far opposed to one another ever to end this fight.  We will fight the Way until it’s destroyed, or until we’re destroyed.  They will do the same.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I frowned.  That seemed like a sad state in which to exist.  If neither side would give up, then the war would go on until one side could finally grind out the other, but that seemed impossible given the strength of the two armies involved.  Hundreds of years of battle had seen no real progress made.  “How do you fuel a war that lasts this long?  Certainly we must be running out of men to send against each other at this point?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That, Lillin, is an explanation for another time.  Let it just be said that both sides have had to do some unfortunate things to keep the war effort alive.  The story of the Pits isn’t a pleasant one.  We will explain it to you, but I think you’ve heard enough for one day, and this trip isn't’ really about a history lesson.  This is about learning what you can do with your Will, and teaching you how to focus and use the power that you have now.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I wasn't happy that we weren’t going to directly address my questions, but he’d already answered several that had been on my mind for a long time and expanded upon what I knew by a great deal.  I could wait for more answers if I knew they were actually coming at some point.  Besides, I already had much to mull over.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “So where do we start?”  I asked, looking up at Arthos.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We start with a simple rule of Will use.  Any time you use your Will to affect the world, it is a matter of weighing your strength versus that of what you’re affecting.  Inanimate objects have what we call absolute Will.”  He reached into his pockets and started drawing out different sized spheres.  There were four of them, and he tossed each one into the grass between us.  They were different sizes, the largest being about the size of two hands together, and the smallest being less than the size of an egg.  The two in the middle were about the same size, though one looked made of metal and the other wood.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Absolute Will?”  I asked, looking for more on that.  It wasn't a concept I’d heard of.  I knew that a person having Absolute Will was supposed to be a good thing, it was the goal all Wardens strove for.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, absolute Will. The will of living things is just Will, and it can vary based on the mental state of the living thing being affected.  Inanimate objects, though, have absolute Will, which means that the amount of Will that is needed to affect them never changes.  It is proportional to their mass.”  He looked at the first ball he’d dropped and I felt a surge of pressure pass from him.  At that same moment the smallest of the spheres he’d thrown jumped straight up into the air before falling back down to the ground.  Another surge of pressure from him and the second jumped into the air.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “The first ball is easier to move then the second because it has less mass.  They are both made of the same wood, but the first ball is smaller.”  He said.  He tossed the second ball up, and then the third, but the third ball didn’t go nearly as high.  “I’m using the same force on these two, but the second isn’t going as high.  This is because the third ball is made of metal.  It has a higher mass than the second which is made of wood.  Even though their size is the same, their mass differs.  The metal ball has greater absolute Will.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The fourth ball hopped up next, and it went higher than the middle two.  It was larger than them, but apparently had less mass.  “The fourth ball is hollow, and so is very easy to move.”  He confirmed my suspicion.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I was nodding to myself, but I was still confused on one point.  “Alright, I think I understand why that works the way it does, the mass, but why do inanimate objects have any Will at all?  Shouldn’t we be able to affect them without any difficulty since we’re basically weighing our Will versus things that have none?”  
    

    
      
    

    
      He smiled and chuckled.  “You’re not weighing your Will versus the Will of the inanimate object.  You’d always win that.  What you’re doing is weighing your Will versus the immobility of that object.  Objects that aren't moving don’t generally move on their own.  You have to give something to them to make them move, and in this case you’re giving them your Will.  It would be like walking up to it and picking it up. It didn’t want to lift into the air, but by using your strength you’ve lifted it.  You’ve given the object something to move it.  The difference is that your Will can be controlled remotely once it is awakened, and it can be far more powerful than your arms ever could be.  However that brings us to our next topic, Will fatigue.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked back at the balls and popped the metal one high into the air, letting it fall down again.  Then he slowly lifted the smallest wood one and spun it a few times at about half the height he’d set the metal one up before he let the small wood one fall back down.  “Which of those took more Will to do?”  He asked.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Logically it seemed to me it would be the metal one, but I guessed this was a trick question.  “The smaller one.”  I answered boldly, thinking myself clever for seeing around this trick.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, and why?”  Arthos asked with a knowing grin.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I opened my mouth and closed it before giving him a half grin of my own.  “I have no idea.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He chuckled.  “The longer you exert your Will on a single task, the more difficult it becomes to do so.  It increases at a staggering rate.  Something easy becomes almost impossibly difficult in a matter of a minute or two.  It’s like when your muscles fatigue.  You can combat this by constantly practicing your Will, pushing it to its limits, but it’s always going to be true.  The longer you do something in a single pass, the harder it is to keep doing.  Most of the time Will users will push their Will in fast, powerful bursts.  Slow, consistent build ups take far more energy.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I thought of when I’d been questioned earlier, the press into my mind and how it had built up slowly over time, and I’d pushed back.  I wondered if that was the same.  “What about when Will isn't being used just to move things?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That is the same, though not to as great a degree.  It is easier to do things quickly, of course, but if you’re not directly working against mass it isn’t as fatiguing.  Clashing Will to Will is difficult, but not in the amount of power it takes. It’s more difficult in the precision that it takes to accomplish.  It’s a fight in which neither person can see the other’s weapon and must respond based on how the weapon strikes him.”  He explained.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I wasn’t entirely certain what he meant by that, but I still had more questions I wanted answered.  “Well, what about when a person falls unconscious?  Do they get easier to move, or harder?”  It seemed that they would get easier to move since their Will would be taken out of the question.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “That is a very difficult question.  A lot goes into the answer.  An unconscious person loses agency and becomes an object of Absolute Will, but depending on who the person was before they became unconscious, they could have been easier or more difficult to move then their mass dictates according to Absolute Will.  The trick is in how much skill it would take, and how much power would need to be used, to manipulate that person while they were conscious.  In the case of most practiced Will users, they become easier to move once they are unconscious, but almost everyone else is much easier to move while they are conscious.  But you wouldn’t just be throwing them around.  Instead you would force them to do as you wanted by bending their Will to your purpose.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded hesitantly.  This seemed like a complex process with a lot more subtle variances then I would have guessed.  Clearly I looked as confused as I felt because Arthos gave a short laugh.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s alright if it seems overwhelming.  You’re asking questions and I’m answering them, but most of what you want to know is just techniques that you learn as you go.  You don’t have to understand all of the theory today.  Bending anyone to your Will, forcing them to do something they don’t want to do, that is something that takes a careful moral decision, and we have strict rules of use in place to keep it from being abused.  It would be easy for a powerful Will user to take advantage of others because of their Will, but it is forbidden.  A Warden can enforce their authority against a non-violent person, enforce rules, and you can cause harm when it is necessary, but there is a great deal to learn about before you’ll even begin instruction on manipulating people directly.

        
“Today we’re here to toss the smallest wood ball around, and maybe the other two wood balls as well if you can.  If you can move the small one, then you’re doing good.  That’s all you really need to worry about for now.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked at the wooden spheres, questions about how we might honestly determine what was a just use of Will and what wasn’t floating through the back of my mind.  It didn’t seem to me that Wardens always used their abilities in a just fashion.  Sometimes they acted out of anger, and sometimes they seemed to just use their power as a show of force.  Where did this fall under their rules, I wondered?  I forced myself to focus on the more immediate situation.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Alright, then how do I move them?”  I asked, looking at the small spheres and deciding it was time to start some actual training.   
    

    
      
    

    
      “Will is an extension of self.  If you wanted to pick that ball up and toss it, you’d just do it, and you need to function with your Will the same way.  You want to use your Will to move it, so that is what you do, but don’t focus on lifting the ball.  Lifting it is difficult.  Instead, hit the ball from underneath.”  I felt a surge of pressure again and the smallest ball hopped into the air.  The pressure was his Will exerting force. He didn't need to explain that for me to understand.  “I struck the ball from beneath, quickly, a direct assault of Will, but not a lasting one.”  It seemed redundant to explain it after he’d just shown me how it was done, but I took it in stride.  He was my teacher, after all, and I’d heard some students learned better through words than demonstrations. “You want to gather your Will and let it surge forward, focusing the strike at the center of the bottom of the ball.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Alright.”  I said, and then I focused on the ball and pictured it bouncing up like it just had a moment before.  I concentrated on that image, picturing it happening again and again, but there was no physical result.  I tried picturing it lots of different ways, and at one point I realized I was even blowing air out of my mouth as though trying to push it from its place with the wind I could gather in my chest.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s not working.”  I said after what felt like twenty minutes of this somewhat frustrating process.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s probably because you’re visualizing it happening, and not making it happen.  If you want it to happen, make it happen.  Your Will can’t be denied if you won’t let it be.”  Arthos said calmly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I thought of the water tank again, how I’d kept rising back up even though I should have died.  I’d refused to die.  I wouldn't accept it.  This had to be the same way.  I wouldn't accept failure here.  The ball would move.  It couldn’t deny what I wanted from it.  It was just a ball.  I looked at the ball once more and gathered my desire to see it move.  It had to move because I intended it to do so.  A surge rose up inside of me, chaotic and angry, and the ball hopped a few inches into the air before rolling a little further away.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I did it!”  I exclaimed a bit louder than I meant to.  I was quite excited.  This was magic.  I had real magic.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos laughed.  “You did, and pretty quickly too.  You’re not the fastest I’ve ever trained, but you’re moving right along.  Go ahead and try the next one.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded and turned my attention on it.  This time it came easier.  I popped that ball up even higher into the air.  It wasn’t that difficult to do, though I didn’t exactly hit it straight.  It bounced off to the side.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Alright, now the biggest of them.  Leave the metal one for now.”  He said.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I turned my attention on the largest one and hit that one.  It didn’t go as high as the one before it, but it shot off to the side a great deal of distance. I looked over at Arthos and he was nodding, his expression impressed. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “That was good, but you’re not very stable on your application of force.  You really need to focus on hitting from the bottom on a single, small point. You want to go up, not to the side.”  He paused for a moment then nodded towards the metal ball.  “Try that one now.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I turned my focus to the fourth sphere.  Up. I needed it to go up.  I focused my will and pushed.  The ball popped sideways into the air and went soaring across the field, further than any of the others by far, but not at all straight up.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Wow.”  Arthos chuckled.  “That was a good hit, but not very well focused again.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I frowned, uncertain why I couldn’t get it to go straight up.  “I’m not sure how to aim it.”  I admitted.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “That will come with time.”  He assured me.  “Right now you’re like a baby who has just learned how to walk. You can use your legs well.  You’re stumbling about, looking for something to hold onto.  Your Will is raw and unfocused because you have no experience with it.  I’ll give you something to help you work on that when we’re finished here today, but I want you to keep trying to move the spheres here.  Stick to the wood ones for now.  That metal one could become dangerous if you start hitting it in the wrong direction.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I did as he instructed, working for the next few hours on the balls, as Arthos watched, not really giving me much feedback on what I was doing wrong or right.  I found the longer I kept at using my will, the increasingly tired I became.  The balls weren’t heavy or hard to move exactly, but the act of moving them over and over again was taking a toll on me.  Will fatigue, I guessed.  At least I knew what was happening.  
    

    
      
    

    
       “Alright, it’s time to spar.”  Arthos voice broke my focus and the ball I’d been about to hit popped slightly sideways with no real force or direction from me.  “You need to keep your physical edge.  Just because you’re a Warden now doesn’t mean you can just quit working on yourself.  You’ll find that your body doesn’t diminish the way it did before if you stop working.  You’ll hold your strength by Will now, but that doesn’t mean you can’t lose your edge if you don’t keep at your training.  Besides, challenging yourself to new levels of difficulty only makes you better.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos reached to his back and drew two halves of a staff weapon just like my own.  I drew my weapon as well.  I’d yet to encounter anyone who used my weapon so this was a novel experience.  “Avoid head blows, but try your hardest to land hits.”  He said, and then he engaged.  There was no other warning that we were starting, but that was alright.  My previous training had taught me to always be ready.  I wasn’t surprised by the sudden onslaught.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos came at me like he intended to kill me.  His weapons blurred and it was everything I could do to hold him back.  I’d thought I was very good at my weapons, but he was on another level entirely.  In moments I was falling back and struggling just to keep from being hit.  I was managing, but only just, and then it felt like someone grabbed my leg and pulled hard.  Suddenly I was off balance.  Arthos hit me in the ribs and I heard a crack as I staggered backwards and fell to my knees.  His next blow landed across my shoulders and this one laid me flat, agony bursting through and down my back.  I rolled over quickly, spinning my legs to get momentum and bringing my weapons up but Arthos was done.  He’d drawn back and was looking at me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d cheated.  He’d used his Will to defeat me.  “That wasn’t fair.”  I groaned as I struggled to get back up.  My ribs hurt badly, probably broken, and I would have a terrible bruise along my back.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What wasn’t fair?”  He asked, a small smile on his lips that told me he’d anticipated we’d have this conversation.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You used your Will and not just your weapons.”  I snapped, but then what had I really expected from this fight?  It wasn’t going to be like before.
    

    
      
    

    
      “My Will is a weapon, Lillin.  Now that you can use it, no one is going to hold back in a fight.  You need to learn it as well.  When we spar, I will be using my Will on you.  I might hold back to some degree, but it’s important that you understand how to use it in combat, and how to defend against it.”  His voice was firm, but not unfriendly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Defend against it?”  I asked surprised.  This was something I hadn’t really considered.  “We’re all on the same side.  Why would I ever have to seriously fight a Will user?”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I recommend you take sparring very seriously.”  Arthos answered smoothly, but that felt a bit disingenuous.  He was covering up for something.  “You need to know how to win in any situation.  Your technique needs to be flawless.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Your ‘flawless technique’ broke my ribs.”  I growled, ignoring the pain, but not happy about it.  Broken ribs could be quite dangerous.  I didn’t really like the idea of ending up with a punctured lung, or some form of internal bleeding.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Good, because when we’re done here tonight you need to learn how to affect your own healing.  You won’t always have access to healers.  You need to learn how to take care of yourself.  In time it will become automatic and natural.”  He said this as though this was just an obvious progression of things.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We can heal ourselves?”  This was the first I’d heard of this, though I’d always wondered how the Warden’s dealt with injuries in the field. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He gave a brief nod.  “Yes.  It takes time and effort, but a Warden can heal almost any damage that they might sustain within reason.  It’s painful and, at least at first, takes focus as well as an understanding of the body.  That’s why your lessons contained so much study on bone and muscle structure. It makes you a more effective fighter, and a more effective healer once your Will is awake.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Can you teach me how to do it now so I can fix my rib?”  I asked, finding breathing rather painful.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He shook his head.  “I could, but I’m not going to.  It will take time, and we’re not done sparring.  I’ll go a bit easier on you now, but I’m going to keep trying to use my Will on you, so you need to resist that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I tried to hide the anger in my voice as I responded to him. “How?”  Pain wasn’t helping me remain calm and rational.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “When we were fighting you were completely focused on combat.  You need to learn to leave a strand of consciousness tied to your Will at all times.  When my Will strikes yours, you will feel it like someone brushing a hand over the hairs on your arm.  Defense is the easiest part of Will use.  One Will can resist another far easier than it can attack.”  He explained.  “This is true because it’s easier to affect yourself then it is to affect others of course.  You’ve used your Will now, so you know how to reach for it.  Now you just need to touch it, keep it at the back of your mind all the time.  It needs to be a constant companion.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I sighed and nodded.  “You make it sound so easy.”  I groaned. It was much harder to focus now that I was in pain.  I brought my weapon up in front of me, linking the two halves.  The full staff was a better defensive weapon.  It could be used to keep a person at a distance, and I’d need to do that if I was going to be separating part of my focus onto something else.  I grasped the haft in a ready position and reached back for my Will.  
    

    
      
    

    
      To my surprise it wasn’t hard to touch. It was just there.  It was shapeless and massive, seemingly impossible to draw upon or form, but it was easy to brush against.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos came forward again.  He kept his weapon split into two halves and when he launched the attack he came quickly.  I backed up and spun my staff to counter the blows he was leveling.  I could tell he wasn’t pressing me as hard as he had before, but the pressure was still on.  Twisting and turning caused pain to explode in my battered ribs.  I gave up ground readily and didn’t bother to try and take it back. I couldn’t beat him in an assault.  I just had to survive this.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I felt a surge and knew what it was almost instinctively.  Arthos opened his mouth like he was about to speak, but my Will surged around me, and for a moment it was almost overwhelming.  It felt like a massive wind at my back, buffeting me and almost knocking me off balance, but when it subsided Arthos was standing a bit stunned, his eyes a little wide. He put his weapons down and I lowered mine as well.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Did you attack with your Will?”  He asked.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I shrugged.  “I just felt your attack coming in and reached for my Will. I’m not really sure what happened then.  It seemed to wash over me like a tide.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I see.”  He said softly.  “You felt my Will?”  He asked, but didn't give me time to answer.  “Well, that was very well executed.  I think you’ve got the basics of Will defense in place.  Quickly too.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Did I do something wrong?”  I asked, not sure why he seemed so surprised.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He shook his head.  “No, not wrong, but unexpected.  Will is difficult to sense.  Usually you can feel it touch you and act to defend then, but . . . of course you seem full of surprises.  Has anyone really talked to you about your water test yet?”  He asked, and he began to put his weapons away.  I did the same.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I took a deep, shaky breath.  My ribs ached furiously  “No.”  This was a point of contention.  “They seem upset about it, but no one is explaining why exactly.  I thought you didn’t really care about any of that?”
    

    
      
    

    
      He was quiet and thoughtful for a moment.  “The water test has one purpose. It is there to push you over the last wall that stands between a Warden and their ability to physically harness their Will.  Everything up to that point is a matter of fortifying your determination and making sure you have the skill necessary to succeed as a Warden, but the water test is the best way we know to shatter your expectations of physicality.  There are other ways to awaken Will, but they’re not as effective, and create Wardens of lesser strength.  To master Will you must understand that your body is only a physical container for your manifesting power to affect the world.  We kill the body and force the students to reanimate it through their Will to live.  That didn't happen with you.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      This wasn’t exactly news to me.  I’d gathered this from what others had told me and it fit with everything else I’d seen.  The Wardens were all ghostly pale, their eyes dull.  They looked like corpses that walked.  On some level I’d always just thought that the Will changed them over time, and that it would happen to me as well if given enough immersion in the power.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Then you’re dead?”  I asked, making sure I had the right of this.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He shook his head.  “No, that’s not exactly right.  I’m not dead, but I am reanimated.  All of us are.  I can keep my body going indefinitely.  Some say that a Warden never has to actually die, though from time to time one of us is obliterated and can’t recover, or occasionally we just quit.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Quit?”  My voice held every bit of the uncertainty I felt at hearing that.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Existing takes Will, and when you are a master of your own Will, letting go of that Will means letting go of your life.  All a Warden has to do to stop living is simply let go.”  Arthos gave a lifted his hand up in a closed fist and then opened it like the bud of a flower waking.  “You though, you’re different.  You didn’t die during the water test.  You refused to let go of your life before your power was supposed to be awakened which was something that hadn’t happened before.  Some think you cheated, some believe you’re something special, and others believe you’ve stumbled into a different type of awakening, one we don’t do here at this school.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I mulled over this information for a moment.  I hadn’t intentionally cheated.  I’d just wanted to stay alive and I’d refused to let my body go.  It had been terrifying and difficult, but I’d done it out of desperation.  Was that really so unusual?  What did it mean if I was different?  It was a troubling circle of thoughts that didn’t seem to bring to the front any answers through worrying the questions over.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What do you think?  Do you think I cheated?”  I asked, curious to see what my teacher had to say on the matter.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, I don’t think you did.  If you’d cheated somehow, you wouldn’t have control of your Will the way you do.  From working with you I’d say you have a great deal of untrained potential.  It’s raw and unfocused, but you seem strong.  The lack of focus is a problem though.  Having a great deal of power with no focus is no better than being exceptionally weak.  You won’t get very far if you can’t bring your Will to bare exactly as you intend.”  We crossed back into the building, the door shutting in our wake and reminding me that I was still within the city and not truly free at all.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Some of the lowest ranking Wardens have a great deal of raw Will, but they can’t do anything with it because they never mastered control.  Beyond their instinctive grasp of Will to keep themselves alive, some of them never manage even the basics of using their Will as a tool.  I should introduce you to some of those. It might be good for you to see that Wardens come in all different forms.”  He seemed to be making a mental note to do so, which indicated to me that he thought I might well end up taking that route. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “So what happens to me if I can’t learn to focus my Will?  What do those Wardens do?”  It was clear these people weren’t gotten rid of.  He said he could introduce me to them, but what exactly became of them?
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos gave a shrug and a smile.  “Many become researchers, or take other non critical jobs.  We don’t send them out for important work, though that doesn’t mean they can’t live fulfilling lives.  Being a Warden is important even if you’re not a Knight, out winning glory for us in battle.  You shouldn’t worry about it too much.  You’ve made it into our order.  The inquiries will go on a bit longer because they will want to know everything they can about why you’re different, but things will settle down and your life will become a bit less unusual.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What if I wish to become a Scout and not a Scholar?”  I asked, wondering if I’d even have a say in things if I lacked ability.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He raised an eyebrow.  “Most new recruits wish to be a Knight.  That is where the honor is, and where strength can really be used.  There is no glory in being a scout.  It’s hard work, and the reward is often death in foreign lands.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I gave a shrug.  “I just want to know if I can pursue a different path even if I can’t focus my Will.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You can pursue any path you wish, but there are skill requirements for becoming a Knight or a Scout. If you can’t master your Will to the proper degree then you won’t be able to follow those paths.  It would be suicide.”  Athos’ expression was curious.  “What is it that interests you about the scouts?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I’d backed myself into a corner on this one.  I couldn’t exactly go into what had first piqued my interest so I had to think fast.  “I like answers, and it seems the Scouts would be the most likely to find them.”  I replied, thinking it a good excuse.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos thought about that for a bit before he answered.  We continued walking in silence while he did so.  “It seems to me Scholars would have more answers than Scouts, and a much easier life as well.  I’ve found it very fulfilling.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Scholars,” I answered.  “Have answers about everything we already know, and maybe about things that can be pieced together from books or documents, but Scouts find answers that are beyond anything that can be learned by study.  I think they would have the answers to the bigger questions.”  As I said this it locked in my mind in a way that felt perfect.  I’d been simply trying to cover for my curiosity, but the explanation I’d given felt like more than a cover.  I might have inadvertently convinced myself that being a Scout was exactly what I wanted.  I could find my own answers, and I had a remarkable number of questions.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s difficult to be a Scout.”  Arthos said, voice a bit solemn.  “The skills needed are not trivial to master, and the work is often thankless and brutal, but if that’s what you want, then you should work for it.  My training regiment is more geared towards practical application.  I usually train Knights, but I might recommend you to someone who trains scouts if you do well enough.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I suppose I’ll figure it out as I go.”  I replied, my future here still uncertain.  “How long will it take the others to decide what they intend to do with me?  I don’t really like not knowing what is coming next.  The uncertainty bothers me.  I feel like it’s all I’ve lived with for a long time now, but I was under the impression that things would be clearer as a Warden.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos gave a single dry laugh.  “You’re so young, Lillin.  You haven’t realized yet there there is never clarity.  The others though, they won’t be long.  I would give them a day or two at the most.  You’re all they’re talking about right now.”  He jogged ahead a ways and gestured for me to follow.  “Come, let’s go to the mess and get a meal, then I will take you to the clerics to get partially healed before I show you how to do some of the work yourself.   It has been a long day of training.  Tomorrow we will settle into a better pattern now that I know what you need to work on the most.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What if they need to question me tomorrow?”  I said, remembering that they still wanted to talk to me, or to learn more from me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Then we’ll start when they are finished.” He answered easily.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You seem very confident in that.  They might just decide to kill me.”  I couldn’t help but voice my worries.  The Wardens had been nothing if not brutal up to this point.  I didn’t think it unlikely that they might simply be done with me if they decided I wasn’t worth the trouble.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos didn’t look back as he answered.  “Dwelling on what might happen if things go poorly doesn’t achieve anything for us.  Right now you are my apprentice, and that means I am responsible for seeing that you are well trained.  That is my priority.  I don’t think they would have bothered to assign you to me if they didn't think you had potential.  We’ll find out soon enough, though.”  He gave a short laugh.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I didn’t particularly share his mirth but I let him lead me back through the halls anyway.  We picked up a meal together, fresh meats, cheese and a small bit of bread, and then the clerics worked on my ribs some before Arthos showed me how to use my Will to facilitate my own healing.  It wasn’t easy at all.  I couldn’t believe it might become second nature at some point, but with the help of the healers I was well on my way to mending by the time Arthos and I parted.  
    

    
      
    

    
      At that point it was quiet again and I had time to think which was really the last thing I wanted.  Thinking was troublesome.  Thinking meant that I had to relive the events of the past few days.  I couldn’t just put it all away and move on.  I couldn’t forget Zark or my other friends.  I couldn’t forget the fear of the water chamber or the knowledge that all of it had been for some greater good that I’d only just learned about and barely understood.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We were pawns in a war that had gone on for hundreds of years and would probably go on for hundreds more.  I wasn’t sure how to feel about that either.  Was I supposed to be excited?  Was the revelation supposed to make me feel like all the suffering had been for a good reason?  Instead I felt like we’d gone through everything just to be thrown into an even more dangerous and terrifying situation.  That didn’t really settle well with me.  Why should I be proud and excited to be another disposable cog in a machine intent on grinding itself to nothing?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sleep did finally find me, but it took a long time, and it brought with it a whole army of nightmares and horrors that I knew had already taken firm root in my thoughts.  I’d be having those dreams for a long time.  By the time the sun was back up I was more than happy to be awake.  Sleep had been terrible.  Rest, for what it was worth, wasn’t very restful.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I dressed and waited in my room, uncertain what was expected of me on this new day.  I didn't have to wait long at all.  There was a sharp knock at my door.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s open.”  I answered, and then it swung open and a man I hadn’t seen before was there.  He wore a very standard Warden’s uniform.  If he’d had any extras put on it I couldn’t tell immediately.  His hair was some shade of faded brown, and his eyes seemed particularly blank in his pale face.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “The council will speak with you now.”  He said, voice deep and resonate in his chest, which made me realize that he was actually very large.  He was tall and broad across the shoulders.  There was no friendliness to his tone.  There was no hostility either.  He seemed like a teacher’s slate before the day’s lesson had begun.   
    

    
      
    

    
      I stood up and offered a short, formal bow.  “Thank you.  I’m ready.” I answered, feeling more nervous than I would have liked.  It was clear that much of my future depended on what was about to happen.  I hadn’t anticipated I’d be facing judgement this quickly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      My escort didn’t reply, but turned and started walking, so I fell in behind him as quickly as I could.  We passed through familiar territory until we reached a corridor I hadn’t been down before.  In fact, I couldn't’ remember the corridor having been there at all the last time I’d one this way, but it was now, looking every bit like it had always existed in this place.  The Wardens had ways of hiding halls, or at least of making you not notice them.  It was curious.  My guide turned down this new hallway and I fell in behind him.  There were other portals along both sides, ancient looking doors that I immediately recognized to be gateways like the one that had taken us to the training grounds, though these were trying to look more like regular doors. I was shocked to see so many in one place.  I could feel a strange tingling from each, as though they all were buzzing very gently.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We stopped suddenly and turned towards one.  He reached for it and I felt a surge of Will as his hand touched it.  He turned the handle and pushed it open, and it opened onto the inside of a large tent.  There was a table in the center, and there were at least a dozen various scowles around the table, some on weary looking faces covered in dirt, others on faces fresh and clean.  One of the women was even wearing a fur cloak that looked like it had the last vestiges of snow still on it, though the air felt warm around me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I recognized some of these people.  Not all of them, but some had been there the night I’d been accused of sleeping with Zark.  Funny, then, that I would be here in the wake of having done exactly that, and yet this time I was not here to be judged for that action at all.  I found a somewhat cold smile sliding onto my lips and I really couldn’t do anything to stop it from happening.  The situation wasn’t humorous in any way, not really, but for some reason it tickled some dark part of my personality.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You are here to help us understand what happened during your water test, and why you are the way you are now.”  One of the men said.  He was unfamiliar to me.  “We have been administering that test for a very long time, and no one has ever come out of it the way you have, so perhaps you can understand why we are so interested.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You think I somehow cheated, which would be impossible since none of us had any idea what you planned to do to us.  Do you think we would have gotten into those boxes if we knew you planned to drown us?”  I asked, struggling to keep a grip on my anger.  I laughed derisively, the unnatural smile on my face almost turning to a snarl.  It was madness to act so callous in front of these people, but the tension and anger and worry were all bubbling up inside of me now and this was how it was escaping.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Impossible unless you had someone on the inside who helped you, one of the teachers, or perhaps one of the dark nurses.  The damned Fel Clerics have never been a known quantity, not really.  They could be moving against us.”  I didn’t recognize this woman either, but I recognized the man she was standing next to.  Harkov.  He’d tried to to see me buried at the last trial I’d faced.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “The Fel Clerics have their own motivations and they don’t always align with ours, but they also are best served by being friendly with us.  You all know that.  There is no benefit to them in undermining our training, and you’re forgetting the most important piece of evidence that we have.  Lillin has found her Will.  If the test had gone wrong, then she wouldn’t have done so.  What we’ve seen here is, by my best guess, a powerful instinctive survival streak that simply refused to let her die. From what I hear she is quite powerful in the Will, even if that power is unfocused and wild.”  The woman who spoke was another new face.  She turned to me.  “What were your thoughts as the test progressed?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I didn’t get to think much.  When the tube was pulled away I panicked.  I wanted to be free, then I just desperately wanted to hold my breath as long as I could, but I hadn’t really taken a big gasp of air before the straw was torn from my lips.  There was an awful burning in my chest, and I tried to stop myself from breathing because I knew it would be water and I’d die, but my body just wouldn’t listen.”  As I was speaking I shook just a little.  I hoped no one could see it, but the memory made me feel cold and afraid.  My mad smile slipped from my face.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “When the water poured into my lungs it scared me.  I thought I was going to die.  I knew I was going to die.  I almost did, but just as I was fading I . . . there was something.  My Will, it tore me back from death.  It forced my body to work again, to work as it had before.  It was painful.  It burned worse than those breaths you take after you’ve run too long and hard, and every inch of me felt like it was on fire.  It was terrifying, but every time I took another breath of water it happened again.”  My answer left me feeling less rebellious, less angry.  The memory of the experience was bleak, draining, and then remembering looking over to Zark after I was finally pulled free, that was worse entirely 
    

    
      
    

    
      “I didn’t cheat.  I was too afraid to do anything at all.  I just couldn’t die.  I wouldn’t, not after I’d come so far.”  I said, finishing my statement.  
    

    
      
    

    
      There was some whispering.  They spoke for long minutes as I stood there waiting, voices low pitched and intense.  There was a great deal of looking back and forth amongst one another, harsh whispers spoken hastily, and finally they seemed to reach a general consensus.  One of the men who’d doubted me spoke for the group.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Your training is finished.  We will continue to watch you, however.  You are a unique case and we need to understand how your Will works.  You are dismissed, Warden Lillin.  May your Will Ever Burn.”  He bowed his head slightly, not exactly the sort of bow you’d give someone you honored, but at least a sign of acknowledgment.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You can go now.”  Harkov said.  He didn’t look happy, but his anger seemed less focused.  He was unhappy, but he was also somewhat apathetic. He didn’t care what happened to me now.  In losing his ability to see me thrown out of the training, he’d apparently decided just to put me from his mind.
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded and turned, slipping out through the door I’d come in from.  The blank faced Warden from before was standing beyond, and he pulled it shut in my wake.  “This is a free day for you.  You should familiarize yourself with the grounds.  Your training starts in full tomorrow, and it’s likely that you’ll spend part of it beyond the wall.”  He said, and he started to turn.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Wait, Warden, what is your name?”  I asked, not entirely certain why I bothered.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He stopped and turned back to me. “I am Arkins.”  He answered, and then he bowed a bit, turned and strode away down the hall.  I looked the way he’d gone, and then back the other way.  It was strange to be left entirely to my own devices in such a new place.  This whole situation was strange.  I was also very surprised that the meeting had been so short.  They’d really barely questioned me at all.  It felt more like they were just finalizing something they’d already decided on before I even got there.  Clearly some of them didn't want me here, but they weren’t as committed to the idea of getting rid of me as they had once been, or they had other plans to do so.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I sighed and tried to shrug off the worry that plagued me.  There was nothing I could do about it now.  I’d have to just keep going and keep my eyes open.  The whole situation felt no less tense than the earlier parts of my training.  The dangers simply lurked in new places now.  The worst part was that I had no idea what to expect going forward.  If I’d learned anything during my training it was that these lessons could, and often did, kill you.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I gave a brief thought to Arthos, wondering why they’d given me the day off instead of sending me to train with him.  He’d seemed to think we’d be back to training, but then I simply let the worries go.  A day without needing to concern myself with anything was what I needed.  I intended to use it for doing as little as possible.  I had a great deal of thinking yet to do.
    

    
      
    

    
      8.3  
    

    
      
    

    
      I woke with the dawn and crawled from my bed to dress.  I was no longer forbidden from roaming freely, so after I was dressed and equipped I slipped out of my room.  Just outside my door was a pack that was already done up. This wasn’t such an unusual thing to have happen that I was taken off guard so I opened it and gave a quick look inside.  There were clothes, at least another set, and a few other travel supplies.  I frowned at it as I considered why I had such supplies, but picked it up and put it in my room.  Then I left again and went to find something to eat.  It was there that Arthos found me.  His murky green eyes seemed to contain a note of mirth.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Still here, I see.”  He said as he sat down with me to finish the meal he’d brought with him when he noticed me enter the room.  It was of the same make as mine.  Eggs and some type of particularly gamey meat served with cheese and bread that was better than any I’d eaten since starting this ordeal.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Apparently I’m too interesting to kick out of the Wardens.”  I noted dryly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “That you are.”  He agreed, and then we settled into silence as we finished our meal.  He cleaned off his knife and put it away as he finished the last of his food and I did the same before he stood up and looked at me.  “Ready to go beyond the city?”  He asked, and I could see he was excited.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Just like that?”  I was certain that my surprise was evident in the tone of my voice.  I was shocked that there wasn’t more training involved in what felt like a very big step to me.  I’d never been beyond the city, and other than a general layout of the continent beyond, I knew very little about what to expect.  The histories and general knowledge taught to us at the academy spoke little of what the world was actually like outside of Black Mark.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Just like that.”  He answered.  “You’re a Warden now, and that means it’s time to find out what your place will be in the world, if you have one at all.  You might end up back here for good, but every Warden at least gets to look out beyond the walls once.  It’s different out there.  Very different.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Dangerous?”  I asked, not concerned really, but interested.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He thought for a few seconds before answering.  “In places, yes.  The Will and the Way have fought for a long time, and we’ve left other concerns aside while we’ve done so.  Some of those concerns have become threats, but this city isn’t all that exists.  There are others out there who are doing their own part to keep other threats at bay.  Some of them might even consider this city dangerous.  After all, there is nothing else like it in the lands of the Will users.  There are other cities, of course, but Black Mark is unique.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Come along.”  He said, and then he turned and was headed for the door.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked back at our plates as we walked away.  “Shouldn't’ we clean up after ourselves?”
    

    
      
    

    
      He gave a short look over his shoulder.  “No, so long as you eat in the cafeteria your mess will be cleaned up for you.  We are Wardens.  We have more important things to do then pick up plates.  Of course you may find that picking up plates is an enviable task once you’ve been on the road a while.  Do you have a pack and spare clothes, a bedroll?  Those things should have been delivered to you last night.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded, thinking of the pack I’d found just outside my room.  “So we’ll be gone for multiple days then?”  I asked, surprised.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, maybe a couple of months.  It depends on how well you do out there, and if you can keep up with your training while we travel.”  He answered.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “So we’re going to travel on foot?”  I asked, curious as to why we wouldn’t just use the doors.  “I thought the doors could take us anywhere?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The doors 
      can
       take you just about anywhere, Lillin, but there aren’t that many of them, and most of them require a connection to a real location to manage the jump.  Those that don’t . . . well, jumping from a point to another point that isn’t just a memory image without the aid of an arrival door is, as far as we know, impossible.  Travel doors, moveable points, are very uncommon despite how many we have collected for our use.  I can’t put an exact number on them, but of the thousands and thousands of individual cities and hamlets out there, there is simply no way to have a door in each, not when there are more strategic locations to have them.  Only key cities and locations get a door.  Most of us travel on mount.  It’s not as fast, certainly, but if you’re not going to a location already marked by a door, it’s easier.”  He gave me a grin that was a bit manic looking on his face.  “Besides, the countryside is beautiful, and I think you’re going to like riding.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Riding what?”  My voice was tinged with a bit of uncertainty.  I’d seen traders in the city ride around on work horses, but I’d never thought they looked particularly comfortable.  I couldn’t imagine doing that for days on end.  There were also cathian, small fast creatures that traveled on four legs at great speeds, but their range when carrying a rider was short, and they could be quite moody.  Usually only quick couriers bothered with the furry, whiskered menaces. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’re not going to ride horses are we?”  I didn’t make an effort to hide my displeasure at the idea.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh, by the Blackened, no!”  He answered with a chuckle.  “Those creatures are stupid and slow, and they will beat your ass into a pulp.  No, we’re going by kea.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Key?  I thought we weren’t using the doors.”  I was momentarily confused.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Kea.”  He repeated again, this time emphasizing the soft “a” at the end of the word.  “You’ve never seen one.  We don’t let them into the city.  There aren’t that many of them left that can be tamed, and the ones that can we tend to keep to ourselves.  They’re happier outside cities and towns anyway.  If the beasts can ever be said to be happy.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I gave him an uncertain frown.  “That doesn’t sound all that encouraging.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      His response was a hearty laugh.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We stopped long enough for me to grab the pack I’d left in my room, and then we were off.  We reached the outer wall after a few hours of walking.  It loomed overhead far taller than I’d imagined it from afar, the yellow-gray stone massive and strangely smooth on its outside.  I wondered how it had been so well finished in such large slabs.  The individual pieces were stacked tightly together, not even a finger’s width between them.  The builders responsible must have been of some incredible talent.  I couldn’t even imagine where they’d gotten the stone to begin with, or how they’d moved it all into place.  How did one hoist a stone larger than a tradesman’s wagon so high into the air and place it just so?  The seams were almost nonexistent.  
    

    
      
    

    
      For his part Arthos seemed unimpressed by this marvel of architecture.  I tried not to stare too much as we reached a set of large double doors, cast iron banding wrapping the heavy metal structure.  The doors opened in the middle, but there was a solid looking portcullis that could be dropped directly in front of them that would reinforce their structure if necessary. 
    

    
      
    

    
      As we approached, the men working the gate hastened to clear our way before we arrived.  The doors swung open smoothly and quietly.  There was not so much as a single squeak of metal grinding against metal as the thick slabs of finished steel moved out of the way.  We passed beneath another portcullis on the opposite side of the double doors, again arranged so that it would drop into place directly behind the doors that were at least two feet thick on their own.  The doors were about twelve feet high here, smaller than the main gates from what I’d heard, but still impressively engineered.  They opened into a deep tunnel that ran through the walls.  We walked for a few moments time in deep dark, the path lit only by a single set of torches between the first gates and what I saw were another set of heavy doors just like the first.  The men at this gate again opened the doors for us, and we passed beyond them and into another short passage that ended in what I soon learned was the final set of gates.   
    

    
      
    

    
      I doubted an intruder could get past one set of those doors, let alone three.  They were spaced such that getting a battering ram up to speed between them would be difficult if not impossible, and battering down even one seemed like an impossible task.  I knew nothing was impossible really, but I didn't want to contemplate what it would take, especially with the way the tunnel narrowed down it’s course.  
    

    
      
    

    
      As the final gates opened up before us, we emerged into a world that seemed far too bright after the dimly lit tunnels beneath the wall.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Before us stretched a vast countryside that went on as far as the eye could see.  The ground sloped down and away and I realized we were at the top of a hill.  Beneath us the countryside seemed to disappear into forever.  I’d never seen so far without the interruption of something man made blocking my view before.  It was staggering.  My entire life had been surrounded by barriers until that point. I felt as though I could see further than the stretch of the entire city I’d spent all of my life inside and I was struck by the sheer size of it all.  Logically I knew how large the continent was, but seeing part of it stretched out endlessly before me helped me to truly appreciate that size. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos laughed.  “I love bringing new recruits out here.  They always get that look the first time.  The world is big, Lillin.  Very big.  We’ll explore a great deal of the content we live on, but beyond that is an ocean that is even bigger than the continent, and beyond that other lands whose shores are impossible to sail to for they are so vastly far apart.  Of course the doors give us access to very far away places, but it’s different when you’re seeing it for yourself.  Sometimes we get too focused on the small aspects of our lives, but look at all of this!  The world is vast.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I was a bit embarrassed by how obviously impressed I was with what I was seeing.  I tried to get my expression back in check.  I thought of Zarkov for a moment and my heart ached.  I wondered what he would have thought of all of this.  I could guess he would have swore colorfully at the sight and probably said something embarrassing and foolish.  It would have probably made me smile.  I’d never know.  
    

    
      
    

    
      These thoughts were sobering.  They refocused my mind, which was good because my guide was moving again.  He turned us down a small road that led towards a building lying against the city’s outer wall.  It had the look of a stable about it, but there were Fel Clerics tending it.  I recognized their garb as they came into view, and as we approached one of them came out to greet us.  He looked up at us.  “You’re the first of the new batch.  We’ve prepared two mounts for you.  They are in the bonding yard.”  He gestured off to the far side of the building.  “Be careful.  They are trained, but they haven’t been bound and rode for an extended time yet.  They’re young.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos groaned.  “The young ones can be so temperamental.  I suppose this is the reward we get for being first out of the gate.”  He sighed and looked over at me.  “Keep your hands away from their mouths until we have them cinched shut, and then after we free them and get them bound, give it a few hours before you get too close to their head again.  Once bound they won’t kill you intentionally, but they might give you a nasty bite.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      My expression must have made it clear that I was less than pleased by this warning, because Arthos laughed again as he headed in the direction that had been indicated.  “Don’t worry.  It’s mostly fun.”  I wasn’t certain Arthos and I had the same idea of “fun” at all.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I didn’t know what to expect from the Kea, but it wasn’t anything like what I saw when we reached them.  My mind had forged an image of some kind of horse-like creature with teeth and fiery eyes, but there was nothing horse-like about the beast unless one was to count the fact that they had four legs, a head and a tail. 
    

    
      
    

    
      As soon as we stepped into the bonding yard and closed the gate behind us, the two creatures swung their massive heads in our direction.  Their eyes were wide and circular like an owl’s, each a hand’s span wide, and the irises spun into focus as they locked on us.  One had green eyes, the other blue, though the colors were so vivid that they were unlike anything I’d seen before.  They seemed to be made up of millions of tiny, shiny bits of color all arranged in such a way that no two shards of the same tone made contact, but the total effect was the impression of the general color of the creature’s eyes. They were beautiful and also entrancing in a way.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I had to force my attention away to look at the rest of what we were getting ourselves into  The kea were mostly covered in fur the length of a short-haired cat, and both of them were tones of brown, green and yellow.  They looked like they’d crawled from some mossy, damp part of the woods, a living piece of the undergrowth. Their fur was a bit longer and shaggy along the tops of their legs, and their powerful shoulders.  Beneath their large, forward-facing eyes was a long, canine-like jaw that I could see was full of teeth as their lips pulled back and they snarled at us.  The teeth were long and hook shaped, made for gripping and rending meat.
    

    
      
    

    
      They made a strange sound, a churring, rumble that was at once fierce and calming.  Of course the slight calming effect was completely dissipated by the waves of hostility pouring from the two beasts.  As we stepped forward one of them snapped its teeth at us and surged in our direction, though it was was bound by two heavy ropes looped to metal hooks secured to the ground.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Their legs were cat-like, short and powerful looking, and they hunched on them, low to the ground, looking like they could pounce at any moment, though it was clear they really couldn’t move much as they were now.  They both had a tail that was long and whip-like, the kind you might see on a rat, and they were equally hairless, though the color was dark brown, matching the rest of them.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The green eyed creature had a slash of white fur over its eyes, and for some reason I found myself drawn towards that one.  It looked almost like a mask, or a tattoo, like my own tattoo.  I took a step in its direction and Arthos grabbed my arm.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Careful, Lillin.  Watch me first.”  He said, and he started to ease his way towards the blue eyed one.  He began to speak again, softly this time, his eyes never leaving the Kea.  “The first thing you need to do is secure the muzzle cup.”  He pointed at a metal and leather cup hanging from the creature’s bridle.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Shouldn't the caretakers have done that?”  I asked, thinking it was quite careless for them to leave that off so the creatures might bite us.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, the kea hate the muzzle more than anything else we do to them.  They will kill themselves if left alone with it on, and we won’t keep it in place for long . . . “  His entire body coiled as he sprang into action.  He grabbed the muzzle while he surged forward and locked his arm around the creature's jaws before it could get them fully open, and then he was forcing the muzzle into place.  There was a clip on the far side that the cup locked into, and I heard the metallic click as it snapped securely into place.  The creature roared through it’s closed mouth and threw itself against its bindings.  The other Kea had shrunk itself down and was shooting an angry glare at Arthos, lips peeled back from its teeth in rage.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos had a firm hold on his creature’s bridle, and though it seemed intent on pulling away from him, it couldn't go far with the bindings in place, and something inside the muzzle seemed to cause it pain and keep it from drawing back too quickly while Arthos held the handle on its side.  My Warden guide reached out with one hand and placed his palm on something that seemed embedded in the creatures forehead, a small square chip I hadn’t noticed before, between its two massive eyes, and then I felt a powerful surge of Will and suddenly the creature stopped.  It blinked slowly a couple of times, and then it settled into a crouch, looking up at Arthos.   He nodded, and then unfastened the muzzle, petting the side of the creature’s neck, but keeping away from its mouth.  It gave a soft churring sound but didn’t react with any hostility.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s how it’s done.”  Arthos said, looking back at me.  “The grip around the jaws is important.  They have an immense amount of downward force, but once your arm is locked around them they can’t open them well.  Push the muzzle into place and secure the lock pin.  It goes in easy and quick.  Grab the handle on the side with your off hand, and after that you touch the shard imbedded between their eyes and slam it with your Will.  Hit it hard.  This forces the bond into place, and the bond won’t break until you either sever it, die, or someone stronger pushes it out of place.  Well, time will let it fade as well, but it takes a few months.
    

    
      
    

    
      The green eyed creature had settled some as it’s companion had stopped fighting, but it still seemed tense and watchful. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “So she’ll be mine then?”  I said, looking at the green eyed kea again.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Artho gave a small laugh.  “As much as a kea can ever belong to someone, which isn’t all that much really.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I took a deep breath and nodded, keeping my eyes focused on what needed to be done.  I had to do this.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Remember to move quickly like you would on an attack.  If it lunges for you, give it space, and then charge in.  It can’t move much bound as it is now.”  He told me.  “It probably won’t bite to kill if it does strike.  They usually just chomp down to warn you off.  It bleeds a lot and leaves a nasty scar, but most survive.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Good to know.”  I said dryly, edging closer to the beast that I was to bind.  I felt almost guilty as its massive green eyes watched me approach and it tensed up.  It was afraid, angry, but I sensed it also knew what was coming, and it wasn’t happy about that.  The tile shard between its eyes was white, and hidden in the fur mask it wore.  “This won’t be so bad.”  I told it, whispering softly.  “I’ll treat you well.  We can be friends.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It bared its teeth at me, clearly not understanding that last bit.  I took one last deep breath and then dove forward, and the kea did the same.  Razor sharp teeth snapped closed within an inch of my arm, almost grabbing my sleeve as I twisted away and then locked my arms around its jaws.  I grabbed for the muzzle.  My future mount thrashed, trying to shake me free, but I somehow got the muzzle and locked it into place with a satisfying click.  The beast seemed to go insane the minute the muzzle locked closed.  It tensed hard and then thrust with all of its significant strength, lifting me from the ground easily even though I had the handle on the side of the muzzle firmly in my grip.   I swung around on its neck, looping my legs around it from below as I fought for purchase and then I slammed my palm into the chip.  I hit it with every bit of Will I could bring to muster and there seemed to be a concussive slam in the air around us.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The kea’s eyes went blank, pupils opening so wide that its entire eyes were black, and for a moment it just stared off into nothingness.  I let go of it’s neck and fell to the ground as its legs faltered and it collapsed just in front of me.  I gave a panicked look over at Arthos, but he just shrugged and kept watching.  I unfastened the creature’s muzzle and reached out to rub the side of its neck as Arthos had.  It didn’t seem to notice at all.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You must have hit it with a staggering amount Will.  I’ve never seen one that dazed.”  Arthos said, still watching.  “Give it a moment.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I was almost positive I’d killed the poor thing, or at least destroyed it’s mind.  It seemed alive, just completely lost, and then it blinked, one giant, slow blink, and it’s eyes focused on me.  It cocked its massive head to one side, then pushed it forward and leaned it against my arm.  A dull, deep rumble sounded from it.  I wasn’t quite sure what to do.  I’d been told to avoid its head.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The other Warden laughed loudly.  “Good work, Lillin.  I’ve definitely never seen a kea do that.  Usually when it’s face is that close to you there is a bite coming soon after.  I think you may have broken it entirely.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I reached out and stroked its neck as I stood, and then as it pushed its massive head against me again, I stroked there as well, guilt settling into my stomach.  I hadn’t meant to hurt it, but here we were.  It seemed happy now, but what had that cost the poor creature?  I leaned down and leaned my head into hers.  “I’ll take good care of you, and when we’re done, I’ll make sure you go some place nice and safe.”  I promised her.  “I’m sorry I hurt you, but we’ll be friends now.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Unfasten her locks now, Lillin.  It’s time we went out and met the world”  Arthos said, mounting his own creature which he’d been unfastening while I worked on mine.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I began to do the same, my eyes scanning far out onto the horizon.  “Time to go exploring, Zara.”  I told the beast.  The name came to me naturally.  It was the female version of Zark’s name.  In that way, he’d get to travel beyond the wall with me.  I could at least imagine he was seeing some of the wonders I would encounter.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    




    
      
    

    
    
      Chapter 9
    

    
      
    

    
      The Sleeping Village
    

    
      
    

    
      It was quickly apparent that the world beyond the walls of the city wasn’t as peaceful and serene as it first appeared.  There was something dark and sinister lurking just beneath the surface of what should have been a beautiful setting.  Arthos called them “tranquil pools” and he didn’t seem particularly upset by what he saw.  They struck a chord with me however.  I’d seen their like before. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “It becomes less frequent the further you get from the city.”  He explained as we passed a pool of liquid that was black and still.  It looked thick, not quite so thick as the oil used to grease a wagon’s wheel, but far thicker than water.  It was tempting to touch it, but the pool we were passing this time had the skeleton of a small animal hanging out of one side.  The creature’s back half was in the pool, the front half laying across the shore, no visible reason for why it wouldn’t have crawled out anywhere to be seen.  There were no tufts of torn up ground near it’s feat, no signs of struggle or distress anywhere.   
    

    
      
    

    
      “They’re dangerous.”  I said, but Arthos seemed to take this as a question.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not really.  They’re soothing in a way.  That’s why you see dead animals around them.  They go in there and then they don’t feel like leaving.  We generally avoid them since you can sort of feel that lethargy when you get close enough, but touching them doesn’t actually harm you.”  He explained.  “Sometimes you’ll have strange dreams if you’re near one when you fall asleep, but that’s probably a side effect of their tranquilizing ability.  A few Wardens have theorized that they’re alive in some way and this is how they hunt.”
    

    
      
    

    
      This material looked strikingly similar to the black liquid down in the bowels of the school, the place that Ghoul had taken me to show me . . . well, I preferred not to linger heavily upon that.  I preferred not to remember any of it, but here I was faced with a small fragment of that moment.  It wasn’t as active as the stuff down there had been, but it gave me the same feeling when I looked at it, that otherworldly disquiet that sent fear crawling through my like tendrils of ice.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “And it’s not dangerous?”  This time it was a question, aimed to see if he really believed that.  This seemed like a threat, and it was conspicuous that it surrounded the city.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos shrugged.  “We have seen more of them over the years, these little pools, but they only tend to pose a threat for animals.  We don’t know what causes them, and it’s far too much effort to get rid of them out here, so I would say that even if they are dangerous, they’re not dangerous to us.”
    

    
      
    

    
      His phrasing caught in my mind. “Out here?”  I emphasized the words. “These appear in the city as well.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos nodded.  “Frequently, actually.  We hire men to clean them up with shovel and bucket, and then the black stuff is disposed of.  If you get them quickly it’s easy enough to do from what I understand.  I’ve never done it myself.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      That was alarming.  I’d lived in the city my entire life and had never heard about this at all.  Still, Arthos seemed uninterested in the topic, and pressing further might draw his attention to the fact that my curiosity was a bit beyond the normal.  I couldn't tell him what I’d seen beneath the school, what Ghoul had shown me in the catacombs  This black muck was bad, though.  I knew it.  Whatever it was, it was spreading, and though it wasn’t showing itself to be a threat yet, it might become one soon enough.  
    

    
      
    

    
      As we passed the pool my kea shied away from the strange liquid, a low hiss rumbling through her chest.  Arthos’ mount didn't do the same.  I wondered if the beast was responding to my feelings, or simply perceiving something his hadn’t.  I reached out and stroked Zara’s neck soothingly and the hiss quieted, though I could still feel the tension in her body until we were well past the foulness.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’ll reach Camiden soon.  They’re used to us passing through so you can expect a warm enough greeting there.”  Arthos said, tearing my thoughts away from my concerns over the black sludge for a welcome moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      It occurred to me that this would be the first time anyone outside of the school had seen my face and the skull tattoo that I wore as a mark of shame.  I reached up and touched it, a self conscious gesture that I didn’t really think about.  Arthos, however, seemed to notice.
    

    
      
    

    
      “They will think it strange, but they don’t know the laws of the city, at least most of them.  I imagine everyone who sees you will find that of interest the first few times.  It caught my eye and I knew to expect it.  Inkings are uncommon already, and more so when they are done any place visible.  I doubt anyone beyond the city will have seen someone with a marked face, and none will know what it was supposed to mean.”  He gave a shrug.  “If you think it will be a problem we could get you a veil or something.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I shook my head, my mouth setting in a line.  “No, this is a reminder, and an important one.”  I knew that everyone who looked at me would have that little bit of discomfort in their eyes, and that reflection of myself was a constant reminder that I couldn’t be the person who had gotten myself into this situation to begin with.  Having Will was one thing, but hurting people for my own benefit was something I would never do again.  The guilt of my crime had never gone away.  I might not have thought about it as much, but it was still upon my shoulders every day.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Honestly remorseful?”  Arthos asked, seeming a bit surprised.  “I assumed that you’d be best served by pretending the past hadn’t happened.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Perhaps I’d sleep better, but I’ll never forget what brought me here.  I’m not the girl I was then.  I won’t be.”  I spoke firmly, my heart beating a bit fast in my chest.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos considered me for a moment and then nodded.  “Good.  That’s very good, Lillin.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I let out a sigh and rolled my shoulders, trying to work out some of the tension that had been building in me since the last tranquil pool.  “What happened to the others from my class?”  I asked, wanting a subject change.  “I thought I’d be spending more time with them, continuing my training.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos hesitated a moment.  “They are still training together, but those in charge wanted your education to move forward more quickly.  Normally there would be another two months before we left the city, but it was decided you should get into the field faster.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I frowned at that.  “Am I ready for this, then?”  I was a bit angry that the others were still learning while I was being pushed headlong into danger.  It seemed that I was still an exception to them, not to be treated as most of the others.  “Two months of lost training seems like an awful lot to just miss out on.”  Besides, in the time I’d spent with the others I’d grown to consider them good acquaintances, if not friends.  I missed them.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you feel like you’re not ready?”  Arthos asked.  “There are two days of training on how to mount a kea, but you did that with just a demonstration.  There is a full day of training on protocol regarding passage through the walls, but we made that just fine.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My frown only deepened. “There is normally training for handling a kea?”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh, yes, it’s quite dangerous.”  He declared with a nod.  “You did fine though.”  He added, that somewhat mischievous grin he had a habit of adopting falling into place.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re an ass for not telling me that ahead of time.”  I snapped angrily.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Would it have made things easier for you if you’d known that most people get two days of training on doing what you were going to do with one example?”  He asked, laughing as he spoke.  “No, it would have just made you nervous about it all.  You did fine. They coddle the trainees too much.  It’s far better to learn out here anyway.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I was still shooting him what I hoped was a withering look.  “Good, when I’m killed out here you can let everyone know that I died from a lack of coddling.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh, Lillin, that is not a pretty face on you.  With the skull it makes you look positively frightening.  Aren’t women supposed to smile and try to dazzle men?”  He joked, his mood surprisingly light. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ve never been the dazzling type.”  I replied, stubbornly insistent upon being angry despite his good mood.  I was distressed that I wouldn’t see any of the people I’d known from the school again.  I felt as though I was being quarantined lest someone else catch whatever it was about me that was so strange.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos just laughed once more and then we rode on in what was a silence that wasn’t as uncomfortable as it might have been.  We reached Camiden less than an hour later.  The small village was in a valley, and was practically invisible until we crested one of the hills surrounding it.  From our height we could see the entire thing spread out before us, a loose collection of homes and buildings scattered amidst the trees before us with large cleared out areas that I assumed were fields, crops most likely, spattered almost haphazardly across the space.
    

    
      
    

    
      As we came to a stop Zara let out a long, menacing hiss that even got Arthos’ attention.  He looked at my mount, and then at me before his eyes passed back to the valley below us.  I put a soothing hand on Zara’s neck, but again I could feel the tension in her body.  It felt like she might spring into an attack at any moment.  I looked down at the village, considering it more carefully.  At first glance it looked fine to me.  Quiet.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos was frowning when I brought my eyes back up to him.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”  I asked, aware that something was amiss, but uncertain exactly what it was.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “There is no smoke rising from the village.  Look at the chimneys.  It’s not a cold day, but people should still be baking, the smithery should be making tools for the farmers.  Something isn’t right here.”  Arthos spoke in a smooth soft voice, as though worried someone might overhear him.  “You might be getting some serious training earlier than anticipated.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I took a deep breath and looked down at the little village again.  Of course.  I should have seen the lack of fires immediately.  I’d been trained to look for such things, but all of this was so new to me that I’d fallen into a haze of bemusement at all of the new sights.  I had to remember that things were still dangerous here.  Things were especially dangerous here.  I needed to treat this like one of our training exercises through the traveling doors. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “That beast of yours is perceptive.”  Arthos noted, adjusting the lie of his weapon as he urged his kea forward down the path.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “She is.”  I said proudly, stroking Zara’s neck again.  She was tense, agitated, and not happy to be moving closer to the village.  “I think she would prefer not to go investigate this.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos gave a laugh that tried to mimic his normal levity, but I could tell he was on edge as well.  “If you want to be a scout, Lillin, this is the sort of thing you need to be ready to do.  When you see a puzzle before you, you walk into it.  You can’t avoid trouble.  Knights, too, must be brave, face danger head on.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well, I guess Zara doesn’t want to be a Scout or a Knight then.”  I answered, a small grin slipping over my face.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Zara?  You named it?”  Arthos sounded amused with a single eyebrow raised.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I did.  It felt like the right thing to do.”  I gave a nod of affirmation.  I felt a little embarrassed that I’d let her name slip out loud, but at the same time, I was happy I did.  I felt like I was honoring Zarkov by letting people know about her name.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well, you’re not the first.”  He said with a shrug.  “We’ll leave the kea to wait for us outside of the village.  They’ll fight if we get into trouble, but I don’t believe in intentionally dragging them into dangerous situations.  Also, they tend not to like villages, towns and cities.  There is too much around them, strange things that scare them.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Zara gave a growl and hissed again.  “That sounds fair enough.  She doesn’t really want to go anyway.”  I probably didn’t need to point that out again.  She was letting her will be known.
    

    
      
    

    
      We traveled most of the way down the valley in a vigilant silence after our brief discussion.  When the first of the houses became visible through the trees ahead we stopped and let the kea have free reign.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “They won’t go far.  They might gather food or hunt, but they’ll come back here.  As long as they’re bound to us, they won’t abandon us or run away.”  Arthos told me.  I was still a bit nervous as I gave one more look back at Zara.  
    

    
      
    

    
      She was watching me too, her wide eyes following me as I walked towards the village.  She made a plaintive sound as we slipped behind a turn in the road that brought us onto the main dirt road through the village.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos snorted.  “She’s like a puppy with you.  I’ve never seen that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked back at him.  “They’re not normally like that?”  I asked feeling a small surge of pride at my bond with Zara.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, certainly not.  I think you broke her poor mind.”  He answered, and then I felt a wash of guilt instead of the momentary pride.  Arthos seemed to see this on my face and he gave me a comforting smile.  “No worries, girl.  Whatever you did to her, she seems to like you, and she seems happy.  Sometimes they are miserable all through their service.  Look at my mount.  He’d rather be about anywhere than with me.  There is no satisfaction in serving as my ride.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I still felt guilty.  “Will she ever be normal again?”
    

    
      
    

    
      The other Warden shrugged.  “It’s difficult to say.  You’re a peculiar case in most ways.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That was the unfortunate truth of things.  I took no pride in being different.  It would have been much easier to be like the others, but then perhaps I would have been content to let things go as they were.  I wouldn’t have been as keen on seeing the way of the Wardens changed.  They needed changing.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Make yourself ready.  I don't know what we’ll find here.”  Arthos spoke, and his words helped me to refocus on the task at hand.  I would find a way to change things with the Wardens, but first we had to deal with the trouble directly before us.
    

    
      
    

    
      We crept down the main road of the village cautiously.  There was a stillness about us that I didn’t care for.  The village was stagnant and silent in a way that didn’t feel natural.  It was after midday.  There should have been children at play, and adults about their business, putting out laundry, working the fields, heading towards the town center to shop, but though we passed fields and stores, and clothes lines with things hung and partially hung, there was no sign that anyone was around, or had been in the last hour or more.  We kept moving inward. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The blood trail started about the time we reached the densest part of the village. It was a light streak of reddish black just as the dirt road turned to rickety cobblestone, but as we followed it the amount of dried blood grew.  First there were streaks, and then a dried pool, and then several large black pools.  By the time we reached the well at the center of the town it looked as though someone had intentionally painted everything in blood.  It was all dark red now, almost black, dried, but it covered the houses, the street and all the bricks of the well.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Blackened, look at this mess.”  Arthos cursed as we drew nearer that well.  It was like an eye at the center of a storm, and as we approached it felt like we were spiralling towards the center.  “It looks like the whole town was slaughtered.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Who would do this?”  I asked, confused by what enemy could be so close to the city without us even knowing it was out here.  “Was it bandits?”  And then another thought occurred to me.  “Is this the Way?”  I guessed, since they were the only enemy that I knew of that posed a significant threat to us, and this seemed beyond the scope of bandits.  I’d thought the Way were much farther away though.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He shook his head.  “No, this isn't like them at all.  They don’t slaughter entire villages of innocent people, and they generally burn the bodies of the dead, not shove them down a well . . .”  He hesitated.  “There isn’t a smell of rot, though. There really should be.”  He turned to the well, which is where my eyes had also fallen.  It sat in the middle of this chaos and seemed strangely conspicuous.  When I tried to look other places, my eyes always recentered on that simple stone structure.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos began to move in closer, his eyes also drawn to the unassuming circle.  He drew his staff weapon, the two halves coming apart so he held one in each hand.  I followed his example, though I left mine at full length for the time being.  It was better for defense and I was less confident in my abilities than he was.  He reached the well just before I did and looked over the edge. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s dark.” He said, frowning.  “Do you have your striker?”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes.”  I answered, removing it from a small pouch on my belt.  I’d decided long ago that the ability to make fire was one of those things that I always wanted on my person.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos looked around and pointed to a house with a stack of wood at its side.  “Get some of that wood and bring it here.  Let’s get a fire started and get some light in this well.  I want to see the bottom, but I don’t think I’m just going to jump down there. That seems unwise.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are you sure it’s safe to stay here for so long?”  I asked, though a part of me wanted to know what had happened, was attracted to this mystery, and drawn to the well and whatever was at its bottom.  I needed to know.  The question was just the logical part of my mind looking out for me.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Time to prove you have what it takes to be a Scout, Lillin, if that’s really what you want.  Go get that wood.”  He told me, and I did as he instructed.  It didn’t take me long to gather enough to light a fire that I thought would survive being dropped into the well, at least until it hit the water at the bottom.  I made some tinder while I was next to the house and then brought it back to the well and worked at starting it burning.  All the while I did this I could feel a pressure on my shoulders, as though the entire village was resting there heavily, waiting for me to uncover the secrets it had hidden, the secrets that were somehow buried at the bottom of this well. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Once the fire was going well enough Arthos pulled a brand from the pile and held it over the opening of the well.  The light didn't do much to penetrate the darkness below.  He held it a moment, and then let it go.  The flame flickered as the burning log tumbled down into the darkness below.  The walls of the inner well were coated black-red just like the outer walls.  It was unnerving to see.  How would it be so evenly coated all the way down?  The brand seemed to tumble in slow motion, the burning piece of wood casting strange shadows as it fell.  Then it struck bottom.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I knew what it had hit almost immediately, though Arthos frowned in seeming confusion as the wood hit, and then very, very slowly sank until the fire quenched with a hiss.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What . . . “  He began, but I cut him off. I knew what had happened.  I didn’t have to guess, because suddenly it seemed perfectly clear in my mind.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s the black liquid.”  I said quickly.  “That harmless soothing liquid.”  I fell back on sarcasm a bit more quickly than I’d meant to and Arthos shot me a scowl that wasn’t really angry exactly as much as it was a little annoyed.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You can’t know that by the little we saw.”  He said, and then he was back at the fire, grabbing two more brands.  He dropped one, and then the other, and we both watched them fall down into the dark below.  The first hit and began to sink exactly as the prior had, and then the second hit, but there was plenty of time to see it all this time.  I was right. It was the black liquid, and it was all  over the bottom of the well.  It was even starting to creep up the sides some, though only maybe a tenth of the way.  There was no water at all that I could see.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Alright so it’s the black liquid.” Arthos said, not looking pleased.  “But it can’t be responsible for this.”  He gestured at the empty village.  “It doesn’t really move of its own accord. It’s far more likely that it has just been here, or maybe it came here after all of this happened.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I raised an eyebrow at him.  “You are really going to give all of this over to coincidence?  You don’t think the people here would have noticed if their drinking water was suddenly just this black mess?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos made a face that clearly showcased distaste at the thought, and then his eyes went wide.  “What if they were drinking this.  Maybe it didn’t happen all at once.  It might have just started seeping into their water, and then they drank it and . . . “  He paused.  I was hanging on his words, waiting for the unraveling of some grand scheme that would take us from a pool of black murk to whatever madness had happened here.  “Then this.”  He gestured at the bloody mess around us.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s not really a theory.”  I said somewhat disappointed that there wasn’t more to his thoughts on the matter.  “I mean, what you said about the water might be true, but I was hoping you knew what it had done to cause this.  Did it drive the people mad?  Did it take control of the people?  Were they aware that it was here?  Did someone spread it from house to house?  Where did the bodies go?”  I had a great many questions, and all of the answers I could think of were unnerving to say the least.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos was looking around again.  “I just don’t know.  I’ve never seen anything like this before.  There aren’t any signs to follow.  The only footprints here are the ones we made on approach. That means to get this kind of coverage, they would have had to intentionally cover their tracks in blood.  Who would do that?  If they were just maddened I would expect to see some kind of evidence of that, right?  This kind of a mess is systematic.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What do we do now?”  I asked, uncertain how this was to proceed.  For all my chastising Arthos on him not having a better theory, I really didn't have much to offer either.  Of course I had much less experience than he did, and I was willing to fall back on that excuse.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We need to send word back to the city.  They’ll have to send someone out to investigate, but this isn’t our task alone.  Clearly we’re not equipped to figure out what has happened here.  We’ll do another pass, and then I’ll use a Will stone to push a message back to the city.”  He explained, seemingly making the decision on the spot with no real protocol to fall back on.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Will stone?”  I asked a bit confused on that point.  I’d never heard of something like that before.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ah, yes, Will stone.”  He seemed happy to be back on more familiar footing.  “That would have been explained in your training before leaving the city if you’d gotten any.”  I let this pass without comment, though it rankled me.  “It’s a stone that is imbued with a force of Will and then cloven in two.  The two halves resonate together, and when affected with Will each one will echo the signal to its counterpart.  You can impart a message into one, and it will resonate into the other.  We have a code of long and short vibration patterns we use to speak over long distances.  That is something else you would have learned, but I can teach you on the road.  The city checks the other half of the stone multiple times a day, and once a message has been entered it will continue to repeat until a Will user at the other end either replies, or Wills it to stop.  It’s very useful.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I can imagine.”  I said, looking back at the well again.  I really wasn’t that interested in the stone, even if it was a very useful object.  “How long will it take them to reply, and what do we do while we wait?”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “They will probably reply quickly, but it might take a while if they need to call together a meeting to make a decision.  It’s likely we’ll be told just to move on and let them deal with it.  They’ll want to bring in Wardens who specialize in investigations, and probably those who know the most about the black mess at the bottom of the well.  This is your training session.  We generally don’t expect our newest members to deal with situations like this so soon.”  He frowned.  “Not that this is anything we’ve encountered before.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos reached into a small  pouch on his belt and pulled out a green stone that was clearly one half of what had been an oval, neatly broken along one side.  He clenched it in his hand and I felt him excerpt his Will.  I didn’t understand exactly what he was doing, but I could feel the pulses of effort from him, a steady and uniform rhythm.  Once he was finished he tucked the stone back into his belt and nodded to himself.  The whole thing had only taken a couple of minutes.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Now we wait for a reply.  We can finish investigating the area for now.  We should check the houses a bit, see if anyone is around, hiding maybe.  I can’t believe the entire village is just empty.  There is always a survivor.  Someone always escapes.”  He nodded to himself, clearly wanting to believe what he’d said.
    

    
      
    

    
      I wasn’t so certain.  This place felt dead, and worse, it felt like the pall of whatever had happened was still hanging heavily over the entire area.  I’d never really believed in the foolishness of curses, but this place felt “cursed” for lack of a better word.  It was twisted, and vile, and staying close was dangerous, or that was what my instinct for self preservation was telling me. Yet, for all that I felt a need to get as far from this place as I could, I also didn't 
      want 
      to leave.  The mystery called to me.  I felt driven to find answers, even if I didn’t even know the questions that needed them.  If we were commanded to leave, this village would likely haunt me for a good long while.  Whether we were sent away or not, I knew I had at least some small amount of time left to explore.  We had until a message was returned to us, and I intended to make the most of that.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We started scouring the village.  It didn’t seem wise to split up, so we stayed close together, moving amidst the homes carefully and quietly, as though something might be lurking around each corner, and I couldn't fault Arthos’ suggestion of caution.  It 
      felt
       like something was lurking around each corner.  Inside the homes things got even more eerie.  Everything was set as though it had been in use when it was left.  Clothes were partially hung to dry over bath basins, supper was left out, moldy and rotting now.  Children’s toys were left unattended.  It wasn’t uncommon to see toys not taken care of, but these were different.  It was like the shadow of the game that had been in play was painted on the scene. 
    

    
      
    

    
      We lit torches and lanterns at every home, leaving a trail of light behind us, some way to tell where we had been.  It almost made things look more natural to see a burning torch ensconced on a wall.  Almost.  The trail we left was also somehow ominous, as though each torch was an island of light in a sea darkened by an unknown horror, or a sign that something we’d just passed was otherworldly and wrong.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Is anyone in here?”  Arthos would call as we moved from house to house.  At first we’d been silent, but I could feel a type desperation in him.  He had to find someone.  There was always a survivor, he told me twice more as we moved from home to home.  He needed to know that not everyone was gone, or maybe he needed an answer to this puzzle as badly as I did.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We searched all of the houses in the main section of the village to no avail, and as it was getting darker we started to move out towards the edge of the village.  “There are a great many more homes to check, some barns and things too, but we’re losing the light.  I’m not sure it’s safe to stay here for the night.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I didn’t disagree with him.  “Nothing from the Will stone?”  I asked. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He frowned, looking unhappy as he shook his head.  “Nothing.  Not even an acknowledgment.  Usually they send an acknowledgement.”  He said this part softly, almost under his breath.  “We can’t move on until we know they don’t want us here, but we can’t stay here either, not in this village.  I think we should return to the kea and ride to the top of the hill again.  We can keep a watch from there.  What do you think?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I was quite surprised to be asked.  “You want my opinion?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “This is training, and that means I need to know how you’re handling things, what you think is the best course of action.  I probably should have asked you before giving you my opinion, but feel free to speak your mind.  What do you think we should do?”  He asked again.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I considered this for a moment. I didn’t really want to leave the village.  It seemed that if anything was going to reveal itself to us, it would be down within the village itself.  However, these people were just gone.  We had a lot of blood, and that vile black substance was at the center of it.  There was no real sign of struggle.  Whatever had happened to them, it had happened quickly.  It had also happened near the evening.  These people had been about their nightly business when things went wrong.  They’d been making supper, finishing chores, getting ready to retire for the day.  It had to be near the same time that our day was fast approaching.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Alright, we should head back to the top of the hill.  We’ll set up a camp, no fire, eat rations for the evening, keep our heads low and take a staggered sleep pattern so one of us is always awake.  But we should keep in mind that whatever happened to them, it got to all of them without leaving anyone behind.  They were likely awake when it happened.  That is troubling.”  I said, deciding that I would have to be patient if I wanted to stay alive.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos nodded.  “Good idea.  I was going to suggest the staggered sleep myself.  Very good, Lillin.  Let’s go.”  He paused a moment and then added, “But we don’t yet know that there are no survivors.  It’s likely someone who survived might have gone to hide outside of the main town.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      I didn’t respond, but I found it strange that he clung to that hope so firmly.  I wished it were true as well, but the town felt hollow.  If anything remained, I didn’t think it was human.
    

    
      
    

    
      With that we departed the eerie town and headed back to our mounts.  When we got back to where we’d left them I didn’t see either of the Kea at first, but just as I was becoming worried, Zara slipped from the woods silently and approached.  She came right up to me and pressed her head against my shoulder.  Arthos’ mount appeared as well, though he simply came to a stop a few feet into the clearing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos gave a dry laugh.  “Well, we know which of us was missed, that’s for sure.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Maybe you smell bad.”  I offered with a small grin as I mounted up and turned Zara towards the top of the hill.  It felt good to at least attempt humor.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “That or my charming personality is wearing on his nerves.”  Arthos commented as he approached his mount and hopped into place before starting up the hill with me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We crested the top just as the last red and angry light from the sun fell beneath the horizon, and the forest took on a menacing look instead of the peaceful one that it wore in the full light of day.  We dismounted again and set out our bedrolls for the night, pulling out food as well. The road rations weren’t great, especially when nothing could be heated because we weren’t setting a fire.  Still, it was good to put something in my stomach.  I hadn’t realized just how hungry I was until I began to eat the dried meat and rock hard bread.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked down over the village below, at the tiny points of light from all the torches and lanterns we’d lit.  They looked almost like stars that had fallen down amidst the trees and houses of the village.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Would you like first or second watch?”  Arthos asked, almost startling me so lost in thoughts was I.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Second.”  I decided.  I felt tired, and I wanted to close my mind to the village below for a while, forget about things for a few hours while I slept.  I thought the rest might help me see things more clearly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos nodded.  “Yeah, me too.”  He said with a groan. “Alright, I offered, so I’ll take first.  Get some rest.  I’ll wake you in a few hours.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I gave him a thankful smile and then laid down to sleep.  Surprisingly, it came quickly.
    

    
      
    

    
      It fled even more quickly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lillin.”  Arthos’ harsh whisper woke me and I leapt to attention, hands on my weapon, but my eyes caught Arthos and he had a finger over his lips.  He grabbed me and pulled me towards the edge of camp where we could best see down to the village.  He pointed, and I looked after his finger, at first seeing nothing at all.  I was about to protest having been woken up so harshly to look after some lights, but that’s when I noticed what was wrong.
    

    
      
    

    
      Some of the lights were out.  Torches did burn out on their own, lanterns too.  Even slow wick would only burn for twelve hours or so, but the pattern before me was evident.  The lights were out in the center of the village, around the well.  We had started our search of the village from the center, but we hadn’t worked outward in an even pattern.  I squinted and tried to see more clearly.  As I was watching two more lights vanished, expelled as though doused in a bucket.  We were too high and far away to see what had done it, but they hadn’t seemed to move at all.  They just went out. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A few more lights went out, four this time.  They just snapped out, all at once.  The timing of it was just too much.  They weren’t even that close together.  How could lights go out like that?  It would have taken four different people, and they would have all had to time things perfectly, no room for mistakes.  It happened again a few seconds later, five this time. Then again, then once more, but this time a dozen went out.  There was only a narrow strip of lights towards the outer edge of the village now.  The last torches we’d lit.  I watched, straining my eyes to try and see something.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The last of the lights went out.  The village was dark.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I shook my head, wanting to say something, but afraid to talk.  What had I just seen?   “There is something down there.”  I stated the obvious, a little too stunned to say anything a bit more intelligent. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos raised an eyebrow.  “Clearly, but what was it, and how did it move like that?  That wasn’t just a coordinated effort.  It might be an exercise of Will, but we’re the only two here that can use Will, and I’m fairly certain it wasn’t one of us.  We’re too far away, and I don’t think this qualifies as amusing in any way.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I thought about it for a moment.  I’d been surprised and hadn’t really thought to listen for an echo of Will, but I was fairly certain I hadn’t felt anything.  “No, it wasn’t Will.”  I said with a certainty that seemed to give Arthos pause.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He gave a shrug.  “So if it’s not Will, that leaves us with no good explanation for what we’ve just seen.  I might think myself dreaming, but I’m fairly certain I actually woke you and we’re both seeing this.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Should we go down there?”  I asked, looking down into the darkness below.  The valley was arranged in such a way that almost no moon light crept into it at this point in the night.  It was unnaturally dark below us, especially now that the torches were out.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos sighed.  “If you knew more about how to bring your Will to bare we might go, but I don’t know if you’re prepared to handle the situation.  You might need defenses, and I don’t think you have the focus to call them.  I guess we need to start focusing on your Will training.  It’s too late for that now, though.  For tonight we’ll just have to stay here, keep watch.  We’ll go back when there is light enough for us to see what is coming before it is upon us.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I had mixed feelings about that decision.  I didn’t like that I was holding us back, but I also understood why he chose not to risk things when he couldn't be certain that I could do much to help.  Still, my curiosity bristled.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nothing on the stone yet?”  I asked, since I was up anyway.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nothing.”  He said, looking just a bit anxious.  “I’ll send another message in the morning, though generally it is advised not to send a second message because it will overwrite the first.  I think this situation warrants it.  Besides, we should update them with this event.  This is unusual enough to need a report of its own.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “So then we’re stuck waiting until morning?”  I asked, though it was more an acknowledgment of reality than a question.  “Whatever it was, it was clearly coming from the center of town, from the well.  That means it originated from that black mess.”  I pointed out, deciding to bring things back to what I felt was an obvious point.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Unless the ‘black mess,’ as you call it, is just a byproduct of whatever is doing this and not the source.  There are still a great many questions to be asked and answered, Lillin.  Don’t make assumptions on things that are unknowable.  Assumptions can get you killed.  This certainly seems like one of those situations.”  Arthos’ voice was calm, that of a teacher making what he felt was an obvious point, but I was fairly certain that the black liquid was at the heart of this.  
    

    
      
    

    
      An unsettling thought occurred to me.  “Do you think it stopped at the edge of the town?”  I asked, changing the subject as I gazed back at the dark below.  “We saw it spiral out from the center of town because of the lights, but did it just stop, or is it still creeping through the woods towards us.”  Giving word to this fear sent a chill through me.  There was no physical boundary down there to stop whatever had put out those lights.  We were only a six or seven minute ride away from being down in the village again.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “That isn’t a very comfortable question to answer.”  Arthos’ reply wasn’t as reassuring as I’d hoped it would be. “It’s safe to say it is moving this way, but what sort of range does it have?  We don’t have any idea what it is at all.  The most we can do is keep watch.  Your time was about up for rest, and I’m not quite ready to lay down yet, but I will have to eventually.  That means you’ll have to keep watch on your own.”  He gave me a serious look.  “Can you handle that?  If you fall asleep . . . “
    

    
      
    

    
      I cut him off.  “I’m not falling asleep again tonight.”  I was tired, but I was also afraid.  Training had taught me to function on little rest and this wouldn’t be any different.  I could manage.  “I’m ready to watch when you bed down.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      We watched in silence together for a time, the dark seeming oppressive on that quiet night.  I didn’t like the pressure it seemed to put on my shoulders and chest.  It was stifling.  My eyes strained to find motion and instead chased phantoms created by their inability to make out details in the muted light.  Arthos shifted and turned his ear towards the valley, a strange expression on his face.  I went absolutely still and mimicked him.  Had he heard something?  I tried to block out the sounds of the woods and focus on anything out of the ordinary, but I couldn’t make out anything.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I thought I . . . “ Arthos started to say quietly, and then it began.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The chattering whisper of voices, quiet, barely audible as though carried on the wind.  We both drew our weapons quickly.  I struggled to make out what they were saying.  I soon realized it was impossible.  It wasn’t just one or two voices, but an entire wall of voices, all speaking at once.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Why’d she do that . . . boiled him alive . . . the boys were torturing one of the herd . . . skinned her . . . what’s happening . . . the gods have forsaken us . . . send for help . . . the Wardens . . . gods, he ate her face . . . help . . . couldn’t leave . . . we can’t leave . . . help us . . .
    

    
      
    

    
      The cacophony of whispers began to change, the tones darker, more pleading, and then it wasn’t just whispers.  There were screams so loud they echoed all around, and the wind seemed to whip up, stirring the trees nearby.  It all crescendoed into a wailing that had me down on my knees clutching my ears.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The well . . . to the well . . . go to the well . . . only way out.
    

    
      
    

    
      It all stopped then.  The world went quiet, the trees were still.  I uncovered my ears and looked over at Arthos.  I thought he seemed even paler than normal, but I couldn’t be certain.  I was still trying to gather myself.  Ghosts?  Had that been spirits?  I hadn’t believed in such things, but that had sounded like the people of the town.  It had felt like a glimpse into whatever darkness had befallen this place.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What was that?”  I asked, not really certain Arthos could answer at all, but needing to hear a voice that wasn’t some echo of horror, even if it was just my own.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t know.”  Arthos replied.  “But I don’t think we should investigate the village any further tomorrow.  This is a problem beyond us.  The Wardens need to call in those with more knowledge of these kind of events, maybe those who study the black liquid and know what it is.  If I had to guess, and this is just a guess, the people in town ingested the black liquid in their water supply and it drove them mad as a group.  Their madness must have coalesced into an echo of powerful, unified Will.  It’s clinging to this place now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That . . . can any of that happen?”  I asked, as it didn't sound reasonable to me.  I’d never heard anything like that.  Also, Will was an individual power.  It didn't join with other Will.  That was against the basic tenants.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos just shrugged.  “I don’t know, Lilln.  I’ve never seen anything like this before.  I’m just . . . trying to piece together what we just encountered and what we’ve seen.  The people in the village went mad, slowly at first, and then it got worse.  They thought they were sending for help, but help never came, and then they eventually lost it entirely and threw themselves down the well.”  That didn't explain the blood.  It didn’t explain the wave of darkness flowing from the village.  Arthos’ “explanation” wasn’t really an explanation at all.  
    

    
      
    

    
      It was quiet after that.  Eventually Arthos laid down and slept for a few hours, but he was up well before the dawn, and then we both watched the small village together. Nothing else happened that night, but neither of us felt particularly good about things as we made our way back down into the valley in the morning after Arthos put out another message on the stone.  It was about a half an hour later, as we were finishing up the search of a barn that Arthos stopped in place and reached down to his pouch.  
    

    
      
    

    
      As he pulled the stone from his belt I could feel small pulses of Will emanating from it.  Someone had responded finally.  I actually let out a sigh of relief.  I hadn’t realized just how tense I was, though I still felt tightly wound as I waited for Arthos to translate the message.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “They’re saying they didn’t get our message yesterday at all.”  He said after a bit.  “We’ve been instructed to finish our pass around the village, report our findings, and move on.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I frowned.  “Will they tell us what they find here?  I don’t like the idea of leaving this the way it is.  It bothers me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We can ask at some point, but I doubt they’ll bother to tell us anything.  Once it has been decided that it isn’t a task for us, our part in this is finished.”  He answered, which wasn’t really the reply I’d hoped for.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We finished scanning the edges of town, investigating the buildings, and then made our way back to the center for one last look at the well.  We again lit a fire and tossed a burning brand down into the well below, but this time the wood fell and then splashed down into water, hissing and going out almost immediately.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We tossed a few more, but each time it was the same.  The black mess at the bottom of the well was gone.  The area around it was still painted dull red, the village was still empty and void of any signs of life, but the blackness had fled.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’d think we’d gone insane if it wasn't for the dried blood everywhere.”  Arthos said, stone in hand as he finished sending an update message.  “The place feels different too, less oppressive.  It’s like what happened yesterday is just gone.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded.  I felt it too.  The day before it had seemed as though there were constantly eyes on my back, but today the place just felt deserted.  It also had a strange melancholy to it, like a place from history that still bore the burden of the tragedies that had occurred there and I wondered if it would hold that sense of sadness indefinitely.  The mystery was gone, though.  We could investigate as long as we wanted and I knew we’d never uncover anymore.  The truth had fled with the black sludge.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It was that stuff in the well.”  I said, wanting to make sure that Arthos knew where I stood on the matter one final time.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at me for a moment, but then nodded his agreement.  “Yes, I would tend to agree.  I still don't understand it, though.  It makes me want to check with the scholars back in the city, but this isn’t our task.  We’re all set to move on now.  Our investigation into whatever this was is done.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I wasn’t happy about the way it had ended, but I also knew the answers were gone.  “Where do we go next?  This village was supposed to be our first stop and encounter with people beyond the well.  Won’t I be missing more training since no one is here?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Generally we just have you complete some menial tasks for the people, things that are difficult for them, but easier for us . . . killing a bear that is too aggressive, running out a pack of wolves, shifting the flow of a river.  It’s supposed to teach you that your Will can make things easy for you that others would consider hard or impossible while also giving you the experience of working to help others.  Wardens serve the people second only to our service to the King.  I suppose we’ll just move on and find another place to teach you those lessons.”  Arthos was walking back towards where we’d left the kea.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I barely know how to use my Will.”  I pointed out. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s what we’ll work on while we travel.  I’ll teach you the code and how to use the stones as well.  You might need to know that eventually.  You’ll train as we go.  It’s another three days to the next inhabited stop.  That one is a town and not just a village, and then it’s only another two days to the first city beyond the wall.”  He explained, and it seemed strange to be talking about all  of these things existing beyond the place where I’d spent my entire life.  I’d known it was out there, beyond the wall, but I’d never really thought much about what it meant to exist beyond Black Mark.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s hard to imagine any other cities.”  I said, trying to picture what it might look like, but only managing to picture an echo of what I knew of Black Mark, a great walled thing, massive and impenetrable. I’d read about the other cities in my classes, but that didn’t make the idea of them any less abstract. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “There are many other cities, Lillin.  None of them are like the capital.  Most of them have walls, but the walls have single gates that you can walk under in a few seconds.  They are open for people to come and go as they please, and people do.  There are massive trade caravans that travel between them.  It is quite a different world out here.”  Arthos smiled, seeming to relax a bit as we mounted up.  It was as though he was putting the haunted village behind him, and allowing it to slip away, including the darkness it had cast over both of us.  I wasn’t so sure I could quickly do the same.  
    

    
      
    

    
      For a fleeting moment, as I slipped onto Zara’s saddle, I thought my eyes passed over someone standing at the clearing’s edge.  I caught the briefest sight of fancy black clothing, and a man’s face set with dark eyes, but when I looked back in that direction there was nothing.  I looked about a few more times before rounding Zara once more only to see that Arthos was heading down the road on his mount.  I urged Zara to follow after, but it felt like the dark eyes of the vanishing man still bore into me from some hidden location.  
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      Arthos became insistent about training me properly.  We worked at it constantly, even stopping for hours at a time to train instead of travel.  As we rode he made me repeat the codes used to communicate across the stones until I could recite them without hesitation as easily as I could string together a sentence.  A far finer trick though was mastering the use of my Will to actually manage the intricacies stone.  Arthos said I was trying to strike the rock with a breaking hammer when all I really needed to do was ring a cat’s bell.  I was using too much force and not enough finesse.  This seemed a problem with all of my Will efforts.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Seeing that I was struggling, Arthos began to adapt the techniques he used to teach me things.  He gave up on finesse, and I could sense some frustration from him about this.  Instead of learning to parry an attack with Will, he taught me how to stagger a foe.  Instead of teaching me how to lift and move an object, he showed me how to send out a wave of Will that could throw multiple things at once, though not in any really predictable way.  I could see that this wasn’t ideal for him, and I didn’t think it was for me either.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I needed to get better with my control, and this new line of instruction didn’t help with that.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We have to work with what you have.  You have power and no focus, so use that to your advantage.  You might never learn to use your Will as a fine tool, but that doesn’t mean you’re defenseless.  Just remember, you’re going to be weak against anyone who has a strong Will of their own, even if they’re not a Will user.  Without focus, you can’t hope to make a compelling attack, even if you can throw out an alarming amount of raw power.  Breaking a Will defense takes finesse.”  And he was right.  I couldn't get through his defenses, not when he really tried. Worse yet, I couldn't weave those defenses for myself.  I could use my Will in a defensive manner, but only by adapting mostly offensive techniques.  Blocking a weapon required focus.  Repulsive barriers required focus.  In fact, any prolonged use of Will required focus, and I couldn’t do that.  I tried and tried, but each time I failed. 
    

    
      
    

    
      This lead to Arthos snapping at me a few times.  “If you can’t master the simple things, how do you expect to understand the more complex ones, Lillin?  Stop grabbing at all of your Will at once like a child let loose in a pastry shop.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      I eventually learned to use the stone, but it wasn’t easy for me.  What took Arthos a minute to send would take me a half an hour or more.  The failure on my part was endlessly frustrating just just for Arthos, but for me as well.  For all that the lessons were frustrating, I didn’t give up on them.  I kept at what Arthos taught me, practicing every free moment I had, even well after Arthos had given up for the day.  
    

    
      
    

    
      By the time we reached the first city beyond the wall, about three weeks after leaving behind the haunting empty village, I was able to use my Will enough to make it look like I knew what I was doing to someone who didn’t know any better.  I also tried to remind myself that my weapon and survival training were far beyond what most other people had.  It would be unlikely that I would run into common folks who could pose a threat.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Still, I felt less like a Warden than I’d hoped I would by that point.  As we drew up to the city of Evelsmoth I also found myself keenly aware of the markings on my face.  I drew up the hood on my cloak and tried to sink back into it as we dismounted the kea from beyond the wall.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You don’t have to hide your tattoo here, Lillin.”  Arthos said, clearly noticing my discomfort.  “People wear ink as a matter of decoration beyond the wall, though facial tattoos are very uncommon.  Also you’re a warden.  Your uniform will make that clear.  People will say nothing of your mark.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do the people out here really know much of the Wardens?”  I was honestly curious.  We’d crossed so much land to get here.  It seemed that the city I’d grown up in was an island unto itself.  Other than the small village, now empty, there had been nothing around it.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Everyone this side of the Void Plains knows who we are.  We maintain a presence.  That is what we’re here to do.  We’ll visit the Mayor of the city and he’ll tell us of any business that needs doing, things he can’t do with his small defensive standing army, things no one will dare do on their own.  We’ll go out and take care of that business and then move on.”  Arthos answered.  “When the next training group comes through, they’ll do the same.  It keeps the people here used to seeing us, and gets things done that they can’t do on their own.  We maintain the power of the King, and the respect of the Wardens this way.”
    

    
      
    

    
      As we drew nearer the wall I noticed that it seemed trifling small.  It was also made of wood frames and stone small enough that it might have been easily stacked by hand.  It stood only about twice as tall as Arthos who was less than a head taller than I was.  This place barely seemed a city at all, though I could see that the wall did stretch quite far in two directions, and there were a lot of people at the gate, carts and individuals moving in and out of the city.  I took note that we were the only travelers approaching from the road we’d traveled, which explained why it was so rough and mostly overgrown.  
    

    
      
    

    
      People did start to notice us as we drew closer.  One pointed, and then like a wave spreading through water, bodies rippled into motion and turned our way.  Before we’d even arrived at the main intersection that connected us to the road heading into the city, the busy people who’d been jostling for position to get in or out of Evelsmoth were suddenly jostling to get out of our way instead, pulling carts into the grass and pushing others out of their way to make a path for us.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Wardens!”  The urgent whisper went through the crowd.  Some people made what looked like warding gestures in the air in front of them, and while everyone seemed to want to stare, their eyes were soon downcast if I met them.  
    

    
      
    

    
      It felt strange to have people bowing and acting like I was something special after having been at the bottom of the pack for so long.  During training I’d pictured myself like this sometimes, and thought it might be exciting and fun, that it would fill me with a sense of importance, but the truth of it was that I found the attention awkward.  I didn’t like their eyes on me any better now than I had when it had been because I was hated, and my face markings made me an outcast.  I was still an outcast, but now I was an outcast because I had become part of some unapproachable, imposing legend.
    

    
      
    

    
      We made our way through the gates and onto the streets without even speaking to the guards.  They simply scrambled out of our way like everyone else, and then we were walking down roads that were roughly cobbled and almost worse than just walking across bare terrain.  The whole first section of the city had that look to it.  It looked used and old, worn in a way that no part of Black Mark ever would.  Even the slums weren’t so worn and dirty in my home city.  Yet, for all that it was in a bad state of disrepair, the people went about their business with seeming indifference to their surroundings.  I could watch through the crowds and see happy people involved in all manner of daily activity with no real concern for the state of the city about them.  
    

    
      
    

    
      In fact, if I had to lay wager, I would have said that the men and women of Evelsmoth were happier than those I’d seen about town in Black Mark.  Perhaps clean streets and pristine walkways weren’t the gauge by which a city should be judged.  
    

    
      
    

    
      People who saw us still jumped from our path as quickly as possible, but for the most part we made very little disturbance as we moved through the districts, headed towards a tower a few miles beyond the wall.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “The gate is where the city began.”  Arthos said, speaking in a quiet tone that was meant only for me.  “Everything gets newer the further in we travel.  The tower there,” He nodded where we were headed. “Is one of the newest additions to the city.  It’s only about ten years old at this point.  That is where the mayor resides, where we’ll go to find what tasks need doing.  The tasks will probably take us beyond the walls.  There is a defensive army that handles most of the business inside the walls, though occasionally we have business herein.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What sort of business do they leave for us?”  I asked, curious about what tasks they wouldn’t be able to handle on their own.  It also seemed strange to me to see a city that was newer at the edges than in the middle.  I thought most places grew the other way, but perhaps here the wall had been built and then the city had hidden away behind it, slowly spreading as it needed to.  What happened once the space inside the walls was full?
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos’ voice drew me from my thoughts.  “Sometimes it’s a particularly nasty set of brigands.  Occasionally there is a beast or beasts from Revenant Swamp to be dealt with.  We had to deal with a dangerous cult once.”  He shrugged.  “It varies time to time.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Revenant Swamp?”  I asked, the words sticking in my head. “I didn’t think revenants were real.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos mulled this over for a moment before answering.  “There are many dangerous things in that swamp.  They’re all natural, but some of them mimic very unnatural things.  Legend says that bodies laid in the swamp’s waters will sink down into the mud, and then rise again full of hate and malice. In a way that’s true, but it’s because of a particularly nasty parasite.  It lives in the mud at the bottom of the swamp and infects corpses, taking over their husk and using it to move from place to place in the swamp.  They only eat the dead, though.  It’s horrifying to see, but not particularly dangerous.  No, there are far more dangerous things in the swamp than the so-called ‘revenants,’ but people are horrified by the thought of dead things returning.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are they horrified of the Wardens, then?”  I asked, since in a way most of us were revenants, though revenants created by our own Will.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos just smiled.  “In a way they are, but they don’t see us as undead, and I’m not sure we qualify as that anyway.  There is no magic that keeps us moving.  It is the force of Will, and that is a wholly natural thing.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I wondered at what point Will stopped being magic and became natural to Arthos.  It still felt like magic to me, even if I was beginning to understand how it worked, and how it could be used to shape things around me.  There were still parts of it that were not only magic, but a mystery as well to me.  The things that could be done with sharp control of Will interested me.  The truth could be pulled from a person, or their individual Will could be broken and overridden with the right application of precise power.  
    

    
      
    

    
      A powerful Will user with control could use other people as puppets if they so chose.  That was terrifying.  I still remembered what it felt like to be locked in place by Will, to be compelled to speak of things I didn’t wish to.  It was a terrible feeling, and that seemed to be magic if nothing else was.  Now that I had gained Will of my own, those complex manipulations were still magic in my eye.  Arthos wasn’t even teaching me the basics of such skills.  My control was simply too far lacking.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The tower loomed above us before long, and then we were being guided inside.  A nervous looking man dressed in expensive clothes was babbling at us about the honor of being able to greet us while at the same time looking as though he’d rather be anywhere else in the entire world.  His emerald green robes were covered in tiny, shiny bits of metal that reflected every light we passed in a dazzling way.  The robes themselves were too long.  They dragged on the ground, and the sleeves were several sizes too large so that he had to hold them back from his hands.  It was the most impractical outfit I’d ever seen.  Some small part of me, long buried beneath training and discipline, wondered what it would be like to have a dress made out of the same shimmering material, perhaps something clingy and revealing in places.  Would I look pretty?  Perhaps the shining lights would take away from what I thought of as an ugly face, and people wouldn’t notice that my body was covered in scars. Some small part of me still wanted to be pretty and desirable.
    

    
      
    

    
      This line of thought ended as we reached an ornate door carved with intricate designs and our guide cleared his throat and knocked. “Sir, the Wardens have come.”  He announced loudly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I heard hushed swearing on the other side of the door, and our green clad guide winced and shot a worried glance at us as though we might strike him down for his associates foul language. It was clear that the man on the other side of the door wasn’t happy we were there, but a moment later a clear, commanding voice answered.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “See them in, Telfrod.”  He called, and our guide nearly tumbled over himself in his haste to open the door and let us into the room beyond.  
    

    
      
    

    
      As it turned out it was an office, excessively large, with a shocking amount of glass along the wall facing out.  I could only guess how much money had been spent to build such a luxurious thing, though there were some cracks in the large pieces of glass, and it was dim in places so the pane had probably been cheaper than it should have been.  How did it affect the strength of the wall?  I wondered.  I’d never seen glass at even a quarter of that size.  
    

    
      
    

    
      A man sat at a desk in front of us.  He was dressed in an outfit of bright blue with green accents on it. It was in a similar cut as the man who’d led us up the tower, Telfrod.  Clearly this was a fashion of some kind, though I’d never seen it in Black Mark.  Bright colors were rare to be worn in public there, and no one would put on something so ridiculously oversized.  It seemed one would be likely to fall over their own clothes in such an outfit.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m glad you’ve arrived!  It has been too long, my esteemed friends.”  The man at the desk said, standing and bowing deeply.  “Arthos, I haven’t seen you in a few years.  Did you not venture out beyond Mark last year?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I was on a different mission last year, Galidol.”  Arthos answered, not going any further into it.  “We’ve come to take care of any difficult business you might have, as a show of trust and faith between your city and the capital.  Do you have tasks for us?”  The words seemed like a formality, something said every time he came here.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We do.”  He said quickly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos looked just a bit surprised, but I doubted anyone who didn’t know him would notice.  He did a wonderful job at disguising the expression with a nod. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “The northern trade road has been repeatedly accosted by monsters, willifen.  The damages have been terrible.  Traders have been taking other routes.  It’s costing them, and us, a fortune.  A dozen hunters went out two weeks ago to do something about it, but they didn’t come back.  We’ve had to close down the road entirely.”  Galidol looked a bit uncomfortable.  He shifted nervously in his seat and I wondered why.  Was he lying?  I’d read a few passages on the creatures, but they had only been mentioned passingly, and then only as possible legends.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re certain it’s willifen?  Could be a rabid bear, or perhaps a pack of wolves that decided men were easier prey?”  Arthos looked a bit suspicious himself.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Galidol still looked uneasy, but he nodded.  “It was definitely willifen, Arthos.  Believe me, I wouldn’t make a claim like that lightly.  We have a few witnesses now and they all report the same thing.  Several large creatures that walked on their hind legs, but could also run on all fours.  They had the shape of very large wolves to a degree, longer snouts full of teeth, resistant to arrows.  They moved together and attacked with cunning.  Bears don’t attack in groups, and wolves aren’t big enough, dexterous enough, or clever enough to perpetrate these attacks.  I am convinced it’s willifen.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “They’ve never traveled beyond the swamp before.  Do you know what brought them so far down into the valley?”  Arthos asked, still looking unhappy.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “The attacks started abruptly.  At first we had one with a few witnesses no one believed, and then nothing for months, and then another happened with a few witnesses.  A week later a single witness returned, then another single witness.  That one died shortly after he got here.  After that traffic stopped coming through the road and we began to get birds with messages about missing caravans.  I have the accounts of the incidents if you wish to review them.  They are all pretty much the same.  If it’s not willifen, I don’t know what it is.”  It was clear Galidol was upset, and I was beginning to understand why.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Willifen, were uncommon enough that reporting one, or a pack of them, was akin to laying blame at the feet of Forest Spirits.  Most men thought they weren’t real.  Arthos seemed to know otherwise, but even he didn't think they’d be here.  I had a great many questions, but I kept them to myself for now.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos gave a sharp nod.  “I want all records of the accounts, and local maps with the areas of the attacks marked.  We’ll investigate this and clear the road.  Was there any other business we should look into while we’re in the area?”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “There have been a rush of strange events beyond the walls lately, sightings of unfamiliar things in the woods, whispers of families vanishing from their homesteads.  I have a report  . . . “  He looked down at his desk, shuffling through the papers for a time, and then pulled out a bundle of papers that had been wrapped in a leather binder.  “This one.  This says that a group of men in black robes came down the road to this man’s farm and banged on his door, broke into his home, and chased him and his wife into their own storm cellar before vanishing.  Vanishing!  They didn’t leave.  They vanished.  I mean, these are strange stories, and those go about, but it seems the last couple of years we’ve been getting more and more of this . . . this madness.”  He sighed and shrugged.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “If you’ll take care of willifen we’ll be happy.  That is the most pressing concern.  The rest of this is just strange and confusing.”  He tossed the report back on his desk.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos nodded.  “We’ll look into things.  Just get me those reports.  Will we be staying in our normal room?”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Galidol nodded.  “I imagine it was being set up moments from when you were spotted at the gate.  I’ll have the reports copied and the originals sent to you as soon as I can.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos gave another nod, and then he turned and headed for the door.  I fell in at his back, questions almost overflowing from me.  It was difficult to hold my tongue as we made our way from the tower to an inn that was nearby.  The inn was called The Wanderer and looked to be rather fancy.  The moment we stepped through the door a man leapt up from the front desk to greet us.  He bowed deeply. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Master Wardens, your accommodation is already prepared.  Shall I show you there now?”  He said, voice crisp and formal.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, and we’ll want food delivered in the next hour.”  Arthos replied.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Of course, sir.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      We were led to a room in the back of the fancy establishment, past rooms that looked to be of considerable size.  The entire place was well taken care of, the hallways clean and clearly maintained.  The rooms were all quiet, meaning they were built with keeping sound in as a priority.  When we reached our room, the man who’d greeted us opened it with a key and handed the key to Arthos.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We stepped inside and pulled the door closed behind us.  Arthos locked it and then we walked in and put down our packs.  The room was as well cared for as the rest of the building, with two small beds, a desk and a few chairs.  It also had a small fireplace with wood stacked nearby in case we wished to have a fire.  That was a nice touch for a place like this.  Most didn’t trust their tenants with fire inside.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What’s a willifen?”  I asked, deciding my questions needed to start somewhere.  The little I knew of them was far too incomplete if we were going to actually face such creatures.  “Why is it such a surprise that they are attacking people?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos nodded to himself.  “They really should have educated you better on the more dangerous creatures that travel the world.  Willifen are the creatures that inspired old stories of shapeshifters, men who could turn into wolves or bears.  They look a bit like men meshed with beasts, but the truth of it is that they’re natural creatures, or maybe another type of people but with not quite as much civility as humans have taken to over the years.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He went to his pack and pulled out a map that seemed to cover the local area.  “This is the city, where we are now, and here . . . “  He pointed to a large dark area on the map.  “This is the Revenant Swamp.” He drew his finger up past that to the opposite side where an area was decorated with mountains and rocks.  “This is where the willifen make their homes normally.  Sometimes they come down and hunt in the Revenant Swamp, but they don’t go past those murky waters.  They have no reason to most of the time.  Occasionally we’ll encounter one that has left its lands for some reason, and usually they run away.  If they do attack, usually they’re dealt with quickly, but judging by what we’ve heard today, they’ve come down in force.  That is troubling news indeed.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He went on, only pausing briefly to gather his thoughts.  “Most people consider them folklore, legends, old stories to scare children.  In fact there are all kinds of stories about willifen sneaking into homes and stealing naughty children, or going after kids who play outside after dark.  That’s the sort of stories you expect a place to have.  It makes sense to scare children away from bad behaviour.  You take some monster you’ve heard about and give it a purpose.  Eventually people forget what that monster was based on, what the truth is behind it.  No one wants to talk about the willifen seriously because they have been just stories for a long, long time.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “But these ones aren’t just stories, correct?”  I asked, wondering if he thought this was a real case, or perhaps just brigands making themselves seem like monsters.  That seemed like it could be a possibility.  It would be easy enough to wear disguises and scare folks.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’ll have to investigate to know for sure, but brigands leave signs of their passage.  People would see fires burning near the roads.  Willifen, even if they used fires, travel fast enough that they would be far away from the road before starting one.  A band of brigands pretending to be willifen would have to be very committed to the cause to leave the accounts we have here.”  Arthos noted, shuffling through the papers.  “They’d have to forgo horses, bows, swords, and then still be able to take down an entire caravan.  The wounds on the survivors also match the kind a willifen would leave.  I’d say we’re dealing with beasts of some kind, and they might well be willifen.”
    

    
      
    

    
      A knock sounded at the door and Arthos went and opened it.  A man was there with a tray full of food.  Arthos thanked him, took the tray, and came back into the room.  We sat down at the desk and began to eat as we continued talking.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The warm meat and bread filled the air with a delightful scent that forced me to address exactly how hungry I was.  It took some effort not gorge myself on the surprisingly delicious food.  Even talk of monsters on the roads couldn’t forstall my hunger.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The other stories?  Are those the normal kind of things you hear about?”  People vanishing, and the strange sightings had immediately reminded me of Camiden.  I still wasn't satisfied with having left the place behind, though a part of me never wanted to return there.  It had been unsettling to say the least.  The well, I knew, would haunt my memories for a long time.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t know exactly what to make of those stories.  There are always strange whispers about.  It doesn’t mean they have anything to do with what we saw in Camiden.”  Arthos answered, but his answer gave away more than he probably meant it to.  His answer indicated that he was thinking the same thing I was.  This sounded much like what had happened in Camiden, and neither of us had put it behind us yet.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What if the willifen coming down also has something to do with what happened in Camiden?”  I pressed that line of thought.  This felt like a way to explore the mystery that still scratched at the surface of my mind.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s highly unlikely.  Right now our main concern should be the willifen.  I’ve seen them, but I’ve never had to fight them before.  We’ll need to put a big enough dent in their numbers to make sure they retreat back to wherever they came from.  They’re pack animals, or at least animals with a pack mentality.  They tend to hunt in groups, and they will come to the aid of one of their own.  That makes them very dangerous.  We’re not immortal, despite how you might feel coming off of the water test.  There is no cure for having your head chewed off.  Healing yourself with Will requires that your body be mostly intact.”  In that moment I thought that Arthos looked a bit tense.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are you afraid of the willifen?”  I asked, curious.  I was afraid myself, but I was doing my best to hide it.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I am, and you should be too.  Willifen are large, powerful creatures.  They are bigger than men, usually, with bodies comprised of mostly muscle, fur and claws.  They have jaws like wolves only much larger, and small yellow eyes that can pierce the dark. They don’t see well at a distance, but within combat range they see better than you or me.   They use their claws as a primary means of attack, but their teeth will come in quickly if you bind up their claws.  They don’t generally choose to fight humans, but clearly this pack has a different mindset.  They always fight together, and that is what makes them the most dangerous.  We don’t know how many are out there, but it’s enough of them to wipe out a caravan.  That is trouble.”  He looked at me in a meaningful way, and I realized that his fear was all about me.  He wasn’t worried that he’d be able to handle what was coming, but he was concerned that I wouldn’t be up to the task.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m plenty afraid, and I’ll be cautious.”  I assured him.  “We have to do this, though, don’t we?”  I asked, guessing that this wasn’t a commitment we could back out of.  We proved our strength to this city by doing the tasks they couldn’t.  They had to see us as indomitable for us to remain a symbol of strength and authority.  The Wardens were always right, and they were always strong enough to defeat the enemy.  The Iron Will could not be seen to bend.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos nodded.  “We do.  We’ll review these reports tonight, and then leave first thing in the morning.  Rest and knowledge will be our most important weapons.  Well, our most important weapons that aren’t our actual weapons.”  He seemed to relax some as he spoke.  “Once the fighting starts those will clearly be our most important weapons.”  He grinned and winked at me. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I sighed and shook my head.  It seemed a bad time to be making jokes.  We sat down together and began to pour over the reports, reading every detail again and again, and looking for the truths hidden behind the fallibility of scared witnesses and what they’d each said.  We compared the records to maps and figured out about where we would need to go to be certain we were in the right territory, and then we attempted to figure out exactly how many creatures we were dealing with.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “No fewer than six.”  Arthos said after several hours of consideration.  The light beyond the window was growing dim.  “No more than a dozen.”  Those numbers weren’t perfect, but the information we were fighting with was also flawed.  We might have gone and interviewed those survivors still alive one more time, but the information wouldn’t be fresh anymore.  Stories always changed with time.  These were our best accounts.  The questioning had been thorough, even if the information was inaccurate. Most people just weren’t trained to observe all the details, to register them and put them away in their mind for later retrieval.  This was especially true in times of fear and stress.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “How big is a pack of willifen?”  I asked, curious if we were seeing a whole pack of the creatures here, or just a group of stragglers that had come together.
    

    
      
    

    
      “A pack is no less than twenty members, but only the males hunt and raid.  Females raise the young, guard the weak and keep the nest for the males.  This isn't to say they’re not dangerous, because they are.  In fact, if there aren’t enough males then the females will join the hunt as well.  Females tend to be more aggressive.  It’s a possibility that this pack has a female Alpha, which would explain why it has pressed down this far.  A female leader would be more prone to taking risks, especially if she’s young.”  Arthos nodded to himself as he thought this through.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You seem to know an awful lot about these creatures.”  I pointed out.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He answered my implied question with a shrug.  “I studied them for a while.  One of my first missions after becoming a Warden was to explore and catalog the species of the Revenant Swamp. The willifen don't live there, but they live close and make appearances frequently.  That gave me a good deal of time to learn about the creatures. They generally don’t look for fights with men, but these ones are a dangerous exception.”  He seemed to think on that for a moment and then added,  “Well, let us hope that these ones are an exception.  If the willifen have decided to spread their territory this way, it would be a disaster for this city.  There are enough willifen in the mountains to wipe out all trade to this city, which would kill it entirely since it’s so far out on the fringes of settled lands.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “So how will we deal with this situation?”  I asked, uncertain whether we would be acting as exterminators, or if we would be attempting to drive the creatures back through the swamps.  Either path seemed equally difficult, but I wasn’t sure that the wholesale slaughter of the willifen was the right course of action.  They were frightening and dangerous, but did that give them any less right to live then our people?  They were also intelligent, maybe more so than regular animals, and they had communities of a sort where the women cared for those who couldn’t care for themselves.  This made them seem less dangerous beasts, and more like a misunderstood group of people.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It depends on what we discover when we go out to investigate.  If there aren’t too many of them, and it seems like they don’t wish to cooperate with us, then we’ll have to kill them.  If the pack is large enough we might have to contact the city for support, but I doubt that will become a problem.”  Arthos seemed to only be considering extermination as a method.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Isn’t it wrong to just kill them?”  I asked, wanting him to at least consider an alternative.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos’ eyes were thoughtful as he looked at me before answering.  “Killing is almost always wrong, Lillin, but sometimes it’s the only way.  We have a commitment to protect the people of the city, and that commitment puts us at odds with whatever is killing their people.  I’m not saying we won’t make an effort to scare them off, but the reality of the situation is that we will probably be forced to put them down.  If they could just be dealt with using civil means, then this situation would likely have been settled by the people of the city long before we arrived.  They’re killing men, women and children indiscriminately.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      I wasn’t happy with his answer.  The Wardens were quick to use violence as a solution.  That was how we were trained.  It felt like we were intentionally conditioned to fall back on violence as a solution.  We were treated brutally for years, killed without justification and unfairly, so why would we bother to look at the world around us any differently?  Arthos seemed to still at least think about what he was doing, to understand that he was making a choice to use force but he also didn’t seem that eager to question what his own methods.  Given the strength we had, it would be easy enough to fall back on force constantly.  If I was serious about changing the Wardens, it would need to start somewhere. I made up my mind that it would start here, it would start with Arthos and these willifen.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The next morning we left the city as we’d entered it. Again the people in the streets took notice of our passing, traffic slowing around us, making way as we wade through the waves of folk going about their business.  Not everyone stared, but those who noticed us did.  I saw other people with tattoos on their flesh, though none with markings on their faces.  The inkings were common enough that I realized people probably weren’t as alarmed by my tattoos as they were by my Warden outfit.  I’d been marked as an outsider by that inking for so long that it felt strange to have people watchful of me for an entirely different reason.  It was a different kind of separation, and one that I found equally distasteful.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We reached our mounts as quickly as we could, and I could tell immediately that Zara was excited to see me.  Her brilliant green eyes set in her white fur mask sparkled with pleasure as I approached.  Arthos noticed as well and chuckled as he mounted his own creature.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Like a puppy.”  He intoned before his voice grew far more serious.  “Alright, let’s get to work.  Things will be dangerous from here on.  Willifen have several notable, and dangerous characteristics.  They can see in almost pure darkness.  They hunt and fight as a group. They’re fast and decisive in their actions.  Their claws and teeth can carry infection  depending on what they’ve been into, so if you’re bitten or scratched you’ll probably need proper healing.  Most Wardens can cope with this kind of thing, but I don’t think you have the focus to push out a bad infection.  That makes this far more dangerous for you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I offered a somewhat nervous smile up with my reply.  “You’re not really making me feel confident.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He shrugged.  “It’s better to understand what you’re getting into then to go in blindly.”  We were beginning to move quickly now, the kea flowing across the ground smoothly, almost like a bird of prey flying just above the terrain to catch a field mouse.  The silence with which they could run at such speeds was almost frightening.  Their feet touching the ground made less sound than the wind whipping by us.  “They have strong inherent Will.  Don’t try to affect them directly.  You don’t really have the finesse for that anyway.  Even those with powerful Will would have trouble bending a willifen with Will.  They have strong instinct.  Use the terrain to your advantage, and make sure your hits count.  Don’t aim to stun.  Do damage with every blow.  Keep near me.  It’s better if we fight in tandem.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That definitely doesn’t sound like you think we can scare them off.”  I said, having to speak loudly to get my voice over the howl of the wind around us.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Be inside ‘fore the storm and you won’t be struck by lightning.”  He answered with an old adage suggesting preparation for the worst. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I had no immediate reply to that, so we rode in silence for a while in the wake of that advice.  My mind turned over what might come when we found the willifen, but it was impossible to prepare for something that I knew so little about.  Even what Arthos had told me was limited in scope.  The willifen were still mostly unknown, and all I had was information on how to fight them.  
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      10.2
    

    
      
    

    
      It took us four hours of fast riding to reach the appropriate place.  As we drew our mounts to a stop, both of them breathing hard from the exertion, trepidation sprouted and grew within me like a creeping vine. We dismounted and gave the kea their leads so they might rest, eat and recover from the trip, and then we began the process of tracking, a task which felt quite natural to me.  We’d had many lessons on doing so while I was still training to become a Warden, and it wasn’t long before I found something to follow. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The tracking was made easy at first because our quarry had left a mess at the site of their attacks.  The stench of death filled the air as we approached the wreckage of a caravan.  Dead men and women littered the street, weapons still in hand for the most part, though some had dropped them as they died.  The corpses had been pecked at by birds, though I saw no sign of wolves having picked over them, as I would have expected with how long they’d been sitting out.  Rot and bloat had taken more than I would have expected.  The horses were missing.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I considered the scene carefully.  “This is strange.”  I said after a time.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You mean the fact that the horses are gone and there are no signs of children’s bodies?”  Arthos asked.  Children commonly traveled in caravans like this one.  Family traders weren’t always comfortable leaving their little ones behind when they were to be gone for a long time.  There were usually at least a couple youths around. “Maybe they were taken for eating later.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Then why not take some of the dead here?”  I asked.  “I’ve seen a few wounds that might have been bites, but most of this looks like claws or . . . spears?  Do the willifen use weapons?”  I’d found a body with  what clearly looked like a sharpened pole protruding from it.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t think so.  This might have been something that the traders had.  We have no way of knowing exactly what happened in the course of the fight here.”  Arthos pointed out.  “The scene is too old to read the details clearly.”  He gestured at a nearly empty cart.  “It looks like they dragged off some of the supplies though, maybe food of some sort.  I should have looked more closely at the trade manifest.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Blankets, and warm clothing for the winter months.”  I said, recalling the information.  This was the larger of the recently missing trade caravans.  I could tell that by how many carts were laying around.  It had been full of winter supplies.  “Dried meats as well, spices.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why would they take blankets?”  Arthos said quietly, though it was more to himself than it was to me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I began to count the carts again, this time more carefully than the first.  I frowned as I reached the end.  “There is a cart missing.”  I spoke aloud only after having counted twice.  I wanted to be certain.  “There is supposed to be one more covered wagon here.  Do the willifen use carts, or do we have a survivor that made off with some of the goods?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The willifen are smart, but they’re still animals.  They wouldn't have any use for a cart.”  Arthos answered firmly, seeming quite certain on that fact.  “Someone must have survived the attack and taken a cart when they went to escape.  It’s possible we’ll find them dead elsewhere since they never made it to the city, or perhaps they turned back the way they’d come, hoping to return and recover some of their losses.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That seemed as plausible as anything else, so I began to scan the scene again, looking for some other sign of passage.  I eventually found indications of travel heading off into the wood, but that wasn’t all I found.  “It looks like whoever survived decided to go after the willifen, and they took all the horses with them.  Look at this.” I called Arthos over.  The willifen themselves left almost no sign of passage.  Their footprints were light, and they seemed to take care to watch where they stepped.  The horses and the cart tracks, though, left an unmistakable sign of passage.  They’d been taken off into the woods.  “Why would anyone do that?”  It didn’t particularly make sense.  I knew the willifen had gone this way.  There were signs of them, small ones, but they were there.  The cart and horses had certainly come this way. They’d pushed their way right through the underbrush leaving an easy path to follow.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos studied it critically for a time.  “Well, if nothing else it gives us a very clear path to follow.”  He noted, not looking pleased.  “Be at the ready.  An attack could come at any time.  Let’s not be caught unaware.  We still have the possibility that this might be some kind of elaborate ruse by human bandits.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We took to the trail then, following after it as quickly and quietly as we could manage.  It wasn’t difficult to do.  Horses weren’t particularly good at sneaking, especially not in a large group, and carts were even worse about it.  We walked for nearly an hour before Arthos stopped suddenly in place, holding perfectly still.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I did the same immediately, my senses sharpening in an attempt to find a reason for our sudden stop.  I turned my head slowly, trying to take in every sound, but I couldn’t hear anything other than the rustle of the leaves as the trees turned in the wind, and the song of birds.  There was a faint odor in the air, something of old decay, the rot of leaves and wood, stagnant water.  We were getting closer to the swamp.  Had it not been getting cold, there might have been more flying insects around, though I had noticed that there were more than there had been since we’d first left the corpses behind.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I wanted to ask Arthos what had caused him to stop so suddenly, but at the same time I didn’t want to break our silence in case it was dangerous to do so.  I looked at him, trying to understand what had caused him to pause.  After a moment he took a quiet step in my direction, and then another.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’re being hunted.”  He whispered the words. So soft was his voice that I could barely make it out at all.  “Keep moving, no weapons, but be on guard.”  He added.  I nodded, and then started moving forward again.   I tried to move as I had before we’d paused, but knowing something was watching me made me uncomfortable.  I was too aware of every footstep, and that made them all see louder to my ears. My paranoia was heightened by this perhaps imagined extra noise I was making, and all of it seemed even worse because I had no idea from which direction we were being tracked.  Every angle seemed to hold an enemy, and I had to force myself not to swivel my head about so often that I became nauseated as I progressed.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We walked for another twenty minutes, and then my ears caught the sound of motion in the trees around us.  The ground was getting softer.  We were close to the swamp, but the cart tracks were turning now.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos drew his weapon, locking the two halves of his staff together in one motion, and I followed his example, spinning my weapon to the ready and holding it across my back, ready to fight.  That’s when they came.  They slipped from the woods almost silently on two legs, hunched in the way they walked, almost like they could fall forward onto all fours at will, but chose not to.  I was most surprised by their color.  They were varying shades of gray, black, and white.  They looked as though they could blend into a rocky mountainous landscape quite well, but in the woods their colors almost worked against them.  This disadvantage was offset by their speed and the unnatural seeming way they moved without making a sound.
    

    
      
    

    
      I might have likened them to wolves, if wolves were two to three times as large and walked like men, but their eyes were deep and dark, shades of red and orange.  It was unsettling as they watched us.  There were at least five of them in this group, though I dared not move much to count them more precisely.  My back was quickly facing Arthos’ so that we had all sides covered.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Six.”  He said softly, meaning I’d missed one.  Louder he said, “Get from this place, back into the mountains!  You can’t kill men and not expect to be killed yourself.”  He spoke in a harsh growl, though clearly in our language.  Did these even have language?  They didn’t wear clothing.  
    

    
      
    

    
      One stepped forward.  “No get!”  It growled, voice difficult to understand as it was like it had to chew on the words to get them from its mouth.  “Ours land.  Ours!”  
    

    
      
    

    
      There was a chorus of growls.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well, that’s a surprise.  I was just trying to sound aggressive so they’d run.”  Arthos spoke softly again.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I jumped at this chance.  If they could communicate, I surmised, we could reason with them.  I had a strong desire to prove to Arthos that we needn’t handle this situation with violence.  “You killed our people.  The road is important to us, and those lives are important.  We do not wish to fight, but if you kill out people, then we will kill yours.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Kill.”  One of the creature’s echoed the word. “Our land, enemy, we kill.  You killed.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      The first creature that had spoken barked something, harsh words in a guttural language nothing like ours, and suddenly they were coming.  I had the barest moment to realize that they had a language all their own, or that the particular growl their leader had used 
      sounded
       like it belonged to a tongue and wasn’t just a random noise.  Arthos had seriously underestimated the willifen, but the time for such considerations was over.   I’d failed to stop this.  They’d barely given me a chance.  The time for thought passed instantly, and I had to swing my weapon to the ready.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I felt a surge of Will from behind me, and then one of the creatures howled in pain and anger, though I barely had time to notice that because they were upon us quickly.  I spun to attack, twirling my weapon, using its length to keep the four creatures that were upon me at bay.  I didn't want to fight to kill, but I could see the intent to kill in their body language, and in the hunger glowing from their eyes.  They wanted me dead, and I would have to give everything to survive.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I heard a loud yelp from behind me, and suddenly Arthos was taking down one of the four that were coming for me.  He moved like a streak, never hesitating, his weapon a blur as Will surged around him in tiny but controlled sparks.  Rocks zipped around his head, darting like arrows and pelting the creatures that were threatening us.  He was also using Will on his weapon to land blows harder, something I couldn’t hope to do yet.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I found a large stone on the ground and slammed my Will into it as hard as I could, pushing it in the direction of the nearest creatures.  I missed entirely, but the rock whistled as it blurred between two of the willifen and smashed against a tree, blasting a hole most of the way through the trunk before it crumbled to dust.  This didn't hurt the creatures, but it did distract them, and I swept in and dealt terrible blows with my staff.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The first creature I hit tumbled to the ground as its head caved in, but the second had seen the blow coming and spun with the impact not taking the brunt of it.  He rounded on me and charged, launching his powerful, agile body in my direction.  Claws on massive hands raked the air in my direction, shockingly fast.  I managed to get back out of the arch of the slash, but I was off balance.  I tumbled my next step backwards, trying to turn it into a roll, but I knew I was in trouble.  I felt a surge of Will and by the time I got back to my feet, I turned to see the willifen that had been just a step away stagger and slump to the ground, a narrow branch protruding from the center of its chest.  I looked on in a kind of bewildered horror as Arthos came and stood next to me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’ve still got much to learn.  Your performance was slow and your use of Will was laughable.  You’d be dead if I wasn’t here.”  Arthos offered his critique of my fighting.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded numbly.  He was right, of course, but that didn’t change the fact that I was still shocked by all that had happened, and how quickly it had happened.  It was the first time I’d ever really seen a Warden, a full Warden, in actual combat.  I hadn’t understood just how vast the gulf between my skill and his was.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Did you take any hits?”  Arthos asked.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I shook my head.  “No, no scratches or bites.”  I answered, feeling disheartened.  I’d failed to come to a peaceful solution with the willifen, and I’d learned just how weak I really was, and all of it in a few seconds.  Zark would've been disappointed if he’d seen me.  He would have done better.  I would have done better with him.  A powerful wave of sadness swept through me for a moment.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s alright, Lillin.  You’re new to all of this, and it happened very quickly.  You’ll get better with time and effort.  You look like I just told you that you’re going back to day one of your training.”  Arthos smiled easily enough.  “We’re alive, and neither of us were even hurt.  Once we’re done here I’ll help you with your focus on your Will again.  We just have to find you some control with your raw power.  You can get there.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I tried to smile back and gave a nod.  “I guess I expected to be better by now.”  I wanted to tell him how much I missed my friend as well, but I knew the unspoken taboo there.  I wasn’t supposed to linger on things from my past.  It wasn’t that it was forbidden.  There was no real rule against it, but no one talked about the past.  It was part of the inherent cruelty of becoming a warden.  We got where we were by treading over those we deemed weaker than ourselves.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Come along, we should follow these tracks the rest of the way.  Be ready for trouble, though.”  Arthos didn’t put his weapon away as he located the tracks we’d been following and resumed our tracking.  The path was still clear and easy to follow.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We cut through the woods, moving steadily away from the swamp again, this time in a different direction then we’d originally traveled.  A few minutes later the smell of fire and roasting meat came to my nose, as well as the sounds of a child crying.  A chill ran down my back as a thousand terrible images flashed through my mind, and the scent of the roasting meat took on a cloying, terrible stench that I was almost certain was only a product of my imagination.    
    

    
      
    

    
      I wanted to talk to Arthos, ask him what he thought was ahead, but he was still moving forward, his steps quiet and careful. A moment later we stopped at the edge of a small clearing, still concealed in the underbrush, and we managed our first look at where the willifen were living.  It was a camp. There was nothing else to call it.  There was a fire, and around it were a group of small structures that looked crafted from wood, leaves and long grass.  They seemed at least semi permanent.  I was relieved to see that the meat roasting over their fire looked like a large animal of some sort, horse maybe.  
    

    
      
    

    
      There were six full grown willifen in the clearing, moving about, attending to things around camp.  A few of them were together watching after tiny willifen, babies.  One even had a babe at her breast.  Mixed in amongst the little willifen pups were human children, the oldest looking to be thirteen or so, a girl with a tear streaked face who was softly crying.  There were a couple of boys about eight or nine years, and a younger little girl, but they were all playing together with the willifen children who looked close to the same age, though I was guessing based purely on size.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The game looked rudimentary, some kind of dexterity exercise involving clapping hands and drawing lines on the ground with a stick.  I wasn’t sure what sort of play it was, but they were all trying to play.  I looked at Arthos, and he looked back at me.  I could see the confusion in his expression. This wasn’t what he’d thought to find either.  I was happy not to be the only one to be taken by surprise.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked between the willifen again.  They were all women.  They had breasts and seemed less bulky of frame then the males, though it was hard to tell much else about their gender from their appearance.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We adjusted positions slightly and one of the women stopped, lifting her nose to the air.  She took in several deep breaths and then her eyes snapped around in our direction, the red orbs piercing into our cover.  
    

    
      
    

    
      She gave a barking growl, some piece of language, and all the women immediately snapped to attention and fell back around the children as the willifen woman pointed directly at us.  How she’d made us out with her eyes I couldn’t know, but the others were all looking as well now.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos sighed and stood up from his cover, taking a step forward.  He didn't put away his staff.  I followed after him quickly.  The willifen growled as we came into view, all of them with their backs to the children, circled around them protectively.  They thought we were here to take them, or harm them.  This was their home, and we were the hostile party here.  Again, this was not a situation I could have anticipated.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re going to have to give us the human children and leave these lands.  Go back to the mountains.”  Arthos said, speaking slowly and clearly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      One of the willifen females, one with streaks of gray in her fur stepped forward and snapped her jaws sharply in our direction.  “You go!”  She snarled, voice surprisingly clear.  “This our home now.  Our pack.”  She gestured at the children.  “Males come soon, kill you if you here.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      “The males are dead.”  Arthos replied with a calm certainty, but no bravado.  “We killed them to get here.  They fought well.”
    

    
      
    

    
      At his words one of the females hunched down, her ears falling.  She leaned her head back and howled loudly and shrilly, and the other females seemed suddenly hesitant.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “No truth!”  The lead female growled.  “No truth!”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos lifted his weapon, blood still on the ends and held it so that the breeze passed over it, drifting in the direction of the women.  Their noses, far more sensitive than ours, reached for the scent as it came to them, and then they all seemed to settle down, hunching back, though staying protectively around the children.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Dead.”  The lead female said.  “You killed alpha.  Now you kill we?”  She looked back at the other females and the children.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, you just need to leave here, go back to the mountains.  We will take the human children back to their own kind.”  Arthos spoke again.  He sounded a bit uncertain.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We don't want anymore death.”  I said, hoping a female voice might soothe them some.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Mountain is death.  You send us death.”  The lead female said.  “This pack.”  She gestured to the other females and the children again.  “You send pack to death.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Your kind have always lived in the mountains.  You can live there again.”  Arthos said.  “Please, hand over the children.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      A whimper came from the female who had howled when told the males were dead.  She’d fallen out of formation now and was among the children, nuzzling them with her nose, wrapping her powerful arms about them and holding them.  She treated the human children just like the others, and they clung to her just like the small willifen.  It was so strange, and it also made my chest ache for them.  What was this situation we’d stumbled upon?  How had this come to be?
    

    
      
    

    
      “My kind live with Friend.  Friend have . . . sick.  Sick make death.  We stay with home, but then alpha come from mountains and say we move here.  This home now.  Mountains, he say, death.  Our kind, death.”  She frowned, a toothy, somewhat frightening expression.  “Hard to words.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      A slightly smaller female had moved next to her. She had some similar markings in her fur, but most of her hide was dark black, which made her startling yellow eyes look incredibly bright.  My eyes caught on her for a moment before returning to the lead female.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Friend?”  I asked.  “Who was your friend?”  I was trying to piece this together in my mind. It sounded like she was saying that she had been living here with someone, and then that someone had died and more of her kind had come and taken over their pack. The new alpha had moved them here.  That meant there might be somewhere they could go back to, but what about the mountains was death?  What had driven this new alpha down from there to begin with?  Maybe he’d been cast out.  That seemed likely.  Going back would probably be death for a cast out. “Can you show us the old home?”  I gestured to the lead female.  “Lead us to ‘Friend’s’ home?”  I asked, and Arthos nodded to me, clearly liking the path I was taking with these thoughts.  I didn’t think he really wanted to kill these females either.  Doing so would be far too much like killing common people, and that was a clear abuse of power.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Friend home?”  She asked.  “I can take . . . but you not hurt women?  You not hurt pups?”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos shook his head. “We don't want to hurt anyone.  As long as they stay here and wait for us, we will all come back here and talk.  No more blood.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No blood.  No death.”  The female answered.  She turned to the other females and made some noises at them, and gestured to the ground here, and the food that was cooking on the fire.  “Stay.”  She added in our language.  “Return soon.”  The women nodded, relaxing a bit, and then started going about their work again, only giving us furtive looks from time to time, as the emotionally distraught female stayed with the children.  
    

    
      
    

    
      It felt strange to be walking away from that situation, leaving the human children with the female willifen, but what else could we do?  We needed to understand what had happened here, and it seemed clear that these females, at least, were not hostile towards the children.  Had they been a threat, we wouldn’t have found any of the young alive.  We followed the female with gray on her, and she led us through the woods.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Friend protect me, protect sister.  Care for us.  Love us.  Friend teach words.  Teach survive.”  She explained as we went.  She gave a soft whimper too.  “Love Friend.  Miss him.”  We walked for another ten minutes as she told us of playing in the creek with her sister, and growing up with the man she knew as “friend.”  It wasn’t all easy to understand, and there were parts of it that made it sound like her and “Friend” might have grown into more than just friends at some point, but she never got too close to that topic.  Finally we came out of the woods and into a clearing with a cabin nestled in the center.  The cabin was in a rough state, partially grown over, and in front of it was a pile of rocks that was clearly a grave or memorial.  It had been built high, piled with care.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The female approached it slowly, laying a hand atop the rocks, clawed fingers sliding over the cold stone.  It was impossible not to see the tenderness in the gesture.  She sighed.  “Friend rests.  This home.”  She gestured.  “You look.  You see.  Read Friend book.  I good.  I take good care.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos and I exchanged a look, and then we began to explore the cozy clearing and it’s single home.  I could hear the creek running behind the cabin, and I saw other sights, things that the female had mentioned in her stories.  I went into the little cabin after a time and looked around.  It was simple enough, divided into thirds.  There was a cooking and eating place, and two rooms that looked like they’d been made after the cabin was built.  In the larger room I found a book, a leather bound journal that was closed and sealed.  I picked it up and opened it carefully, flipping to the first page.  It was dated thirty years prior, the paper fragile with age.  The handwriting was careful and neat.
    

    
      
    

    
      It took me a little while to find the first entry about the willifen.
    

    
      
    

    
      Firstfrost 16 5472

        
I’ve decided not to kill them. I don’t know how they got into the swamp alone, but they are helpless and sweet. I won’t just put them down.  I have enough on my conscious already without adding this crime.  Feeding them is difficult, and they seem lost and afraid, but they’re smart and willing to learn.  Perhaps most important of all, they need me.  It has been a long time since anyone needed me.  I’m naming the younger one Dreea, after my sister.  The older one I’m naming Tawny.  I’ve always liked that name.  I’m a fool for doing this at all.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I flipped further through the book, skipping several pages. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stormsrun 25 5473
    

    
      
    

    
      I read through my first few entries again.  I was uncertain about my two girls for a while, but now I can’t think of what life would be like without them.  They’re learning to talk.  It’s a bit slow, and I don’t think they’ll understand the finer points of language, but it’s not because they’re not intelligent.  They just think differently than we do, and their mouths aren’t really made for our words.  Dreea seems better with it than her sister.  I am happy to have them in my life.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn’t keep records every day, or even every week, but there were pages and pages of his records all through their lives.  I stopped and read a few.  I wasn’t entirely certain what to make of his eventual decision to take the older one, Tawny, as a lover.  That seemed . . . well, I had no idea what to make of it, but it was what it was.  It wasn’t my place to pass judgement on a situation that I had no perspective upon.  From what I could piece together by reading the entries, Friend had eventually injured his leg while out cutting wood.  The injury became infected, and though they tried to treat it, the infection spread.  He knew he was dying, and in his last entry he knew the time was close.  Tawny and Dreea had lived with him here for just under thirty years.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos approached after a while, shrugging.  “This place looks pretty ordinary.”  I handed him the journal.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “He found the two females when they were little, alone near the swamp.  He took them in and taught them how to speak.  He died a few years back, infection.”  I summed up what I’d read, skipping over the more unusual aspects, though the whole thing was unusual really.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What about the others?  You said it was just two girls?”  He asked, flipping absently through the pages of the journal, not really seeming to read any of them.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m guessing they came after he was dead and talked the girls, Tawny and Dreea, into leaving this place.  Tawny is the older sister, the one who led us here.  They probably didn’t know what to do without ‘Friend’ and were surprised to see others like them so they went along with the others just looking for company.  From what I gather the males did most of the raiding.  The females were more intent on keeping home, raising their young, and the young brought back to them.”  I felt bad for them.  They were just trying to live, and somehow that had ended with them in this position, unable to get out of it.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You know what we should do, right?”  Arthos asked, and his words seemed to bring a terrible chill to the air. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “You can’t be serious.”  My eyes snapped to his.  “They are women and children.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “They are dangerous creatures, ones that will continue to be a threat to the humans that need to move through this area.  We can talk them into moving back here, but how long will it be before they need more supplies and take another caravan?  It is our responsibility to make sure the people of Evelsmoth have nothing to fear along their roads.  It’s not an easy task, Lillin, but it is a necessary one.”  I was appalled and disappointed in Arthos.  I’d thought he was showing some semblance of kindness when he’d agreed to come here, but I realized that he’d likely just been making sure there were no more of them.  This wasn’t about find an alternate place for the willifen at all.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Wardens are so quick to jump to violence.”  The words snapped from my tongue like a curse.  “I’m not willing to let this turn into a slaughter.  These aren’t rabid wolves, Arthos.  They can talk and think.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sometimes the enemy can talk and speak, but that doesn’t mean you can stay your hand.  What would you have us do?”  Arthos sounded like a patient teacher lecturing a dense student, and I found the condescending tone more than just aggravating.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We speak with them, explain what is needed, and figure out how we can keep the city’s people safe without murdering women and children.”  I answered.  “Or are you really so keen on killing that you won’t look for another solution?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos considered me for a time, his expression stoic.  “We will try things your way, but I have a feeling this will become a lesson for you, and one that you’ll regret having to learn the hard way.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “If we try and things come to violence, at least I will know we’ve tried.  I won’t kill just because it’s the expedient route.”   I told him firmly.  Arthos thought I was making a mistake, and I could tell he believed this by the disappointed expression he cast at me for a few long moments.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Then I will let you lead the way on this matter, but if this falls to a mess and we have to kill these wilifen later, you’ll be the one to do the cleanup.”  He answered me with a shrug. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I knew that wouldn’t happen.  “That won’t be a problem.  If there is one thing that my time in training has prepared me for, it’s violence.”  I told him, and then I slipped out of the house to find the willifen who’d brought us here.  When I got outside she was hunched over what looked like an old flower garden, plucking out the overgrown weeds. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Tawny?”  I asked, looking to confirm my guess about who we were traveling with.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Her head turned to me and tilted to one side as her ears perked up.  “Long time anyone say that.”  She said.  “New Pack different words, old words.  No names.  I am Tawny.”  She repeated the last part firmly, her tail swishing twice.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Tawny, your pack needs to move away from the roads, back here to this cabin.  It is dangerous to stay where you are.  It’s dangerous for your people, and it’s dangerous for ours.”  I wasn’t sure how to explain any of this to her, but I thought I’d start there.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “New pack not like house.  Alpha say not our way.”  She explained, looking wistfully back at the home.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “The Alpha is dead, and so are his seconds.  You are the Alpha now.  The strongest.  You can make the rules for your pack, and if you want to live here, to live the way you did while Friend was still with you, the you can do that.”  I told her.  “You should do that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      She considered me carefully.  “Others will not like.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It will be strange to them, but time will change that.  You know how to live here, right?  To grow food, and to hunt?”  I had the idea that they’d been self reliant while they had lived here with the man called “Friend.”  They’d survived here without him for four years on their own.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes. I remember.”  She answered.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you . . . “  I was hesitant about this.  “Do you know what the males have been doing while they’re out, Tawny?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Tawny looked down and a small whimper slipped through her lips.  “Kill.  Steal.”  She almost whispered the words.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “That can’t happen anymore.”  I said firmly.  “If it happens again, then . . . then we will have to come back and stop you.  Do you understand?”  I hated threatening her, but she had to know.  There had to be a clear line drawn.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You kill.”  Tawny said.  “I don’t like kill or steal.  We will do no longer.”  Her expression shifted a bit, and I thought I saw concern in her eyes.  She took a step in my direction, and I was reminded that she was much bigger than me, all lean muscle, teeth and claws.  She had gray in her fur, but it was just color, not a sign of age or weakness.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Babies?  You take babies?”  Her voice wavered some.
    

    
      
    

    
      What could I do?  I couldn’t just leave the human children with the willifen, could I?  Arthos wouldn’t allow that, but was it really better to take them away?  What would become of them if they were taken back to the city?  WIthout a family they would end up in foster care, and there was no saying how they would be treated there.  “I need to speak with the human children, the stolen children.  They need to choose what they want.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Choose.”  She repeated.  “And if choose stay?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I took a deep breath.  “Then they will stay, and you will take care of them, and love them, and teach them just like Friend taught you, right?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Her expression seemed to brighten and she nodded.  “Teach.  Love.  Yes.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Alright, let me speak with my partner, and then we will return to the others.  We will help you move your things here today, and then you will not return to the road.”  I said the last part firmly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Never to the road.”  She agreed, nodding.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I wasn’t as certain about this as I wanted to be, but I believed that this particular willifen would try her best to adhere to what I’d said.  It really depended entirely upon how much control she had over the others.  I went back into the house and saw Arthos flipping through the pages of the journal.  He looked thoughtful.  His eyes came up when he heard me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It would be harder to do what we should do after reading this.”  He said, the closest thing to an acquiescence I would ever get from him on the subject.  “Well?”  He asked, looking at the door.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I decided not to pose it to him as a suggestion.  I would tell him what I’d decided, not ask him if we could do what I had decided.  “We will take Tawny back to the others and then help them relocate their belongings here.  She will make sure they don’t go back to the road.  I think that was the preference of the alpha males that had come here anyway.  She would have preferred to stay here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I took a brief pause before going onto the next part.  If there was going to be trouble, it would be here. “We will talk to the human children and let them decide whether they go back with us, or stay with the willifen.  If they are happy here, then here they should remain.  I think they will get an unusual raising, but they won’t lack for family or affection.  If we take them back, they’ll be put into the foster system more than likely, and they may end up far worse.”  Back home, many foster children ended up being sold as indentured servants, or they simply vanished when the system couldn’t afford to keep them anymore.  I’d heard bad stories about where they ended up.    
    

    
      
    

    
      To my surprise Arthos just nodded.  “The children are already considered dead.  Any that we bring back would be seen as a blessing.  It’s probably better not to bring any of them back at all.  It risks exposing those who remain behind, but if that is your choice.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It . . . it is.” I was so taken aback by his agreement with my decision that I stumbled a bit in my reply.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Then let us get to it.  We’re burning daylight.”  He answered, and that was it.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We traveled back to the others quickly, not wanting to end up caught at night in the woods.  Once there Tawny set about talking to the others, and we, in turn, spoke to the children.  We explained the situation to them as best we could, and told them it was their choice whether to stay with the willifen or return to the humans in the city.  In the end, only the oldest girl chose to return with us.  I bore some doubt about this.  I couldn’t help but question my decision to let the children have the final say in such a delicate matter, but I reminded myself that the future of orphans within the system our people had established was no blessing.  I had seen that the willifen could provide love and nurturing, a hope more substantial than that of the uncaring world of orphanages.  
    

    
      
    

    
      One of the female willifen wept and hugged the departing child tightly, not wanting to see the girl go, and even though she was steadfast in her decision, I saw tears in the young woman’s eyes.  It was touching, and in a way helped ease the tension I felt at leaving the remainder of the children behind.  After that we helped the willifen move their personal things and the little ones who would be staying.  It was almost dark by the time we reached the hut again, but we didn’t linger once we’d finished.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We set ourselves on the path home and returned to our mounts, the girl who wished to return, Winfrya, tagging along.  As we rode I spoke with her some.  I asked about her time with the willifen, and about her treatment. She told us the males were sometimes cruel, growled and roared, but they were always gentle with the children.  The women had been kind and sweet, and though Winfrya was afraid of what might come next in her life, she had family in the city, and she didn’t think she would be happy living in the woods, even if the willifen weren’t really monsters.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We were about an hour outside of the city when Arthos quite suddenly pulled us to a stop.  It was nearing midnight.  Wnfrya had fallen asleep some short time before and lay nestled against me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’re being followed.”  Arthos spoke in a firm whisper as he dismounted, drawing us into a clearing.  He drew his weapon from his back.
    

    
      
    

    
      I hopped down also, as Winfrya stirred from her sleep.  I reached out and put a hand on her back.  “Still, Win.  Something comes.  Stay on Zara’s back, and she will keep you safe.”  I told the girl who looked afraid as I fell in beside Arthos.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “There.”  Arthos said, pointing one half of his weapon at the edge of the woods.  I braced myself, a thousand different possibilities flowing through my mind.  What might be lurking in the night, waiting to attack us?  My imagination spun up hundreds of possible horrors. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Then it emerged.  I frowned, though I didn’t drop my weapon.  It was a willifen, and I recognized her from the group we’d just left.  She was breathing hard, had clearly been running as fast as she could to keep up with us.  She’d come through the tree line on all fours, but as she saw us she stopped and stood up on her legs.  She had dark black fur and yellow-gold eyes that I could now see were touched with a bit of green.  They were bright and curious.  Her fur was long on her chest and between her thighs covering up the most notable markings of her gender, though her breasts could be just seen beneath her fur.  It was a strange thing, the mix of animal and human characteristics.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not kill!”  She pleaded.  She touched her chest.  “Dreea.”  She spoke her name urgently.  “You help my sister, my pack.  I . . . come with.”  She pointed at us.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos was lowering his weapons, but he didn’t look happy.  I was trying to figure out exactly what was happening.  Why did she want to come with us?  She wasn’t the female that had cried over Win’s departure.  She didn't seem concerned with Win at all.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You were told to not go near the road.”  Arthos said, voice terse.  “We told you what would happen if you did.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not here for killing.”  She whimpered slightly with her speech, and I noticed that her words seemed a bit smoother than her sisters and sounded more out of practice than just badly put together.  “Here to travel.  Wish to . . . “  She paused, searching for words.  “. . . know world.  Explore.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You can’t travel with us.”  I said, pointing back the way she’d come.  “Return to your sister.  Humans have a strong fear of your kind.  You just can’t come along with us.  We’re on Warden business.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, come with.  Look!”  She said, and then she turned and took off a small pack that I hadn’t seen on her back before.  She opened it quickly and started pulling things out.  She pulled out clothes and began to scramble into them as we watched.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked over at Arthos who was looking at me. He shrugged. “This is your problem.”  He said.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I frowned at him, and turned back in time to see Dreea finish dressing.  She was wearing a dress of muted green tones that fit her quite well, and over that a traveler’s cloak.  She’d pulled up the hood, and beneath it, if one didn’t make the effort to look closely at her, she looked like any woman bound up to hide from the weather.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Friend showed us how to make clothes.  I know how to be like humans.”  She said, taking a step forward as she put her pack back into place.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We are Wardens.  We can’t just stop our duties to help show you the world, Dreea.  We have important things to do.”  I said, trying to be firm on this matter, but in my head I was questioning why it was so important I deny her passage with us.  Did it really matter?  If she could fend for herself well enough, and wasn’t a strain on our resources, then there was no reason for her not to come along.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Wardens, yes.  Ghost men.  Friend tells us stories.  Wardens protect.  Wardens fight monsters.  Wardens scary.  I knew you were.  I will be Warden.  I train.  Strong.  Fast!”  She stood up straight and growled, which was sort of funny to see in her clothes.  “I hunt well.  I hear and see very well.  I can help.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It would be most unorthodox for us to bring someone with us.”  Arthos said, but he looked at me.  “This is your situation to deal with.  I will only counter your choice if it seems immediately threatening.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked back at Dreea.  Her tail swished at her back like a puppy that was excited, causing the back of her dress to dance about.  This seemed like trouble in many ways, and yet I was going to let her tag along.  I already knew it, even if I was still going back and forth in my mind.  I sighed.  “Alright, Dreea, you can come with us, but you have to do as we say, and you can’t interfere with our business.  You may have to wait outside of places like the city at times.  If you cause us trouble, we will leave you behind.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea nodded.  “I understand.  Thank you.”  She curtsied then, and the gesture was very well performed.  It was so strange to see, and yet very fitting of her at the same time.  Arthos was keenly quiet on the matter for a few long moments that felt like forever.   
    

    
      
    

    
      Finally he simply shrugged and sighed.  “Alright, we’ll make camp here for the night. It’s late and I don’t feel like returning to the city just yet.”  If he had a judgement about my choice, he kept it to himself.  I was still trying to decide whether or not I’d just made a massive decisive failure.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “If you’re a good hunter, then I expect you to provide us with meat at night when the game is good.” I told her.  “Don’t run off, and don’t hurt anyone unless you see us fighting as well.”
    

    
      
    

    
      She gave a sharp nod.  “I do not like to hurt.  Not cruel.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Is it safe to come out?”  Winfrya’s voice called from over by the Kea.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes.”  I answered, having almost forgotten about the girl.  “We’ll be traveling with one of your willifen friends until we reach the city.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The girl came forward, her expression bright.  “You’re finally going to get to travel.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Were you listening in on us?”  I asked, eyebrow raised in amusement more than any actual anger.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I . . . well, I mean, I heard voices and you weren’t fighting, so I thought it might be safe.”  She said, a faint flush on her cheeks.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Safe enough, I suppose.”  I said, trying to hide my own amusement.  It really wouldn't do to have her not listening to what we said, but no one else was this night.  The authority of the Wardens seemed a bit lacking just then.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, I travel now!  Become Warden, fight the black thing.  See the world!”  Her tail made her skirts bounce around again as it wagged in pleasure, but a chill swept down my spine at her words.    
    

    
      
    

    
      “The black thing?”  Arthos asked before I could.  “What black thing?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Her tail slowed a bit, and her eyes became wide and serious.  “The black thing in swamp.  It came to mountains, chased my people into swamp, and then out of swamp.  Takes them.  Kills some, gives back others.  The ones who come back are . . . “  She was hunting for words.  “They broken in their mind.  Always seeing nightmares.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      The little girl was nodding.  “The willifen talked of it sometimes.  Dreea and her sister would tell us what the others had told them.  It’s like a black water that appears at times, and it makes dark and terrible things happen.  Sometimes members of their pack would vanish, and other times they would turn up weeks or months later, and they’d be crazy.  Ranting, speaking of things that could only exist in bad dreams.”  Winfrya drew her cloak more tightly about her.  “I wanted it to just be stories, but they believe it’s true.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea nodded.  “True.  Seen in swamp, once.  Black stuff.  Feels bad to see.  Feels bad to smell.  Pack who comes from swamp, they lost rest of pack.  Gone or 
      crazy
      .  They very afraid.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked at Arthos.  This had to be what we’d seen in Camiden.  The description was just too similar.  The mountains were a very long way from Camiden, and even further from Black Mark.  The blackness was spreading, and it was further afield than we’d even guessed.  I felt like I needed to talk to someone who knew more.  I really wanted to talk to Ghoul at that moment, as strange as that impulse was.  He knew more.  He had to know more.  He worked with the stuff.  It was what he put into his golems.   
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos looked uneasy.  “I’ll send word to Black Mark.”  He told me as he reached into his stone pouch to do so.  I wanted to talk more with him, but the night was deep and dark, and it seemed like a bad time to discuss such things.  These were topics best carried on when the sun could light a path, and the devils of the shadowy night weren’t lingering so close at hand.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ll set a fire.  It’s a bit chil tonight.”  I said, though the truth was just that I wanted to dispel the dark to some degree.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, and the night hides things.”  Dreea added, her eyes shimmering a bit in the dark.  She could see far better than we could, and I thought perhaps that she looked afraid as well.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It does, but we’ll give it less ability to do so.”  I told her as I set about making a good fire.  
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      11.1
    

    
      
    

    
      They changed our orders and Arthos didn’t seem pleased.  I could tell something was wrong long before he decided to tell me, but I didn’t ask him about it.  Instead I spent the morning talking to Dreea, and showing her what little I could of my ability to use the Will.  I made a pair of stones float in the air and circle one another, a trick that while not that impressive, was very difficult for me to manage.  It took an amount of control that was at the very reaches of my skill.  Even as I managed this trick, I could feel excess Will burning off around me, thrashing around and flickering like a flame in the wind, though I was sure Dreea couldn’t tell how much I was struggling.  To her it just looked like I was focusing on the stones circling, not fighting a torrent of my own power to make this meager thing happen.  Arthos also didn’t seem to have much to say about my waste of excess energy, and I was beginning to suspect that no one could sense the movement of Will the same way I did.  If they could, why did no one ever speak of it?
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea had a toothy, wolfish grin on her face as she watched the stones.  “Incredible!”  She chirped excitedly.  “Teach me?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Her question broke my concentration and the two stones fell from the sky.  I gave her an apologetic shrug.  “I wish I could, but it wasn’t easy to learn.  Not everyone can do it, and it takes . . . difficult training to acquire the skills.”  That old, cool anger settled in the pit of my stomach. None of it was aimed at poor Dreea.  Anytime I thought back upon what had happened to me on my journey to become a Warden I was forced to remember those who had fallen along the way.  That always resulted in heartache and anger.  I wasn’t sure those feelings would ever diminish.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea looked a bit crestfallen, but only for a moment.  She was still more than excited to be traveling with us.  For her this was the pursuit of a dream, and she’d be blackened if she wasn’t going to enjoy the experience.  She’d been hesitant to stay behind when we’d gone back into the city to finish our business there, afraid we’d just sneak out some other way and leave her behind, but since we’d returned she’d relaxed considerably.  Much to my chagrin, Arthos had suggested we do exactly what she’d feared we would, take another way around the city, call the Kea to us with Will and abandon the willifen all together, but I’d spoken to him in clear and concise tones, and with great volume, until he’d shrugged it off and told me that he wasn’t serious.
    

    
      
    

    
      “This is your mistake to make.”  He’d said, but I’d known that he had been quite serious about his suggestion.  He didn't wish to travel with Dreea.  I didn’t think he disliked her, exactly, more so that he considered her a distraction from my training, and hindrance to our task.
    

    
      
    

    
      Much to my pleasure, two further days on the road and I wasn’t seeing my choice as a mistake in any way.  Dreea was smart, and she had an energy to her that I enjoyed having in our company.  She had a spark of life to share that I’d been missing since I’d first made the terrible mistake that had led me down this path.  
    

    
      
    

    
      She felt young and eager to face the world, though I knew she had to be older than I was.  I still didn’t fully understand a willifen’s lifespan, but I intended to find out at some point.  Young or old, her enthusiasm kept my spirits high and helped me to avoid the depression that had tried to drag me down since I’d lost Zarkov.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “They want us to go to Night Watch.”  Arthos said, finally breaking his silence after a long stretch of quiet.  His tone was heavy, possibly worried though it was sometimes hard to tell with him.  He often portrayed an open emotive state that seemed easy to read, but I was increasingly certain that Arthos hid his actual emotions quite well.  He seemed to default to humor and that foolish grin of his, but I didn’t think his mirth was always honest.  He used it to cover a dark hardness that I’d encountered in most of the Wardens I’d met.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Night Watch?”  I asked, searching my memory for the place.  I knew some of the locations beyond the walls of Black Mark, and this was one I recognized.  “Didn’t we abandon Night Watch shortly after we began construction on the school at Black Mark?”  I asked, thinking back to my long and boring lectures on the history of the Wardens of Will.
    

    
      
    

    
      Night Watch had been one of the very first Warden outposts.  It was located high in the mountains overlooking a pass that lead back down to the site where Black Mark was built.  It was one of two passable routes to the city, though it was by far the more treacherous of the two.  Most didn't consider it passable anymore.  The Wardens had abandoned Night Watch after the bridge that crossed to it, a bridge carved from mountain stone, collapsed into the pass, blocking it for all but the most persevering.  It took climbing gear to get over the fallen rock, though it was said the Wardens built secret ways in and out of all of their citadels.   
    

    
      
    

    
      With no good way to keep supplies running to the Watch, they’d closed the gates and abandoned it.  It had been empty since, and that was hundreds of years ago.  That was what we were taught in school, though I’d come to realize that not everything we were taught was exactly accurate. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “We did.”  He answered.  “However, Night Watch houses a doorway, the kind that can be used to get from one place to another very quickly.  They didn’t say as much, but I’m guessing we are either being recalled, or sent somewhere specific.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “If we were being recalled wouldn’t it have been faster for us to return to Black Mark directly?”  I asked, though I wasn’t certain on that.  I knew generally where things were located, but it seemed to me that Night Watch was still further away than if we set out directly for Black Mark.  They were in different directions from our current location.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It would be, but that isn’t the only reason we’re being sent to the Watch.  They are also sending us there because it is close to where the willifen traditionally make their homes.  It’s further into the mountain range than the willifen go, but it’s not that far out of the way.  They want us to investigate the black fluid, report on where we find it, and then return to Night Watch and wait for our next orders.”
    

    
      
    

    
      A strange mix of excitement and fear flowed through me.  I’d wanted to explore this mystery further, but now that I was faced with the opportunity, I found that I was also quite afraid to do so.  The man who wants a moon will find himself crushed when he gets it.  I’d always thought the saying was funny as a child, but this seemed like one of those situations  Now that I was getting what I’d wanted, I wasn’t sure I was ready to deal with the consequences.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea growled.  “Bad idea!  We shouldn’t go to mountains.  Should go further away.”  She nodded to herself, raising her nose to the air before she turned and pointed in a direction that would lead us further from Black Mark and the mountains.  I wasn’t sure what part of finding directions had to do with scent, but she was very good at knowing where she was going, and where she needed or wanted to go.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I agree entirely.”  Arthos gave a small laugh.  “However, we’re not being given much of a say in this.  Being a Warden means that we follow the Will of the King, and these are the orders passed down to us.  We don’t deny the Iron Will what it wants.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Even if the Iron Will is wrong?”  The question slipped past my lips without my brain really taking a moment to look that closely at it. I added what I hoped was a light and friendly smile to the end of it.   I didn’t want to make Arthos angry, but I actually did want to know where he stood on the orders given to him.  When was it right to do something besides what you were told?  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Even if I believe the King is wrong, I still follow his orders.  He knows more than I do, and I have to accept his judgement.  Besides, the law of Will dictates that the strongest Will leads, and there is a good reason for that.  Matching Wills with one stronger than you will only end in ruin.  The King is in his place because his Will was indomitable. Anyone who has challenged him has been broken, and quickly.  What he orders is law.”  Arthos’ answer sounded more like an excuse than a justification.  Bowing to the Will of the strongest might be something you had to do when it was being directly applied to you, a person could be bent to a strong Will, but it didn’t seem to me that refusing to resist simply because you knew you would lose was the right mentality either.  If something was wrong, and you knew it was wrong, you owed it to yourself and to others to try and resist, even if in doing so you were assured to lose.  Resistance to corruption stood as a symbol to others, and eventually someone would rise who could stand and succeed.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Another point that had always bothered me, was that if a Warden’s Will was their intent made manifest, then it seemed to me that they all hobbled themselves as soon as they gave in to the notion that anyone might have absolute control over them. Your Will wasn’t indomitable if there was even one person you accepted could always outdo you.  Resistance was one of the fundamentals of Will.  We’d been taught that even as we’d been taught to bend knee to the Iron Will.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I hope you will reconsider absolute obedience if our lives are on the line.”  I noted a bit dryly, deciding that was as far as I was willing to push this discussion.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      “It has never come up before, and I doubt it will.  There aren’t many situations that a skilled Warden can’t get themself out of.  The most dangerous place for us is on the front line, and we’re not going anywhere near there. At least, not for this training.  We’ll be fine.  We just have to be cautious.  We’ll gather the information we need, and then we’ll return to the city if that’s what they want.  They’re happy with the progress you’re making in your training.  It seems they’ve almost gotten over how angry they were about the water test at this point.”  Arthos added the last bit with a hopeful tone that fell a bit flat on me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I was still angry about the water test, and that fire wasn’t going out any time soon.  As long as Zark remained in my memories, I’d never forget my purpose, and I wouldn’t allow Zarkov to leave my memories.  I owed him that much.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Then I guess we’d best head out.  We have a long day ahead of us yet, and if it’s all to be in the saddle, then we might as well get to it.”  I said, letting the topic drop. Fighting with Arthos over things wasn’t going to achieve anything towards the larger goal.  I just had to keep moving forward for now.  I had to learn and get stronger.  I had to gain control of my Will, focus it, and turn it into the weapon of change that I wanted it to be.  As I struggled with the finer points of control, I often found myself questioning whether or not I would ever reach such a point.  That was a self-defeating line of thought I didn’t wish to follow, so I pushed it aside as soon as it tried to rise.
    

    
      
    

    
      We packed up our meager camp, mounted up and were on our way in minutes. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea rode with me for the most part.  She spoke as we traveled, talking about her youth and growing up with her sister and Friend.  It was an interesting story.  She talked of how she could barely remember things from before she’d met him, and how as her sister and Friend’s relationship had changed, her sister had become more like her mother.  
    

    
      
    

    
      She spoke of Friend’s passing with a sadness to her voice that reminded me that, despite the differences between us, Dreea was an intelligent and passionate woman with a deep range of thoughts and feelings.  It was easy to think she wasn't smart because her speech was sometimes a bit broken, and always came out with a bit of a growl to it, but the truth was far from that.  She was older than me, and wise because of her time experiencing the world.  I sensed a loneliness in her, and a youthful exuberance still despite her age.  I had no idea how long the willifen lived, but Dreea made me think it was longer than humans generally did, at least if they weren’t killed by some environmental factor.  I wondered if even Dreea knew how many years remained to her, or if she even cared.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Our path to the Watch took us well north of the area known as the Revenant Swamp, which was fine by my way of thinking.  The idea of crossing through the place wasn’t one I’d cherished.  It wasn’t that I found it any more frightening than the place we were going, but I had no desire to spend a few days soaking in the bog water.  Wet travel was uncomfortable.  It wore on your body in ways you didn’t suspect if you weren’t used to it, and it left you cold all the way through, and pulled any good nature from your mood that might try to hold out.  A dry route was always better.
    

    
      
    

    
      The road we ended up on was one that had, at one time, been smoothly finished for ease of travel, but through years and years of abandonment it had become little more than sporadic patches of stone that looked as though they’d once been carefully shaped.  This area was so quiet that it was hard to imagine it had been filled with a crew of men working to make a carefully crafted road across the country.  The undertaking must have been a major one, and yet in the end it had all been for naught.  What would those men think of the final result of all their effort?
    

    
      
    

    
      Those dreary thoughts fled as the mountains began to rise up around us, seeming to spring like magic from the countryside until we were well into them, and the road, what little of it there was, became far more coarse and hard to follow.  Finally, after weeks of travel, we were well into the mountain range and we had to continue on by foot.  The kea were able to follow us well enough, but riding them along the rugged terrain had become difficult. Staying in a saddle as they bobbed and scrambled over obstacles was a harrowing experience.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea wasn’t having any trouble at all.  She took to the rough, rocky outcroppings as though born for it, and perhaps she was.  Her people did live in the area by choice.  Arthos and I had a bit rougher go of things, but we were well trained for difficult terrain ourselves, so though we weren't born to scale mountains, we didn't let the challenge slow us.
    

    
      
    

    
      Finally, just after midday on a particularly cold morning, Arthos stopped us and pointed up into the mountains.  At first I couldn’t see what he was indicating, but finally my eye caught sight of the Night Watch.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The Watch was built of the same kind of stone that occurred naturally in the mountain, and so without any lights burning it was very difficult to make it out atop the cliff face upon which it sat.  It loomed over the narrowed pass like a jagged outcropping of angry rock, the only thing setting it apart from its surroundings being the relatively regular shape of manmade walls, windows, and other building features.  The human shaped edges couldn’t occur in nature with such regular symmetry.    
    

    
      
    

    
      I could see the place where the bridge had once been, though it was yet distant from where we stood.  The pass ahead looked as though it came to an abrupt end just below where the bridge had crossed to Night Watch’s gate, the road blocked by a massive pile of stone.  It would have been difficult for us to ascend the mess that remained.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’ll be going up this way.”  Arthos said, and he gestured towards what looked like a small crevice that dipped into the mountainside not far ahead of us.  He looked back at the kea. “They’ll have to stay down here.  I’m afraid there isn't enough of a passage for them to follow us any further.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I turned to Zara and rubbed the side of her head, feeling a mix of anxiety and doubt at the thought of leaving her behind.  “We’re going on ahead.  Stay here.  Wait for us, but be safe.”  I said, and she pushed her nose against the side of my neck and huffed.  I felt a swelling of warmth for my steady stead, and I smiled at her.  I didn’t like leaving her behind, but it was probably for the best.  We didn't know what we were getting into.  She might be the luckier of the two of us.
    

    
      
    

    
      We hadn’t seen a single glimpse of the black liquid on our trip, though we’d made a point of stopping and looking around at various points.  I had felt that dull sense of unease I sometimes did when around the pools once, as we’d camped near a lake, but a good deal of searching had turned up nothing at all.  I was beginning to wonder if I was just suffering from paranoia.  It was not, however, paranoia that had driven the willifen from their homes in the mountains, down into unfamiliar and inhospitable lands.  They were strong and proud, not so easily scared away.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We crept through the small crevice in the stone, the gap tight enough that I had to breathe in to push my body through, and still the rock scraped at my breast as I forced myself between the jagged edges.  Dreea had similar trouble scrambling through, but once we came out on the other side I was surprised to see that there was something like a regular path leading upward.  It looked crafted by hand, though it wasn’t wide, and it was far from convenient in its design.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We climbed the steep path far up into the mountains until we reached a cave that Arthos led us into without hesitation.  Just as the darkness began to deepen to the point that we couldn’t see more than a few feet in front of us anymore, we hit a solid rock face.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “This is the first door.”  He said, and then he turned to me.  “Open it.  If you focus your Will into a thin stream and push at the left side of the rock,”  He drew his dagger and tapped a place on the surface. “It’ll trigger the catch pins.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I gave him a skeptical look.  “What if I break it?”  My power could be destructive if I slipped.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “This was built by Will users, and it’s designed to be used even in emergencies.  The pins will only react to a certain amount of Will pushed at them.  Any more will just fizzle away, like the excess you use when you’re focusing on a small task.”  He explained, still waiting for me.
    

    
      
    

    
      I took a breath and nodded, reaching inside to grab at my Will.  I didn’t have trouble finding it.  It was always there for me, a roaring howl of energy looking to be spent.   I focused my intent and let go.  There was a deep, loud click like two massive rocks knocking together, and then the stone wall in front of us shifted and began to roll to the side.  I hadn’t been able to tell by examining the wall itself, but the rock face was actually a giant wheel of rock, the curved edges buried in the stone walls and floor.  The opening was about two feet wide, and left a nice hole in the path in front of us as it moved away.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Move quick.  The counter weight mechanism is filling with water, and once full, it’ll close the door again.”  Arthos said, hopping across the space in front of us.  Dreea and I followed him, and less than a second later the massive stone circle was rolling back into place.  The remaining light in the tunnel snapped away as it sealed shut, and then we were in complete darkness.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We should have brought a torch.”  I noted, trying to get my bearings in the total darkness, and thinking to urge Arthos to possibly bring out his portable light.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, too dark.”  Dreea agreed, and if she couldn’t see, than things were dire indeed.  Dreea’s night vision was very good.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I felt a small, precise surge of Will, and then suddenly a faint glow lit up at intervals along the path ahead.  Will lights.  They were a glass vessel that contained water, a particular kind of algae, miniscule sea creatures that fed on the algae, and two pieces of a particular mineral in a device that allowed them to slowly absorb into the water providing energy to the system.  A Warden could focus their Will and cycle the device forcefully which caused an excess of the mineral to be added to the system which caused the somewhat dormant algae to spring to life and start a more intense grow cycle.  Light was a byproduct of that.  The light would go for up to an hour depending on the force applied.  I didn't have the finesse to work the lights.  Arthos carried a small one with him.  It had been the bane of my existence during training sessions so far, but it was nice in complete darkness, assuming one could work the cursed thing.
    

    
      
    

    
      This particular device seemed to have a starting mechanism at this end that triggered the start of the lighting process, and then the remainder of the lights fed off the initial reaction.  It looked complex, but it all seemed to work with flawless precision.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea made a pleased sighing sound and moved close to examine the nearest light.  “Will.”  She said, having changed from using the word “magic” to describe the things we did, though she said the word with the same reverence. “This I will learn too.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Come along.  The path won’t stay lit indefinitely, and it’s impossible to light from the middle.  Let’s get to the next door before it goes out.”  Arthos said, urging us onward.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We could always trace our way back and light it again.” I noted as we began to move.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, but I don’t really feel like spending more time in these caves than necessary.  Do you?”  His voice had taken on a wry edge.  “I’m sure it’ll be much more comfortable in the Watch.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I frowned at that.  “I’m not as certain.  How long has it been since anyone has been here?”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Someone stops in every decade.  It has probably been eight years or so since anyone has checked the Watch.  Bandits moved in a long time ago, but by the time we discovered them the path they’d taken had collapsed on itself.  Most of them died of starvation, a few fell into the cleft trying to climb down.  Getting rid of them involved piling bones and sweeping away the dust that remained.”  Arthos explained casually.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You know this place well.”  Dreea spoke quietly into the echoing cave.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos shrugged.  “I’m one of the people that comes to check on it from time to time.  I’ve been here three times before.  It’s a good task to bring trainees on.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “How old does that make you?”  I asked, suddenly curious.  If he’d come here three times before, and it had been eight years since anyone had been here, that meant he’d been here over the course of the last 38 years if he’d been in the party of people checking on this place for each of the last visits.  He looked like he might be in his late twenties or early thirties at the most, so I knew that wasn't an accurate way to judge his actual age.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m one hundred and seventy-two.”  He answered with no seeming concern for the information.  “I’ve been a Warden since I was 18.  I’ve been training other Wardens for about 80 years, give or take.  Before that I was a Knight for fifty years, and then a scout for the other twenty-four.  I prefer teaching, though.  Passing on knowledge is interesting, as is meeting the new generations.  It keeps me  connected to the passage of time.  Some of us get lost in it and eventually falter, lose the Will necessary to go on.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We began to climb a section of cave that took us up in a gentle spiral until finally we reached another door, though this one was much more clearly a door.  It was solid stone, carved with skulls, demons, and other macabre pictures.  I frowned at it, still mulling over the reality of Arthos’ long, long life. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Have things changed a great deal over the course of your life?”  I asked, reaching out and tracing some of the pictures on the door.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not as much as you might expect.  Language changes a great deal.  Some of the words we use now, we didn’t use when I was young, but people mostly stay the same.  The Iron Will keeps things from changing too much.  There are laws regarding what can and cannot be developed in our country, which technologies should be pursued and which should be abandoned.  Things the King deems dangerous are quickly destroyed.”  Arthos’s voice was calm and even as he spoke, but I thought I detected a bit of distaste for this.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You don’t agree with that?”  I jumped on the opportunity, finding a single point of give in the wall he’d built around his ideology involving the King. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “It doesn’t matter.  That is simply the way things are.  It is for the good of everyone.”  He was covering up for his slip, and I could tell by the way he jumped quickly to an answer.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Stupid.  Thinking is good.  Creating is good.  That is how we grow stronger, smarter.”  Dreea gave her own opinion.  “Iron Will is not so good at thinking.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos laughed at this. “Perhaps not, but things are as they are.  We do well, our country is strong, and so are its people.  We don’t have to agree with everything, but we live with it.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Deciding the subject had run its course, I turned my attention to the door. “Why did they cover it in carvings like this?  I don’t recognize any of this from my lore classes.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The carvings are just here to scare off anyone who might stumble upon this door.  They’d have to have been lucky to get by the first door, but hopefully seeing this one would stop them from wanting to go on any further.  It’s Will locked, though, so if they were seeing it, I’m not sure how they would get past it.  I think it was mostly just a bit of theatrics on the part of those responsible for the architecture, perhaps even a nettle at the Wardens who were making sure they built this place.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He pointed to a depiction of a massive demon with multiple arms that were clasping at humans and shoving them into mouths that ran all along its body.  The bodies were mutilated and screaming, and before the massive demon ran hundreds of others, all similar to the larger, all killing and people and dragging the bodies back to the larger creature.  “The big demon is the King, the smaller ones are the Wardens, or that is what a lot of us believe.  The King devours what he needs to grow stronger, taking from the common people, and the Wardens just help him feed.”
    

    
      
    

    
      There was a hesitation before he went on.  “The designers, the work men, they were all killed after construction.”  He spoke this last part in a hushed tone.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Killed?”  I was shocked, though a part of me knew I shouldn’t be.  The Wardens were secretive.  They had to make sure no one who knew how to work any of this would be left alive.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “To the last man, and then their families as well.”  Arthos was grim.  “It was the same with the school.  Thousands died to make that place.  Thousands died to make this place.  If you ever walk the outer wall of the school, their are names carved all along its surface.  Everyone who died is written there.  Every man, woman and child.  They are honored for their sacrifice, though none of them agreed to such a cost.  In fact, after word of what happend here got out, the King assured the people that the same would not happen there.  The school was to be a new beginning.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea growled.  “That was wrong.  Evil.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos sighed.  “I’d agree on that point.  I understand the importance of these secrets, but in some places the Wardens went too far.  I’ve read every name on the wall, and I’d recommend you do the same some time, Lillian.  It’s important to remember those who died in our war, especially the ones who didn’t even mean to. When a soldier dies, he dies having known that he would probably engage an enemy, that his life was on the table.  When an innocent dies for a cause, that is a greater tragedy.  Often they never had a say.  They are not considered brave because they didn’t know they would need to fight.  They are not idolized because they never made the choice to stand, but that just makes their death’s more tragic.  They never had a chance.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I wanted to use this moment to make a point about the Wardens, about what we were, but I felt like it would be wrong to push Arthos on this.  Clearly he already held a dark view of these deeds.  It would be divisive to push this point now, and it didn’t need pushing.  It was obvious what was wrong here.  It was better to remember this, to keep it for later.  It would fule the fire that drove me, and there would come a time when we’d have to discuss the Wardens on a grander scale.  Arthos would have to become an ally to the cause I pursued, or simply be another person helping me along without knowing he was doing so. This wasn’t the time to strike.   It might be years before it was time, and maybe this was an argument best won through attrition.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Open the door, Lillin.  It works the same as the last one.”  He told me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded, pushed away other thoughts, and focused my will, slamming it into the stone in front of me, the left side of the wall.  The door groaned in place and then slowly, almost imperceptibly at first, began to slide downward into the floor.  It stopped when it was level with the walkway and we moved across it and out into the open world beyond, though perhaps “open” was too strong a word.  The path ahead narrowed quickly, a funnel that was encased in jagged cliff walls.  Looking up I could see the sky, bruised dark with night, but only through a narrow slip of space between the two rock faces.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos turned to me and nodded towards the door.  “This one has to be closed.  Hit it again to seal it.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I did as instructed, and a moment later the door was sliding back up into place.  It closed with a loud, reverberating thump that seemed to make the ground beneath us tremble.  This door had been thicker than the first, and the back of it was designed to look exactly like the rock around it.  I couldn’t even see it while it was closed and locked in place.  It was hard to imagine the mechanisms hidden somewhere in the rock that allowed for those slabs of stone to move the way they did.  It occurred to me that if one could find their way inside of those, they would probably have a much easier way of breaking into the Watch.  There had to be access tunnels somewhere, paths through the stone for servicing the machines that made things work, and if there were service tunnels, were there other routes in and out of this place, routes that might have been built by the designers and forgotten with time? 
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s not far now.  Follow me.”  Arthos’ voice broke my chain of thought, and I turned to hurry after him.  The path here was narrow enough that I had to occasionally turn sideway to slip through a piece of it.  This felt like more security.  A force of any size would have a hard time moving through here, and probably couldn’t manage it at all in a suit of armor.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We walked on for a few more minutes, and then we pressed our way through a narrow gash in the rocks and came out onto a flat area, rock that had been shaped, etched out to be walkable.  Ahead stood the Watch.  From the ground I’d mistakenly thought it was all crafted of stone meant to look like mountain, but that hadn’t been exactly true.  The Night Watch was carved from the mountain itself.  All of its features were chiseled precisely from the existing rock.  We’d approached it from behind, and as we walked from the narrow crevice we’d come through, it was easy to be lost in marvel at the scope and skill with which it had all been crafted. 
    

    
      
    

    
      So much incredible craftsmanship had gone into the process, and all the people who’d worked on it were gone, their lines torn from the earth like the roots from a weed in a garden.  It was impossible not to look at this and see all of the lost potential.  What had that cost our world in the long run?  What skills were gone forever because of what the Wardens had done in service to their King?  I couldn’t shake those thoughts as I looked on at the Night Watch.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The area in front of us was clearly a training yard.  There was old equipment still set out, though it was now in terrible condition.  It might have been a training yard at any military facility if not for the fact that the “yard” was solid rock instead of grass.  It all seemed so cold and lifeless, but from somewhere ahead I could hear the flow of water.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “At least there’s fresh water up here.”  I noted.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos nodded.  “Springs and a natural river flow through this whole area.  I’m told there are caves beneath all of this that stretch far down into the earth.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea had heard the water as well. Her ears were pointed in that direction, but she pulled to a stop quite suddenly.  “Something wrong.”  She said a moment later, and then she hunched down onto all fours, which always looked just a bit odd while she was wearing a dress  We’d gotten her a few more, and she insisted upon being dressed in a normal fashion even though we’d assured her it wasn’t necessary.  She wore the clothes well enough though, and if it made her happy so I didn’t see any reason why she shouldn’t do as she wished.  If anything it just made blending in easier if we encountered anyone.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I opened my mouth to ask what was bothering her, but the sensation of “wrongness” struck me a moment later, a sick lurching, a twist of my stomach.  I knew immediately what it was without having to see it.  We were near the blackness.  I looked back at Arthos, and I could tell by the expression on his face that he knew it as well.  We crept forward carefully then, moving towards the running water.  I knew what we’d see before we got there, but I still wasn’t quite prepared
    

    
      
    

    
      There was a river flowing through the Watch, cutting through the rock of the mountain.  It had likely been there before the Watch had been built.  In fact, the Watch was likely built in such a way that it could take advantage of this natural source of running water.  It was maybe fifty paces from side to side, flowing quickly, but the water was flowing around pools of dark, tar-like material that, for some reason, refused to move with the rest of the current, as though they were islands in the river.
    

    
      
    

    
      We’d come all this way without seeing any of it, but here there was a great deal of the corruption,  and if it was in this stream, I had no doubt that it had flown down river as well.  How far did this stream go?  It had to come out somewhere lower on the mountain, though I could see that it flowed back into the cliff face not far from where we were.  This would be part of an underground stream like Arthos had mentioned, a spring that might flow for hundreds and hundreds of leagues, even out into the sea.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It looks like we’ll have something to report after all.”  Arthos made reference to our responsibility to track this muck, though he didn't sound all that pleased at the revelation.  I wasn’t either.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Dangerous.”  Dreea commented.  “It is dangerous.”  She tapped her chest.  “Instinct, I can feel it inside.  We should go.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m afraid we have to make our appointment.”  Arthos replied.  “Dangerous or not, we’ve come this far.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea sighed.  “Duty.  Iron Will.”  She waved a dismissive clawed hand in the air.  “Still a bad idea.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded my agreement.  “This place feels like that village, Camiden.  If we’re going to have to stay here, I recommend we find a defensible location, someplace without this stuff anywhere in sight.”  I nodded at the ooze.  “I think it can warp your mind, and I’m convinced there is some kind of malice in it.  It feels bad.”  I said, but I couldn’t really emphasize why I felt that way, or exactly what I meant when I said that.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “That seems like sound thinking.”  Arthos said, moving away from the stream.  “Let’s get inside the Watch, find the door, and then set up a secure camp in a room that we can lock down.  Come on.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea and I followed after him.  The rest of the walk to the entrance was quiet.  I could feel the tension hanging in the air, draping from us like armor weaved of lead rings.  It weighed at our every step.  At the entrance, a massive oaken double door, we were met with what appeared to be an impassible portcullis.  The iron gate was down and clearly locked in place, but a surge of Will from Arthos sent something beyond the gate into action, and a moment later the gate rose and the doors swung open.  The mechanism, despite having set for a long time, worked flawlessly and with little of the groaning fanfare one would have expected of such a large ancient machine.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The doors swung open and I was surprised to see that inside the stone structure the building had been meticulously crafted to look comfortable.  There were wood floors, and the walls were all paneled in wood as well.  As the doors swung closed at our back, and the portcullis dropped back into place, I turned to watch them seal and saw that, other than those massive doors, the inside of the Watch didn’t really look like a fortress.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The room we entered was large, with stairs on two sides, doors opening up in three different places on each floor.  The second floor was just a walkway that circled the main room, though I could see it had been designed in such a way that archers could use it for cover to repel anyone who might get through the front door, though the design was quite striking on its own.  It looked comfortable despite its functionality, a difficult mixture of form and function to achieve in a keep.  
    

    
      
    

    
      A moment later I found myself frowning as I realized that there was a large fire burning in a hearth across the hall from us.  Arthos was looking at it as well.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Does that start when you open the gates?”  I asked, though I had a feeling I knew the answer already.  It was possible it was a trick of Will, but Arthos’ expression told me otherwise.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It is usually dark in here when I open the gates.  I wasn’t even going to suggest starting the fire here.”  His eyes were scanning the room, and I began to do the same.  A coating of dust lay across everything, and the place had a stillness to it that only comes with a long stretch of time lying uninhabited. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Smells old.  Still.”  Dreea said softly, her voice a low growl.  “Nothing alive here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Then what lit the hearth?”  I asked, though I really didn’t want an answer.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What indeed.”  Arthos answered.
    

    
      
    

    
      We moved cautiously through the old fortress.  Everything was still and dusty.  There was no evidence that someone had been there since the last time the Wardens had come to check on the place.  No evidence, except of course, for the fire burning in the hearth at the entrance.  We walked from room to room, scouting every location with weapons drawn, or in Dreea’s case, claws ready.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We walked the courtyard in the middle of the building, a beautiful if overgrown garden with statues and a comfortable, quiet feel to it.  There wasn’t a single door we didn’t open, not a room we didn't walk.  It took us hours and hours to make our rounds, even moving quickly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Finally, we made our way to a room on the fourth floor where a door sat against a wall that, to my understanding of the building, should have been against the exterior wall of the Watch.  Opening it, were it any regular door, would have let us walk to our deaths from the fourth floor, but I knew this door wasn’t what it seemed.  I could feel the power it held, something just inside the jam, or more precisely the stone beneath the frame, that held a promise of possibilities beyond imagining.  The door we’d entered the room through was closed and Arthos dropped a thick bar down to secure our way.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Get a fire going.”  Arthos said, nodding to a pile of wood near a hearth at one side of the room.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I did as he asked, moving to the well dried stock.  Dreea joined me, working quietly at my side to get things going.  There was a bucket of kindling as well, all of it dusty from sitting for so long.  Within minutes we had a fire crackling to life.  Arthos had taken a seat near the closed magic door and was sitting, legs crossed, with his hand on his stone, sending something back to Black Mark.  After a time he put it away and leaned back with a sigh.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I sent an update of all that we’ve seen on our way here, and asked for our next orders.  I imagine we’re to be sent somewhere, or someone will come through the door to speak to us.  Until then, we have to remain here.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You can use the doors?”  I asked, quite curious about them, and not wanting to think about what might be waiting for us beyond this room, out in the Watch.  This seemed like a good topic to get my mind off of the eeriness of this place.  Every time I tried to relax, the sound of the crackling wood in the entry hall came back to me.  There was nothing wrong with that fire aside from it’s unnatural existence, and yet that was enough to send the hairs on my arms standing straight up in place. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos gave a nod.  “After a hundred years of service they teach you how to use them.  It’s complicated.  There is a great deal to remember, and working your Will in such a way that you can make them do exactly what you want is one of the most challenging things you will ever have to learn.  The doors . . . “  He hesitated.  “They are old power, something beyond Will, and when you use them you have to touch that power with yours.  It’s unsettling and difficult, but fortunately the doors seem to have been made with our gifts in mind.  They work together, though it’s difficult to imagine why or how.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Doors are not Will?”  Dreea asked, seemingly interested in this topic.  “They let you go in one place, come out another?  Magic.  Will is magic.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I’d actually been under the same impression.  Will was power.  It was magic.  For a long time I’d thought it was the only magic.  “If it isn’t Will, is it the Way?”  They were the only other power that I knew of, but I really didn’t know that much about them.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, it’s not them either.  They have some nasty tricks, mostly to do with their Archons, but this is something else.  If I was inclined to believe in gods, I’d say they had made the doors before they made any of this world, but I don’t buy into that.  I believe that long before Everburn touched this world, something else was here, and it was powerful.  It made the doors for a purpose that is lost.  We learned how to touch upon that power with the Will, but only just.  We are children playing with our father’s sword, not realizing it’s a tool of purpose.”  Arthos grinned and then laughed.  “If that sounds a little dramatic I apologize.  This place has sent my mind to dour places.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Haunted.”  Dreea put in.  “This place is haunted, but not with people.  Dark things.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s not helping.”  Arthos noted dryly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea grinned her toothy, wild grin.  “Fear is good.  It reminds to be careful.  Reminds caution.  Caution is important.”  Her speech was smoothing out more and more as she spoke to us, but it was still sometimes a bit stilted.  She was quite good at getting her points across, though. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m terrified of this place.”  I put in, deciding to be honest with the others.  “It feels . . . “  I had to think about it for a moment.  It did give off a feeling, a strangeness that was hard to place exactly.  “It feels like it needs us, but not in a good way.  Like it wants something.”  That sounded like paranoia when I said it aloud.  It wasn’t a well reasoned feeling to have, but one sprung from fear.  This made me wish to explain myself.
    

    
      
    

    
      “When I was training, there would be times when we’d be tasked with something that was incredibly dangerous, and those giving us the directions knew we might well die when they did, and yet some of them found it amusing.  You could tell.  The Wardens were eager to get what they wanted, eager to send us to our deaths, to cut out those not worthy of their ranks.  This feels like that.  It’s like seeing one of those smiles on their faces and knowing they expect or want something, and you might not make it through.”  I nodded to myself as I spoke.  That was right.  That was the feeling this place exuded, a dark, greedy want.
    

    
      
    

    
      “They were just shaping you to be strong.”  Arthos said.  “Some of them might have grim senses of humor, but they know what it takes to be a Warden.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I shrugged, but didn’t look back at Arthos.  Defend them as I knew he would, I couldn’t help but see their actions as nefarious, their goals as vile.  I wouldn’t forget those who’d died at my side, those friends I’d never see again.  I couldn’t forget Zarkov, and I wouldn’t forget what had become of Ori either.  She was forever trapped in an accursed golem, and she would never know peace again.  Zarkov, at least, had the comfort of death.  It was sad to take comfort in the fact that he was gone for good.  The Wardens had created a situation in which death was preferable to the alternative. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wherever else that conversation may have gone, it ended there.  The door, not the one we’d come through, but the one that should have opened out into nothingness, swung open.  Arthos and I drew weapons at the same instant, and Dreea fell back behind us, her teeth barred and a low growl in her throat.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What is?”  She snarled, snapping her teeth.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked at Arthos.  “The city?” I asked, thinking someone from Black Mark must be on their way.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos shook his head.  “It shouldn’t be.  They would have sent notice.  I’ve gotten nothing through the stone.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My eyes locked on the door.  It swung slightly, as though caught in a light wind, but if so then the wind was sweeping in and out.  The doorway was breathing.  The thought struck me and then wouldn’t let go.  It was alive, an open and gaping mouth trying to swallow us up, and looking through it, all I could see was darkness.  It was black out beyond the door.  
    

    
      
    

    
      No, that wasn’t exactly right.  There was something else through that open frame.  If I let my eyes attempt to adjust to the darkness inside I could just make out a faint red light that was blinking slowly.  I squinted and took a step forward, an involuntary movement as my body tried to aid my brain in figuring out what I was seeing.  “A hall?”  I asked, trying to gauge if the others were seeing what I was.  
    

    
      
    

    
      It was so dim it was almost impossible to tell, but I thought I could make out a hall, but not one like I’d seen before.  It didn’t look made of stone or wood.  The walls were smooth, slightly cylindrical in shape, and there were strange runes on them in places, writing in some language I didn’t know.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t recognize that place.”  Arthos said before adding, “Stay back from the door.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The door slammed shut then, so hard that it seemed to move all the air in the room.  I felt drawn forward for a moment, but then everything was still again.  The door was closed, and that passageway to somewhere else was sealed.  I felt relief wash through me, though it was tempered by the fact that we were still locked in this room with that door, and it might open again of its own accord at any moment.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Perhaps we should leave.”  My voice was quieter than I’d meant it to be, so quiet that Arthos either didn’t hear me, or chose to ignore me altogether.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It is clear we must remain vigilant while we’re here.  I’ll send another message to Black Mark in a few hours if we haven’t heard back by then.”  Arthos’s voice sounded uncertain in a way that did nothing to make me feel better about our situation.  He had no idea what had happened.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do those normally open without Will?”  Dreea asked.  “Felt wrong.  Bad, like this place.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos shook his head.  “I’ve never seen one open without someone on one side or the other opening them intentionally.  I’ve also never seen a place like that one before.  There are a great many doors, though, and maybe that place is somewhere secret and whoever was there opened the door here by mistake.  I guess that might happen.”  The last part he said quietly, as if trying to convince himself more than us. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “You should send that second message . . . “  I was going to tell Arthos to send it now, not to wait a few more hours, but I didn’t get the words out of my mouth before someone knocked on the door.  It wasn’t the portal door, but the one that lead back into the Watch.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The dull knock rang out three times and then was silent.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea dropped to all fours and growled.  “No one, no smell.  No one is there.”  She said, long white teeth accompanying her threatening snarl.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t think we should open it.”  I said, and was ashamed to say I could hear fear in my voice.  I was a trained fighter.  Whatever was beyond the door I should have been prepared to face.  With the force of my Will, and the potency of my fighting prowess, I should have been prepared enough to face anything.  I should have been able to put on a brave front at the very least, but I couldn’t hide the fear this place inspired. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Who is there??”  Arthos called.  “This fortress is the property of the Wardens of Will, and you are trespassing.”  He took a step forward, his staff separated into two parts, one in each hand.  His grip was confident and steady.  He didn’t sound weak or intimidated, but his stance was aggressive, his tone louder than it needed to be.  He was falling back on bravado in the face of the unkown.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The knock sounded again, three clear, deep raps against the outer side of the wooden portal.  Arthos took one more step forward.  “I give you this one chance to leave now.  If I open that door, your life is forfeit.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence.  There was no movement beyond the door.  The quiet seemed to stretch on forever as we waited for something, anything at all, to happen. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Your . . . life . . . forfeit.”  The voice crept through the wood, dark and menacing, a hushed whisper on the back of a rattling hiss.  Every hair on my arms stood straight up and a chill washed down my spine.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos took another step towards the door, but I rushed forward and grabbed his shoulder.  “Don’t.”  I said, and I still sounded afraid.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “There is nothing out there that we can’t defeat, Lillin.  We are trained to fight.”  He said calmly, though I thought for certain he was afraid as well.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “No smell, nothing there!”  Dreea said, clearly agitated.  “No sounds to hear, just voice.  No smell.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Open.”  A voice said, and it felt like it was directly next to me.  I spun quickly, bringing my weapon up, but there was no threat to face.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Open it.”  A whisper, floating through the room.  “Open the door.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The others could hear it as well.  Dreea whimpered, and Arthos was swinging around now, his weapons up in front of him, every bit as useless as mine were.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Will it open.”  The whispers were rising in volume, becoming a cacophony of sound, an oppressive wall.  “Open the door!  Open it now!”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No!”  Arthos yelled, clearly having changed his mind about the door.  He no longer wanted any part of it.  Neither did I. The voices went quiet, and the room was still again.  The crackling of our fire seemed so loud in the aftermath of the wailing.
    

    
      
    

    
      I took a few deep, slow breaths and tried to calm myself.  I’d faced many challenges during my training, some terrifying.  There had always been a way through, but I’d known that because it was training.  Even if it was dangerous, there was a solution.  This wasn’t training.  This was real, and that meant this problem might not have a solution for me to find. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos expression turned resolute.  “We’re going back to Black Mark, now.  We can explain things to the Wardens when we arrive.”  He strode to the magic door and I felt his Will rush forward, an intricate surge of precise intent that held multitudes of refinement beyond what I could hope to achieve.  I couldn’t even start to understand what he was doing.  The surge stopped, and for a moment nothing happened.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos frowned at the door, and then turned and pulled the handle.  It swung open, and for a brief instant I saw a hall that was clearly part of the academy.  I let out a sigh of relief, and then the fire we’d lit in the room went out.  It didn’t just fizzle to an end, fading from its last embers.  It was as though darkness had fallen over it, a curtain dropping and blocking all the light from the world.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Through the door!”  Arthos yelled, and we dove in the direction the door had been.  Without the light of our fire showing us the way, the corridor beyond the doorway was dark as well.  It was late.  We jumped through, and then I felt another surge of will and the door slammed closed in our wake.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I noticed immediately that the air felt strange.  I took a deep breath, and it tasted off, though I couldn’t place why.  I blinked, trying to get my bearings in the dark, and things were ever so hesitantly appearing, as if they were struggling to exist in the oily dark around us. My eyes adjusted in a painfully slow manner to the newfound dark.  As my vision did slowly clear I soon began to realize that we hadn’t arrived at the school.  This wasn’t the hall we’d seen when the fire was still burning.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Where are we?”  I asked, looking at Arthos who I could barely make out.  Dreea’s eyes glowed softly in the dark, which was just a bit frightening to see.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not academy?”  She asked.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, this isn’t the school.  I’m not sure where we are.  This isn’t familiar at all.  This isn’t where I opened the door.”  Arthos spoke in hushed tones, sounding more afraid than he had in the room.  His bravado had dwindled.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Is that possible?  I saw the school when the door first opened.  I recognized the hallway.  I mean, I hadn’t seen that particular stretch of it before, but it was familiar.”  I was trying to keep my fear in check, but it wasn’t an easy thing to do given the situation we were in.  
    

    
      
    

    
      There was a pause before my teacher answered, and when he did it was clear he was making an effort to gain his calm back.  “It’s nothing to worry about.  I’ll just open the door again and we’ll go where we were meant to.”  Arthos moved to the door and I felt his Will surge once more, that confusing rush of intricate manipulations slashing through the air.  This time the door swung open as it was struck.  I watched with hopeful anticipation, but as it continued on the path allowed by its hinges I could see the look of distress on Arthos’ face that told me something was off.
    

    
      
    

    
      I got a bit closer to the door.  “This . . . this isn’t one of the travel doors.”  I said, putting a hand on it.  It had opened on a room that was clearly part of the same structure we were already in.  Beyond the door was a dining table that looked as though it hadn’t been used in some time.  The room was quiet and abandoned.  There were windows along the far wall, but only darkness lay beyond.  The only light was cast from a single candelabra in the center of the table that was somehow still burning.  Another fire in a place that looked like there should be none.  It echoed the entry hall of the Watch.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos got closer to the door himself.  He was shaking his head. “It has to be a door.  You can’t travel to doors that aren’t connected.  That’s impossible.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I can’t feel any power from this door at all.”  A bit surprised that he couldn’t sense that himself.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He attention snapped to me, a bit of confusion clear as he considered me a moment before replying. “You can feel the doors?” 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes.”  I answered.  I hadn’t realized it was unusual.  I’d assumed everyone could.  “When I’m close to one I can feel energy, or power . . . it’s like a vibration that comes from them.  I thought everyone could feel that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos shook his head.  “As far as I know, no one can feel that, at least not without knowing how to ‘sound’ for the doors.  It’s a skill that is very difficult to learn, but it’s how we found the ones we know about.  The first ones were discovered unintentionally.”  He sighed.  “I would love to discuss it more with you, but we have a much more urgent situation to deal with.  We’re lost, and I don’t know how to fix this.”  That admission was troubling.
    

    
      
    

    
      “This place no better than the last.  Haunted.”  Dreea noted with distaste in her voice.  “We should go outside, look at the stars.  Stars can guide you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      She was right.  Part of what I’d learned in my classes was navigation based on the position of the stars in relation to the horizon.  It had been a great deal of memorization and understanding formulas, but I’d become adept at the necessary skills by the end of the lessons.   
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, if we get outside I should be able to at least figure out which direction we need to go to get back, or to get to some place familiar.”  I offered.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “That is a good idea, but you’re forgetting that those doors can throw us much, much further than just to the other end of our world.  We might not even be in the same plane of existence anymore.”  Arthos pointed out grimly.  “It can’t hurt to look, but we don’t know where we’ve come out.  We also don’t know how dangerous this place might be.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      He was right, and the realization was a startling one to have to come to terms with.  We might not even be in an actual space in time.  We might have gotten lost in one of those bubbles the doors could open up upon.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Then we’ll move cautiously, but standing here isn’t getting us any closer to home.”  I tried to keep the worry from my voice as I spoke, but I could still hear it there. I was uncomfortable being the one who had to keep us moving forward.  That should have been Arthos’ place.  He was our leader.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Aren’t you pushy.”  Arthos said, his normally wry humor tamed a bit by our situation.  “Let’s go, then.  There are windows over there, so that means that’s one side of this place.  We’ll go that way, but let’s move cautiously.  Those candles didn’t light themselves, no matter what this place may seem to be showing us.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We moved cautiously then, cutting through the dining room in a deliberate manner.  We skirted the edge of the table which was laid in extravagant fashion, though it was clear it had set so long that any food that had been there had lost its shape to age.  Piles of bones lay in a few places on plates.  It would take a long time indeed for something to sit so long that no meat at all remained on the bone.  The dust in the place seemed to indicate exactly that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      We drew closer to the window and I realized that the dust was so thick over the pane that we couldn’t see outside at all.  They might as well have been shuttered, and I wasn’t keen to try and clean one off.  There was no seeing out to the world beyond those caked surfaces.  I could tell that it was dark out, and just vaguely make out shapes I thought might be trees, but they might also have been just about anything else.  Nothing seemed to move, which was at least something to be happy about.  I didn’t want to meet the things that lived in such a forsaken place as this.
    

    
      
    

    
      After the dining room we passed into a smaller room with chairs surrounding a fireplace.  The hearth was cold, and the room hung with spiderwebs and was coated in the same dust as everything else.  As far as I could tell the decor looked relatively normal, but above the fireplace hung a picture of a man dressed in a fine tailored suit of turbulent black.  He had pale skin and eyes darker than his suit.  There was no white to them at all, just a pure pit of emptiness that seems to envelope all to fall within its gravity.  He wore a smile that was just a little too wide for his face, with hints of teeth that were small and needle like.  I didn’t like the way his eyes, even from the canvas, seemed to bore into me, through me.  Behind him was a depiction of a beautiful sunset coming down over rolling hills.  The face, though, stayed with me, clouding the otherwise beautiful image.  It was an unnerving picture, and it made me wonder what sort of people had lived here before this place was abandoned.  Did they all look like this man?  Another question, one that didn’t occur to me at that moment, but would later; Why was that particular piece of art so pristine in the otherwise filthy, dusty mansion?
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea and Arthos looked as well, but neither of them stopped to make comment as we filed through the room and out onto a walkway that stretched around a wide, open foyer.  This place, wherever we were, was much larger than I’d thought.  We were on the second floor, and this walkway allowed us to look down onto the room below and the single door that served as an entrance.  There was another floor above that could be reached by a branching central staircase. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The entry hall was large enough that it could have easily allowed a hundred people to mill about with room to spare.  The floor was tiled in black and white boxes, though I could see that there was some kind of texture to the individual tiles.  The white was now more gray than white owing, I thought, to the dust that clung there.  All of this was just extravagance, interesting to see but not really spectacular, but what was most catching to my eye were the piles of bones littering the floor.  There were so many, and each had a human-looking skull lying nearby.  
    

    
      
    

    
      It looked as though all of these people had come here and stood in place until they died.  It was like there had been a grand party, and at some point everyone had just stopped and died exactly where they’d stood.  The three of us looked down over the railing at the mess below us, the piles of bone with their scraps of fabric still attached in places, and we were all quiet for several moments.  I wondered if the others were as lost in confusion as I was.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Look, painting.”  Dreea pointed to the head of the stairs, and there at the top, in the very middle of the wall just ahead of the massive foyer, was another portrait of the man with black eyes.  This one was much larger, but he wore the same well tailored outfit, and had the same terrible expression on his face.  He stood with his arms crossed over his chest, hands covered in some kind of heavy gauntlets.  The background, though, was entirely different.  In this painting the man was standing in front of a macabre scene like something out of a nightmare.  
    

    
      
    

    
      There were powerful men, naked to the waist, wielding hooked knives as they butchered women and children who were in various states of terror and dismemberment.  These monsters committing the atrocities wore devices about their necks, metal rings that pierced their shoulders as though they’d been in place so long that the flesh was attempt to grow over them.  The rings had long spikes on them that jutted upward, ending in barbed points, and the flesh from their heads had been carefully flayed into four distinct sections and then hooked to each of the four spikes, drawing it taut like the petals of some horrifying flower.  Blood trickled down their torsos, and their arms were black with it from the slaughter.  Their eyes bulged in their sockets, forever staring with no way to be closed now that the flesh from their head was peeled back in this awful display.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I had never seen a piece of art that was so disturbing before, and it was made all the worse by the man standing before it with his too-wide grin, and pitch black eyes.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What is this place.”  I said, my voice quiet, and yet somehow seeming loud in this skeleton of a building.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m certain this isn’t our world.  This is something connected only through the doors, and I think we need to find a way out as soon as we can.”  Arthos didn’t even glance my way as he spoke, but I knew his next words were for me. “Can you sense any other doors?  There has to be another one around here.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I shook my head.  “I can only feel them when I’m close to one, and I wouldn’t even know how to go about looking for one otherwise.  I have no training in any of this.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos took a breath, thinking.  “I can teach you the scrying technique. I know it, but I’ve never been able to do it myself.  Maybe you can, though.  Maybe you’ll be good at it, but we should get out of the house.  I don’t feel safe here.  Those paintings are . . . “  He paused, then leaned forward over the railing a bit.  “Did that . . . it changed.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked at it again, trying to see what Arthos had seen, but it took me a moment.  The black eyed man was closer to the front of the painting, and his arms were no longer crossed.  They were at  his sides.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea whimpered softly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Come on, we’re leaving this house.”  Arthos said, and he was already on the move.  We wasted no time getting down the stairs and heading for the front door.  My eyes flicked back to the painting several time as we went, and each time it seemed like the black clothed man was getting nearer and nearer the front of the painting, like he was going to step out of it entirely.  
    

    
      
    

    
      When we finally reached the door after carefully navigating the piles of bones that lay across the floor, I was more than a little shocked to see that it was unlocked.  It swung open easily for Arthos.  I’d been almost certain that it wouldn’t open, that we’d arrive and it would be locked and that nothing we could do would cause it to let us free from that place. Then we would be at the mercy of the man in the painting.  
    

    
      
    

    
      That wasn’t the case, however. We moved out of the mansion quickly, and I gave one final look back behind us before slamming the door shut in our wake.  The painting was entirely black, as though swallowed up in one of the pale man’s bottomless eyes.  I was never so happy to slam a door closed in my life.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Come along, we’ll find a place to camp beyond the line of sight of this house and then we’ll figure out what to do next.”  Arthos said, and that finally pulled my attention away from the door for long enough to take in our surroundings.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We were in some kind of overgrown garden.  I could see statuary that was now covered in vines and moss, and places where neat flower beds had become nests of weeds and long grass.  The grounds looked as though they’d been exquisite in their time, but now everything was being taken back by the nature surrounding it.  There were several notable aspects to the forgotten landscape.  
    

    
      
    

    
      At the center of the garden area was something massive rising up, like a pillar, but it wasn’t as regular as one would expect of a manmade structure.  It spiraled, and rose in the strangest way, like it hadn’t been built at all, but had risen up from the ground of its own accord and then frozen in place.  I couldn’t make out any details from where we were, and I wasn't sure that I wanted to.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Beyond the strange thing in the center of the garden, I could see the front gates of the estate.  They were of exquisite design, much like everything else we’d seen, and looked like they would be easy enough to climb over if we had to.  It was hard to be certain with as far as we were from them.  That would, most likely, be our next goal, though we’d have to walk past the strange thing in the center of the garden or else take a creative route around, which at that moment seemed the wiser course of action.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Another large building lay off to the left of us.  It was constructed of stark white stone that gave it a cold and imposing appearance.  It looked something like a mausoleum from where we stood, but it might have housed anything at all.  It could have been a stable for all that I knew of it. The opposite side of the garden was the most overgrown.  There once had been a neat hedge row, but now it had swallowed up the whole of the area, consuming it as though nature had been particularly voracious in the pursuit.  I could only tell what it had once been by the fairly regular shape of its starting point.  I couldn’t see much of anything through the bramble.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos only hesitated for a moment before he began to lead us down and around one of the paths that circled the center of the garden on route to the fence.  I was happy to see he was avoiding the unusual pillar in the center for now.  Clearly he felt, much as I did, that whatever that thing was, it was best left a mystery.  The path did take us closer to the object, and I was able to make out more of the details of its shape whether I wanted to or not.  It looked like a giant, plated worm, the layers of its scales heavy and covered in thick barbs.  The stone it was carved from was a red hued black, and it seemed to be incredibly detailed all the way up its length as it spiraled into the sky, ending in a massive mouth that was more of an opening of the entire front of the thing than any separate piece of its anatomy.  It had six protruding teeth that stuck out in front of it like tusks, each nearly as long as I was tall, and from what I could see of its insides, it’s mouth was lined with thousands of pointed little teeth.  The size of the worm it made it look like it was a subterranean tunnel that had come to life and developed an appetite.
    

    
      
    

    
      The whole statue seemed as though it was something real that had been frozen in time, but I was just as happy that it was only some form of twisted artistry.  I wasn’t sure how one would even approach the task of killing such a beast. It was all armor and teeth.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What is it?”  Dreea asked as we rounded the part of the trail closest to the awful sculpture.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s nothing I’ve seen or read about before.”  Arthos answered.  “It must be something significant to the people of this world if they built this statue of the thing, but I’ve never encountered anything like it.  This whole place is strange.  We’ve collected lore on most of the worlds the doors can connect to, but there is always something new to be discovered.  When we get back we’ll have to make a full report on all of this.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I was happy to hear he was saying “when” and not “if” because it had occurred to me that we might not find a way back to our own world, though it was possible Arthos might have only been speaking in positive terms to comfort us.  If that was the case then it was working somewhat.  It would have been nice if it had been working to a greater extent.    
    

    
      
    

    
      We made it the rest of the way to the gate without trouble.  I’d thought we might find the gate shut and locked, but it was hanging open, the doors now locked in place by the growth of weeds up around them.  The road out was covered in growth as well.  This place seemed like it had sat empty for years and years.  In that way it echoed the Watch we’d left, but I did wonder why everything was so empty and quiet.  The entire world here felt abandoned.
    

    
      
    

    
      It took me a moment to realize why I felt that way, but when it struck it was an eerie realization.  We were outside, the weather was decent, though not quite warm, but there wasn’t a single animal or insect making noise.  Everything was still and silent, and it didn’t feel right.  No place should feel quite so dead.  Birds always sang, crickets always chirped.  There wasn’t even a breeze.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Smoke ahead.”  Dreea spoke softly.  “Smell it.”  She nodded off in a direction.  I turned to look, but I couldn’t make it out through the path ahead.  Trees grew up around the property we were on, and they obscured any clear view of the sky. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “How far would you say?”  Arthos asked.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “A mile.  Maybe a mile and a half. Smells like meat cooking.”  She said, and her mention of food reminded me that I was quite hungry.  We hadn’t exactly had time to stop and eat recently.  I was trying to decide whether or not it was a good idea to look for an inhabitant of this place, but Arthos made the decision for all of us.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’ll go and check it out.  Whoever is there might be able to tell us about this place, or at least point us in the direction of a city or a town.  Plus I don’t think we should stay near this old house.  It feels . . . off.”  Arthos looked as uneasy as I felt.  I thought “off” was perhaps giving the haunted structure too much credit.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Bad place.”  Dreea agreed, nodding, and giving a look over her shoulder at the old mansion.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I didn’t speak, but I hardly needed to since I was in complete agreement with both of them. Whatever this place was, I didn’t like it.  However, having exited the house I wasn’t sure how much more I liked the forest we’d stepped into.  It felt just as wrong, though it was less immediately apparent.  Arthos led us on.  
    

    
      
    

    
      On foot, over the rough terrain, it took us longer than it should have to reach our destination, and strangely enough the heaviness of the air seemed to lessen as we went until finally, just before we broke the tree line and came out near a small cabin, I heard a bird singing in the trees ahead.  It was a sudden shift.  It felt like we stepped out of darkness and into the light almost at the same moment that the trees fell away.  
    

    
      
    

    
      It was so startling that I found myself looking back over my shoulder at the path down which we’d just traveled.  The trees looked grayer there, the air darker.  I frowned at the strangeness of the scene, but I didn’t know what to make of any of it. “Did you feel that change?”  I asked the others.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, not dark anymore.”  Dreea said.  “Not heavy.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It did feel like a weight came off my shoulders when we passed beyond the wooded area.”  Arthos added.  “I hope we don’t have any need to travel back that way.  Let’s go check out this cabin and see what we can learn of this place.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked onward, enjoying the relief from the darkness even as I began to wonder about the occupants of the cabin ahead.  Who would live so close to whatever that place was we’d just come from?  I supposed we’d find out soon enough.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Together we crossed the field that stood between us and the cabin.  Dreea hung back, her head kept low to hide her appearance.  Arthos came forward and knocked on the door firmly.  Someone was clearly inside or near. Smoke rose from the chimney, the sweet and hunger inducing smell of cooking meat filling the air.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The cabin was large, a low fence around the perimeter.  The back of it faced away from the direction we’d traveled, and it looked like there was a barn out beyond, though I saw no livestock, nor any sign of them. It looked peaceful enough.  It looked like the sort of place that a man could raise a family and enjoy the rewards of working the land.  It felt completely different than the world beneath the strange darkness behind us.  As we approached, though, I noted that the front windows were all entirely boarded up from the inside.  The nails protruded through the wood framing in places, ripping holes in the edges of the window the same way they seemed to rip holes in the serenity of this little hideaway at the edge of madness.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The door opened and a man with an expression that rested somewhere between surprised and concerned looked out at us.  I say he was a man, but he wasn’t a man like I was used to seeing.  He had fur over parts of his body, up his arms which I could see because his shirt was sleeveless, and on the sides of his neck.  His eyes looked like those of an animal, though his face was humanesque in shape.  He had long, pointed ears that seemed felted like a cats, and they rose up through his hair.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Who are you, where did you come from?”  He asked, voice suspicious, and with a strange accent to it that I couldn’t place.  I supposed we were lucky to be able to understand him at all.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’re travelers who have gotten lost.”  Arthos answered, either not noticing how strange the man looked, or doing a wonderful job of covering it up.  Dreea almost looked more like this man than we did.  No, he was more like a mix of us and Dreea, a halfway point.  “We were wondering if you might provide us with some information about the area.  We’re trying to get home.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      The man eyed us suspiciously again, and then he shrugged and sighed.  “Travelers?  Travelers from afar.”  He said the second part as if to himself. He considered us for a long moment, and it seemed to me that he might turn us away, but then he let out a sigh and shrugged.  “Would you at least leave your weapons outside? I don’t want you to frighten my family, strangers.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos looked at both myself and Dreea and gave a nod.  “Of course.  We don’t wish any trouble.”  He said, and I knew that was a signal to put down my weapon.  I wasn’t comfortable taking it off, but I did anyway. I also removed the knife at my belt, though the truth of the matter was that any one of the three of us was still quite dangerous, even without an immediate weapon at hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      We left our weapons in a neat pile by the door and then entered the cabin.  It was clear upon entering that a family did indeed live there.  Things were a bit messy, but nothing was out of the ordinary really, with the exception of the boarded windows.  There were a few handcrafted children’s toys lying about the floor, and there was a table for family meals along one wall.  There was a hunk of meat roasting over the fire, and something else cooking in a pot beside it.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Have a seat at the table and I’ll get you something to drink.  I can’t spare food, though. Meat has been scarce since the darkness rolled in.”  He explained.  “Oh, I’m Quintin, by the way.  You must be from far away.  I don’t think I’ve seen people of your kind before.”  He looked at us, then nodded at Dreea.  “Well, except for her.  She’s feraling.  I didn’t know they bothered with clothes.”  He seemed unconcerned by her, but far more interested in us.  “What are you?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos spoke on our behalf, which was just as well since I didn’t know how to answer that question.  “We’re Wardens.  I’m Arthos, my friends here are Lillin and Dreea.”  He gestured to each of us in turn.  “We traveled quite far to get here.  We’re looking for a doorway, one that can’t be opened by normal means, and the search has taken us here.  I’m afraid we know little of the area, though.  What is the darkness?  How long has it been here?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Wardens?”  Quintin asked, clearly not recognizing the implications, but then he shrugged and went on as he sat wooden cups with water in them down before each of us before taking a seat at the head of the table. “The darkness is just the darkness.  I heard tell it rolled in off the sea.  It hit Prosper first.  The entire city went crazy.  The people killed one another, at least most of them.  It just kept rolling across the land until it hit the estates east of here.  It moved a bit further but seemed to lose momentum.  That was about two years ago now, so it has been about eight years since it first came.  I’ve walked down that way a time or two, but it gets strange-quiet that way.  Weird-like, feels ‘though it’s creeping into your skin, and then it feels like you can spend hours there and come back and it’s s’if no time has passed here at all.  I don’t like it.  Nope, not at all.  I just avoid it now.  The whole family avoids it.  I told ‘em not to go down that way, and they listen.  Didn’t take much convincing.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos mulled this new information over, and I was doing the same thing.  I’d never heard of a city called “Prosper” nor much of anything else that he talked about.  We were either very, very far removed from our own lands, or we weren’t even on the same world anymore.  I thought it was probably the latter.  He didn’t seem to know what Wardens were, and I felt that knowledge of the Wardens had probably traveled quite far, at least rumor of them.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Have you heard of any doors like the one I mentioned?  An old doorway, one no one can open?”  Arthos asked, cutting to the heart of what we were looking for.  I was surprised he would talk of it so openly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Quintin shook his head. “No, can’t say I have.  I mean, I’ve seen locked doors, but someone always has the key.  I haven’t heard of any that can’t be opened at all, but then we don’t really leave the farm here.  I used to trade in the city once a season, but not since Prosper fell.  I don’t go that way, and I try to avoid the people that come up the road from that direction.  It doesn’t happen often, but some of them aren’t right.  Something’s wrong with them, like the same kind of thing that’s wrong with the forest.  They’re quiet inside, no light in them.”  He gave us suspicious looks.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why don’t you move your family out of here?”  I asked on a sudden impulse.  “It sounds dangerous to stay.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Quintin turned to look at me, his eyes passing over the tattoo on my face.  “Why do you have such a strange mark on your face, girl?”  He didn’t answer my question and for some reason I found that troubling. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s a marking of my people.  It’s only significant where I come from.”  I explained without really explaining.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hmm,” Quintin’s expression didn’t really change.  “Well, is there anything else I can help you with?  I’m afraid I don’t know much.  We keep to ourselves.  Can’t trust strangers.  Can’t trust no one, not really.”  His voice had taken on a evasive and distant edge.  My unease was beginning to grow.  .  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Where is family?”  Dreea asked suddenly.  “Quiet here.  Children like to play, make noise.”  Her ears were tucked low, and I could sense a tension to her.  Her nose was twitching slightly, taking in things I couldn’t even begin to guess at.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Quintin hesitated, and then when he spoke he did so with a strange note to his voice, a tension that drew on his words, making them long and somewhat shaky.  “They’re out back with their mother right now.  Like you said, children like to play.  I was just making supper.  My wife . . . she likes to give me some quiet time when I cook.  She’s a fine woman.  Kid’s are real fine too.  Sometimes they act up and you have to take a belt to them, but not so often.  Good kids.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      His explanation made perfect sense. There was no reason to doubt him at all, and yet doubt still hung upon me.  Something felt wrong.  This whole situation felt off.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Where is the next closest city from here?”  Arthos asked, either not picking up on the strange feeling in the air, or just not choosing to acknowledge it.  I thought it was the latter. Arthos was clever, and he had to be aware of the odd pressure that was growing in the room and pressing upon us all.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Next closest city?”  He asked, his head cocking to one side.  “What does that matter?”  Quintin’s voice had grown darker, his expression was becoming suddenly hostile.  “There is nothing beyond Prosper.  You can’t go beyond the veil, no further than we are.  It won’t let you.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What is the veil, Quintin?”  Arthos asked, not missing a beat.  He still seemed calm, but I could hear a slight growl emanating from Dreea.  “What do you mean we can’t go beyond it?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The nightmare man, the one at the head of the marching darkness, he won’t let you go.”  Quintin stood up from his seat suddenly, and all of us snapped sharply to attention, combat training making us fall into defensive positions.  “He wants you to do something for him. It’s why I’m waiting here. He knew you would come from another world.  He needs you to find something, and he won’t let you return until you do.  You can’t go back through the door until you find it.  It is the key.”  The man’s tone was becoming more erratic, and his eyes were rolling back into his head as he spoke, the pupils vanishing to expose just whites as the color seemed to drain into the top of his skull.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “The star fell from the infinite depths of blackness and into the sea, but it wasn’t a crash.  It had followed the first compass here looking for the tesseract box.  You must bring it through the gate or you will never return.”  He was breathing sharply now, gasps slipping between his lips between his words, his teeth smashing closed as though he was trying to break them together.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Go to Prosper, find the tesseract.  Go!”  He started to scream, the sound horrible and raw, the sound of a man trying to rip his vocal cords apart with the force of his voice.  We all backed away from him, Arthos and I falling into a loose combat stance.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Quintin!”  Arthos yelled.  “Quintin, listen, we need you to . . . “  I wasn’t sure what he was going to say, but he didn’t get any further. Quintin bit off his own tongue, spitting the chunk of flesh onto the floor as he reached up and pushed his forefingers into the sockets.  His eyes ruptured as his others fingers clawed at his skin.  He grabbed his face and began to rip at it with his nails, taking hunks flesh from it before he finally collapsed to the ground, choking and gurgling on his own blood.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea had moved closer to me, as though the closeness might protect her from the horror of what had just happened, or perhaps she was intending to protect me.  I wasn’t sure.  My mind was reeling.  I should have made some effort to stop him, but it had all happened so fast, and I had never expected things would escalate the way they had.  Even Arthos seemed struck motionless by shock.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What just happened?”  I asked, reeling from what I’d witnessed.  I was replaying his words in my head, but they didn't make any sense.  I wasn’t sure what a “tesseract box” was, but I had the sinking impression that I knew who the “nightmare man” was.  As soon as he’d said those words I’d thought of the man with the black eyes in the picture.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We should get out of here.”  Arthos said, already moving towards the door.  “Someone is using very powerful magic, and it’s clear that we are being targeted.  He knew too much about us.”  He grabbed the handle of the door and turned it, but I heard the latch stick as he shifted the wooden catch.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Locked.”  Dreea said.  “He didn’t lock.  We followed him in.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      She was right, of course.  Dreea had pulled the door closed as we’d come in.  There was no way for the door to be locked unless someone had followed us and locked it from the other side, but I saw another problem already.  “There isn’t a keyhole in this side of the door.”  I pointed out. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t think there was one in the other side either.”  Arthos said.  “This door has a bar.  I doubt they put in a regular lock.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Maybe there is a bar on the other side.”  I offered, though that didn't feel right either.  I looked over at the window, but there was nothing to see through the boards.  Though now that I looked at them more closely I could see gouges in the woods.  Bloody gouges the size of human fingers.  Someone had been in here trying to get out.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Come, we’ll look through the cabin.  There might be another door out, and if not we’ll just use our Will to break down the barriers.”  Arthos spoke as he lead us back into the house. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why not just smash the door down now?”  I asked, uncertain why we’d bother to search the house instead.  It seemed easier to break our way out.  I saw Arthos reach for his weapon once and did the same, but was immediately faced with the same reality he had just been faced with.  We’d left our weapons outside.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Using Will to break down that door, or smash through one of the boarded up windows will make a great deal of noise, and also use up energy that we might not need to expend.  It’s better to do things traditionally if we can.”  The answer made a kind of sense, and made me feel just a bit foolish for asking, though in that moment I just wanted to be out of that cabin.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You can put out a candle with your breath.  You don’t need to use a brick.”  Arthos added, and I flushed a bit, feeling foolish.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I just want out of here.”  I spoke softly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “House bad.”  Dreea nodded her agreement.  “Place bad.  I think Prosper is dangerous.  Shouldn’t go.”  Dreea was already thinking ahead of us getting out of here, of what our next course of action might entail.  I hadn’t let myself get quite that far yet.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m not quite ready to make a decision on that one yet.”  Arthos said.  “I don't like that it was handed to us as a solution, but I also don’t know how else we can get out of here.  We’re still going to try and teach you how to scry.”  He looked at me as he said this, and we moved down a hall past bedrooms, and towards a door that looked like it should open up behind the house.  “If you can scry out a working door for us, then we will go towards that and not head anywhere near this city, Prosper.  I prefer not to take the course laid out by a madman.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m not the best judge of such things, but that seems wise.”  I responded, trying to lighten the mood some.  It didn’t work.  None of us seemed particularly inclined to levity.  We reached the door and Arthos turned the handle.  I was surprised when it gave in easily and he pushed it open with no resistance at all.  I should have found it suspect given all that had had happened so far, but I was so excited to be free of the house I didn’t take time to question our good fortune.  We filed out into the backyard and were greeted with a macabre sight that none of us had been prepared for.  
    

    
      
    

    
      There was meat hanging and curing from racks all across the back of the house, but it was readily apparent that this wasn't just any meat.  The bodies had been gutted and flayed open, the heads removed, but we were quite clearly looking at four skinned humans, an adult and three children, each spread open to dry in the sun.  Clouds of flies swarmed the corpses, and the smell was putrid and strong here.  It had only been covered by the smoke of the cooking meat before.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea whimpered and Arthos had an expression of disgust on his face that I’d never seen there before.  I didn’t know how to react.  I didn't know what to think of what was before me, or how to articulate the horror of the moment.  He’d killed his family.  He’d killed them and butchered them like animals.  That meant . . . 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Blackened, the meat . . . “  The words tumbled out of my mouth, as I realized the smell of cooking meat that had drawn us here was beyond a doubt the smell of at least one of these people roasting over the fire.  My stomach turned hard and I took a few deep breaths to steady myself.  I’d seen terrible things many times, but this was of a different kind of sickness.  There was malice in every nuance of the scene.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We were brought here intentionally.  The house was locked to lead us here.”  Arthos said, voice soft and thin.  “Someone wanted us to see this.  It’s an attack on our reasoning.  They’re trying to scare us, disturb us.  We can’t let this shape our decisions.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I knew he was right.  It sounded like paranoid rambling, but this whole thing had been a stage, a private show designed for us.  This was an attack of a kind that we weren’t directly conditioned to face.  Certainly we were trained to stand in the face of horror, but there was insidious nature to this moment.  Vile things existed, but they often had their own sense of purpose.  This was madness, cruel and calculated to assault our reason.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Poor babies.”  Dreea whimpered, voice miserable.  She turned her head from the horror.  “We should go.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded.  “We can make clearer decisions somewhere else. Let’s find a place to regroup, but someplace far from here and that smell.”  The roasting meat was turning my stomach now, the sickening, sweet scent almost making me gag. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos sighed, but he nodded.  “That might be exactly what is wanted from us, but you’re right.”  He started moving, leading us towards the gate out of the garden.  I didn’t relax my weariness as we moved. Something had locked us in the house, and that something had to be outside with us.  The threat was still very real.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We made it clear of the fence and gathered our weapons from the front porch.  There was no sign of anyone else having passed by.  The only footprints to be seen were ours, and there was no bar or lock on the opposite side of the door.  No one directly mentioned this, but we all looked.  Arthos lead us away from the darkness, further down the road away from the place where we’d first arrived.  He didn't need to tell us why.  There was no questioning the choice to be further away from all that we’d encounter so far.  After a time the road became narrower and the trees along its sides began to close in, their branches linking overhead and blocking out the sun.  At first they only did so a little, but then they became thicker, and soon enough it was as dark as night beneath the canopy.  We walked a bit longer, and then ahead the branches opened up again.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Without needing to communicate a desire to go faster we all quickened our pace until we emerged back into the light.  I felt a rush of relief as the sun touched my skin again.  It was getting later in the day, but we were well away from the cabin, and now back out into the sanctifying light.  My momentary relief at being away from the darkness and back out in the open was gone as fast as it had come.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We should have been well away from the cabin.  We were not.  Moments after we emerged back into the sun, Dreea  pointed ahead of us, and our eyes followed the direction of her gesture.  The cabin was on the right side of the path.  We’d circled and come back out exactly where we’d gone into the woods.  There had been no turns, no loops, no direction other than straight on the path we’d taken, but here we were.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It could be a different cabin.”  I said, but the words were hollow.  It wasn’t.  I knew that cabin well enough.  It was burned into my memory.  It had been to the left of the road when we’d gone past it, but now it was on the right.  We’d somehow gotten turned around and were coming right back towards the cursed place.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It could, but it’s not.”  Arthos was clearly just as unhappy about this turn of events.  I could hear it in his voice, and see it in the taut way he stood.  “This place can’t be real.  It has to be one of those near-realities that we tap into with the doors for training.  There is no other way we could walk in one direction and end up walking back along the same road without turning around.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It was an interesting theory.  We had passed through a door to get here, but then who was controlling this place?  I’d always thought that those places had to exist in some form of reality for us to be sent there, but Arthos did know more than I did about such things.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Whether it is one of those training realms or not, this place can kill us.  We need to find a way back to Black Mark.  Can we scry here?”  I asked, voicing my own concerns, but also hoping to keep us on some kind of track towards leaving this place.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes.”  Arthos nodded.  “You can scry for a door anywhere, at least if you’re able to do it at all.  Even if we’re inside a closed space you should be able to tell where the origin door should be.  Let’s make camp here for now and I’ll see what I can teach you of this.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “So near the house?”  Dreea asked, her eyes still on the cabin and its smoking chimney.  I’d thought it looked like a good place to raise a family when I’d first encountered it, but now it looked ominous.  It looked hungry, like a creature lurking near the road ahead, waiting to swallow up anyone foolish enough to get too close.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We can’t move much further away without ending up back here.  We might as well set our camp and try to figure things out where we are.  I don’t want to go back to the mansion, and  certainly don’t want to go on to the city beyond, Prosper.  I feel like that’s where we’re being pushed.  Walking more will just burn more time.”  Arthos answered, and in a way I felt he was right, but I had a strange feeling that this place wasn’t simply some small pocket of existence that only held shape behind a magic door.  This place felt real.  There was no denying that we were in a twisted and dark corner of existence, some place that shouldn’t have come to be, but it also felt grounded and stable.  Of course, that might have just been my rising paranoia.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ll start a fire.”  I said, and moved to do exactly that.  Perhaps a roaring fire would make the clinging menace less weighty upon our shoulders.  Night was coming.
    

    
      
    

    
      11.2
    

    
      
    

    
      As the sunlight dwindled and the fire attempted to keep the dark at bay, my mind slipped back to my first trial at the Warden’s school.  There a single torch had meant the difference between life and death for us, and that light had come close to failing on more than one occasion.  It had been a learning experience, one about preparing for bad situations, and taking the time to make sure the things keeping us alive were in good working order.  It had also taught us, whether intentionally or not, to trust in the light of a fire. There was comfort to be had there.  Warmth and light could go unappreciated, taken for granted by those who always had it near at hand.  I was having trouble finding comfort that night.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Scrying is complicated, Lillin, not because the technique itself is difficult, but because the skills necessary to make use of the technique are uncommon.  Using your Will is an exertion of your intent over the intent of others, or the inanimate.  Scrying has nothing to do with your Will.  It is almost the opposite of that.  You are going to look for another Will, like you’re listening for it, but you need to know what to listen for, how to hear it.”  Arthos was trying to explain the technique, but the way he was describing things was leading me to something I’d been considering for a long time.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You can’t feel it when someone uses their Will, can you?”  I asked, interrupting him as he was about to go on.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well, anyone can feel a Will when it is exerted against them, Lillin.  If it clashes directly with yours, then what you’re actually feeling is the way the other person’s Will is interacting with your own, and not actually their Will.”  Arthos explained, as though I was missing something very obvious.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I understand that, Arthos, but I’m telling you I can sense Will anytime it used near me.  It’s like a pattern, but not one that I see or hear.  I just . . . well, I know it’s there.  Sometimes the pattern is simple, sometimes it’s intricate.  When you activate a door it’s very intricate, but a pulse to push or move something is just a quick surge with no shape or crafting to it.”  I attempted to explain.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos was quiet for a moment, as if in thought, and then I felt a small surge from Arthos, though I didn’t see anything.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I felt that, but I didn’t see anything.”  I noted with a shrug.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos looked surprised.  “You’re not joking.  That’s . . . well, it’s very unusual.  I don’t know anyone else who does that.  The people in Black Mark would be very interested in this skill of yours.”  He thought for a moment as I felt a strange stirring of pride and also concern.  Why could I do something the others couldn’t, and what did it mean?  Was I gifted, or did this have something to do with why I couldn’t focus my abilities well?
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well, this will help you with the scrying work we need you to do.  Doors, the ones we use, have a few particular properties.  This isn’t common knowledge, but in many cases it isn’t the door itself that’s important.  We put a lot of effort into making the doors seem special, but it’s actually the keystone below the door that holds all the magic.  A doorway can be formed just by activating a keystone, though by using a keystone and a frame you get a more consistent and easier to use portal. That’s why most of the doorways in the school, and in places where we’ve established bases, are set in door frames.  Some of the keystones have even formed a permanent seal with their doors.  They’ve become one piece, though that is uncommon.  The point is, even without a frame, the keystone is still active.  There are places where we don’t use a frame because it’s convenient to hide the presence of the door all together.  In these cases a curtain on some rods will serve as a portal.  Once locked in place the curtains will only open when the portal is active.  If the keystone is disabled the curtains can be drawn aside like one would expect.”  Arthos attempted to explain, and then he reached into a small pouch at his waist and drew out a very small stone.
    

    
      
    

    
      The stone didn’t look special in any way, but as I focused on it, I thought I could feel a small wave or force coming from it.  “Do you know what this is?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Is it a piece of a keystone?” I asked, guessing based on how similar it felt to the energy waves I sensed around doors.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos gave a smile and nodded.  “That’s exactly what this is.  The energy that comes from the doors is all similar.  This is a training tool.  When you’re learning how to use the doors, this little piece of a broken keystone can help you to feel out whether or not you’re running through the process correctly.  This can also be used to scry for doors.”  His smile slipped some.  “This will be difficult for me to teach because I was never able to master it myself.  It’s a simple skill if you can do it at all, I just didn’t possess the ability.  I think you do.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Open your hand.”  He said, and I did as he instructed, holding my palm open to him.  He took the stone and dropped it into my palm.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I wasn’t sure what I expected to happen when it landed, but whatever I might have expected, what actually happened was very underwhelming.  Nothing.  I had a rock in my hand.  I gave Arthos a questioning look.  “Was that supposed to do something?”  
    

    
      
    

    
      He laughed.  “No, not yet.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea, who had come closer and was watching all of this with interest also laughed.  “Magic rock isn’t very impressive.”  She pointed out.  “Thought there would be lights, or noises . . . something.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It was actually nice to hear her laughter, and to see Arthos smile as well.  Where we were, the things that had happened to us since we’d arrived, it was all so difficult to find any respite from.  We needed a little laughter.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Close your hand around the stone and focus your Will into it like you’re trying to press on it from all sides at once.”  Arthos said as the moment of joy slipped away.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded, closing my hand around the stone and focusing on it.  I Willed it to move, pushing in every direction at once, and strangely the stone grew warm in my hand, and quite forcefully tugged.  It was so powerful that my hand jerked in a direction, a clear and precise pull.  I was a bit startled, and clearly my face betrayed that.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos nodded, looking pleased.  “That’s it.  That was scrying.  I think you just succeeded.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That was it?”  I asked, surprised at just how easy that had been.  I’d expected something at least a little more complex.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “That was it.”  Arthos answered.  “You either can do it, or you can’t.  Most people can’t.”  He looked in the direction my hand had tugged and frowned.  “Try it one more time?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded, closing my fist and focussing my Will at the stone.  It didn’t need to be precise, which was a good thing, but it did need to be even from all sides.  That was more complicated, but not that difficult.  Again the stone heated, and then it tugged in the exact same direction, harder.  The pull was significant again, like the stone was trying to drag itself out of my hand.  I looked the way it had tugged, down the road, back in the direction of the mansion.  That was clearly the direction the stone wanted us to go.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well, I guess we know where the nearest door is.”  Arthos said dryly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you think it’s the one in the mansion?”  I asked, feeling anxious, unhappy we’d be going back in that direction again.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It might be, or it might be in the city beyond.  The one in the mansion stopped responding to us.  I don’t know what that means.  There has be a keystone there or the door wouldn’t have worked, but if there is a keystone we should have been able to take the door back to Black Mark.”  Arthos gave a shrug.  “The most we can do is follow the scrying back to the source and see what we find.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Back into the dark.”  Dreea’s voice was so quiet it was almost hard to hear.  There was no humor left amongst us. 
    

    




    
      
    

    
    
      Chapter 12
    

    
      
    

    
      Into the Dark
    

    
      
    

    
      12.1
    

    
      
    

    
      We set out in the morning.  As we walked, stopping occasionally to take scryings and keep ourselves moving in the correct direction, I thought of Zara, worrying about how she would be doing without us.  Arthos assured me that she would, after a while, return to the stables, and until then she was well adapted to take care of herself.  Still, I missed my mount, and not just because walking was much slower than riding.  I felt responsible for her wellbeing after how deeply I’d forced the bond upon her.  She was also a wonderful calming force.  Running my fingers through her fur was probably more relaxing for me than it was for her.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Unfortunately I wasn’t in the best situation to idly pet Zara anyway.  We could have run the route back the way we’d come and made better time, but Arthos didn’t think it wise, and when the strange shadow fell over us again, and the sounds of the forest animals vanished as though they were a candle flame snuffed out by a draft, I was in agreement with the choice.  There was no point in running headlong into whatever this place held waiting for us.  We walked for some time before the scrying began to point us off the path of the road to a degree, and I realized it didn’t intend us to travel back to the mansion where we’d first arrived.  I wasn’t sure whether I was relieved or not.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s taking us to the city, to Prosper.”  Arthos wore a frown as he spoke.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea growled her response, and I flashed my teacher a concerned look.  “Do we keep following the scrying?”  I asked, though I couldn’t think of another way for us to go.  We needed a door to escape and apparently this was the only door available to us.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We do.”  I could tell he didn’t like the words as he spoke them.  “There isn’t much other choice.  We’ve already tried walking away from this place and we ended back at that cabin.  The only other way for us to leave is to follow the scrying to a keystone and use that to send ourselves back to Black Mark.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Try talking rock?”  Dreea asked, gesturing at the pouch in which Arthos kept his communication stone.  “Maybe the Wardens can help.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ve sent several messages now.  They’re either not receiving them at all, or they can’t send messages back.  I’d guess it’s the first.  I still don't think this is a normal piece of reality.  We’ll keep walking until we find the keystone, no matter where that takes us, and then I’ll open a door and get us free from this place.  We’ll be fine.”  Arthos seemed convinced of his plan, and it made sense.  I wasn’t certain it would be so simple, but I couldn’t think of an alternative.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Begrudgingly we started moving again, picking up the pace some.  At some point the feel of the air around us had changed, and I realized that, for the first time since we’d entered the shadows, a breeze had stirred and brought with it the unique scent of sea air.  That alone was enough to tell us what we would set our eyes upon when we finally crested a particularly high hill and looked down at the city of Prosper, a decaying metropolis at the edge of the sea.   
    

    
      
    

    
      Beneath the shroud of dark we’d entered it was hard to determine what time of day it might be, but I judged it to be late evening judging only by the sky, gray and dark, with just enough light to make out a few details.  A few lights did burn down amongst the labyrinthian roadways of the city.  In many ways this was a city of traditional style, the kind one would build in times of peace that had only come following times of war.  There was a large castle near the heart, and the less fortified parts sprawled out from there, three different sets of walls climbing into the sky, though none as impressive as Black Mark’s, and certainly none as tall or imposing as the city of metal monsters I’d visited in training.  Still, this was the next largest city I’d ever encountered, and it was impressive.  Towards its edges it dwindled into farmland, except for the far side from us which ended in docks and piers that crawled off into a sea that looked black from where we stood.  
    

    
      
    

    
      It was clear that something terrible had befallen Prosper.  In places the walls appeared to be down, and there weren’t nearly enough lights coming from the massive sprawl.  Smoke rose in a few places, but many of those places didn’t appear to be chimneys built for the purpose of channeling that smoke. We were far enough away that it looked completely still, but that might have just been the distance and the lack of stronger light.  The whole scene before us had a certain twisted, ragged look to it, as though it had been built to shun the glance of an eye.  
    

    
      
    

    
       I pulled the scrying stone from where I was keeping it and willed it back to life.  It gave a hard tug down towards the city, though, not towards the middle of the dark, creeping metropolis.  Our door was off somewhere on what I’d been thinking of as the east side, though I wasn’t sure about my compass directions anymore.  It was hard to keep directions straight when the sky was dark but starless, and though most of the cities I’d read about were bordered on the north by the sea, this one might not conform to that knowledge.  It probably didn’t.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Over there.”  I said, gesturing to the others.  “I can’t tell exactly where, but it’s on that side of the city.”  The place was big, and from here the streets looked like they’d been planned out by a man walking the route in his sleep.  I wasn’t certain how we’d manage to get through it all without getting lost, and the thought of becoming lost in the knot of chaos below was unsettling.  Prosper looked vile and dangerous.  I supposed that if we found the doorway we needed, it wouldn’t matter if we were lost, but that was little comfort.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos gave a nod.  “It looks like we’ll have to head in through the gates.  I have no other idea how to get through the wall.  We might climb it, but that entails a risk of its own.  The nearest downed section is much further away, so we’ll have to chance the public entrance.  We’ll move quickly but carefully, and do our best to avoid the locals.  I don’t want to meet anyone else that might be like the last one we encountered.  I wish to be very clear on this.”  Arthos looked at both of us, meeting our eyes in turn to make sure we were paying attention. “We are going for the door.  I don’t care about the tesseract, whatever that is.  We find the door and we leave.  We take nothing with us, and we engage as few of the inhabitants here as we can.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That sentiment received no complaints from either of us.  The thought of lingering here longer than necessary was one that neither of us cherished, and speaking with more locals or taking momentos sounded equally unpleasant.  We began the descent to the shoreline.  The road became more evenly paved as we traveled until we reached a point at which it was a very neatly laid out stretch that ran between rows of farms that stood beyond the main walls of the city.  
    

    
      
    

    
      One could almost mistake it for a pleasant and normal approach to a large commerce center, but the illusion was broken if you spent too much time looking at the farms.  The fields were all bare of plant life, long and lumpy stretches of barren dirt.  The only thing that stood above ground level were old scarecrows, or what I hoped were scarecrows.  The humanoid shapes tied to polls dotting the landscape looked wrong for things stuffed of hay.  They had a heaviness to the way they hung,  and their shapes were too close to humanoid.  I was glad I couldn’t investigate them further as we moved.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The old farmhouses we went by were all in different states of disrepair.  Some merely looked empty, but others were burned out, or otherwise destroyed.  One had fallen over partially.  I tried to guess what might have done so much damage to the structure, but it was beyond me.  Something large and heavy had to have hit the house.  
    

    
      
    

    
      As we drew closer to the main gates sounds began to float our way, but not the kind one would normally associate with approaching a thriving center of trade.  The screams that rolled through the air held desperation and torment, and the other sounds, the ones that didn’t make sense for any animal or monster I’d ever heard before, rolled in the air like the crackle of a fire.  This all seemed to grow louder as we approached the gates, supplanting the quiet with something much worse.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We crossed the drawbridge, pressing on the through the terrible din until we reached the arch that marked the gateway into the city proper.  Then, just as we slipped beneath that stone half-circle, the city went quite, like it was a house of playing children and its mother had just told yelled at them and told them to be silent.  A cold breeze swept past us, stirring garbage and debris along the streets, but not another sound came from within.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Bad place.”  Dreea said quietly. “Smells foul, air tastes bad too.  Dangerous.”  She looked like she was ready to spring into action at any moment.  I could see the tension in her body, the way she stood almost crouched with her hands curled to expose the claws at her fingertips. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’ll get through this as quickly as we can.”  Arthos answered in a hushed whisper.  “Lead us on.” The last part was to me, a reminder that was I was our compass.
    

    
      
    

    
      I wasn’t keen on the fact that I was to be the one taking us forward into this place.  I had no way of knowing exactly where we were going.  I was simply given a direction of pull that I tried to follow, but the streets we were now on had looked like a labyrinth from above, and now that we were down amongst them, it only seemed worse. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I took another scrying, and then started walking down the street, looking for a place that turned in the right direction.  I took the first side street we came across, and we walked a few blocks before the street ended with a large building directly in our path and no streets going around it.  It didn’t make sense.  The building shouldn’t  have been there at all.  No city would be built with a main street that terminated in a building with no side streets, and this was a large structure.  
    

    
      
    

    
      A sign on the front of the building read, “Prosper Loans” in a large, legible print.  The building was four stories high, and looked like some kind of bank. The doors going inside hung ajar, as though it wanted us to enter.  That was a strange thought to have because buildings had no wants or urges, but that was the impression I had when I looked at the gaping maw that opened into darkness beyond.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I took another scrying, and the tug was urging us forward through the building.  “We could go around it.”  I suggested.  “The scrying wants us to go straight through.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos shook his head.  “No, we’re not doing that.  We’ll circle around.”  He said, and then he started to lead us.  We cut between the large building and those that were next to it.  There was a narrow path between them, a path that was too narrow to have been properly planned.  It looked as though Prosper Loans had been picked up and shoved here at random, almost touching the other buildings it bordered in a haphazard way, nothing a city planner woud allow.  We walked for some time, and then reached a dead end.  The massive wall before us connected Prosper Loans to the building it was neighboring.  The wall leaned in our direction, and rose up nearly twenty feet, easily over the top of the other building, which seemed to be some sort of mass housing.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’re being herded.”  Dreea was looking about as though the walls might grow teeth and descend upon us.  “When hunters work together, they come at prey from multiple sides, force them into a narrow place.  The city is hunting us.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “This is a city.  How can someone use an entire city to force us anywhere?” I asked, but the possibilities of that answer were frightening.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “If this is a space inside one of the doors, someone might be able to control everything around us.”  He sounded a bit uncertain, like there was something that didn’t quite fit into the theory he’d put forth.  I didn’t like it when Arthos was uncertain.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Might?”  I asked, hoping to get more from him.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “The doors, the places you open inside of them, they have to already exist in some way.  When a door is opened, it’s opened into a pocket of existence that is already formed and whole.  We can move the location of the doorway to an extent, and we can open the doors into adjacent pockets, places where there are slight variances of reality, but we can’t actually make any changes in those realities.  What is there when you go through the door is there.  This place . . . the things we’ve seen, it’s like someone shaped this place out of sheer Will, made it exactly what they wanted it to be, and it feels like it’s changing around us, and for us.”  Arthos’ explanation didn’t make me feel any better.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “If something can do all of this, can shape reality like this, then why doesn’t it just make something do what it wants?  Why play games with us at all?”  I asked, trying to puzzle it out for myself but coming up with no good answers.  Was this a god of some type?  A creature of incredible Will like one of the Blackened?  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Maybe it can’t affect everything.  Maybe this box it wants, the tesseract thing, is beyond its ability to manipulate so it needs outside agents to act upon it.”  Arthos gave a shrug.  “Why it wants what it wants doesn’t matter as much as the fact that I believe it’s very dangerous to do the things it wants us to do.  We need to break out of the bounds it has placed on us.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Then let’s do that.”  I said, and I pulled off my pack and began to rifle through my supplies.  After a moment I pulled out a length of rope attached to a wooden handle that had a metal rod coming out of one end.  I flipped a latch on the side of the handle and pulled a release causing hooks to spring up on the side of the rod.  It was a grappling hook, a tool I’d always found useful on missions while still in training at the school.  “We can climb over this wall.  It’s a difficult climb, but we’re more than capable.  Clearly that’s not what is expected from us right now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos considered, looking at the hook. “Can you climb, Dreea?”  He asked our willifen friend.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea nodded.  “Yes, can climb rope.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Alright, but we’ll do this cautiously.  I don’t want anyone getting hurt scaling walls.  I’ll go up first.”  He held a hand out for the hook, and I turned it over to him.  A part of me wanted to tell him that I should go first since it was my hook, and my idea, but Arthos was in charge.  If he wanted to go first, I should allow him to do so.  I was worried about what might come for him once he was up there, but he was a Warden, he could defend himself.  He could likely defend himself better than I could myself truthfully.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The upper edge of the wall was covered in rusty barbs that would make getting over them difficult, but far from impossible.  Arthos launched the hook with expert precision and within seconds it was well nested.  He tested the line, and then he was scrambling up the rope faster than some went up a set of stairs.  He was about halfway up the length when a strange sound came echoing down the alleyway between the buildings.  It sounded like a mix of a dog’s growl and and the screech of an animal being murdered.  It hurt my ears, and made Dreea whimper.  A shape blocked the light at the other end of the tunnel.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Dreea, start up the rope.”  I told her, securing my pack in place and readying my weapon.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Won’t leave you!”  Dreea replied.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We can only go one at a time, and I have weapons.  Please, just go.”  I told her, not looking back in her direction as something began to move down the alleyway towards us.  I could make out a general shape, but it was hard to see details in the low light of the alley.  It made that terrible noise again and began to move more quickly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea looked at me once more, then gave a growl and took the rope before she began to scale up after Arthos. She wasn’t quite as fast as he was, but she wasn’t slow either.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “There is nothing to see up here.”  Arthos called down. “More city, but nothing threatening, hurry.”  His voice had a tone of urgency, but the thing in the alley was coming fast now.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I began to see the details of it, but it didn't make any sense.  It had the head of a dog, or something like a dog, but it had too many legs, and those legs had too many joints on them, at least four per limb, and its locomotion was uncanny. I wasn’t entirely certain how it propelled itself.  It was like a spider with all of its limbs, but the extra joints made it move smoothly, almost like it was swimming through the air.  It’s body was scrawny, emaciated looking, but I could see hard muscle beneath its papery looking flesh.  Two red eyes hung bulbous from their sockets, looking like they might rupture with each motion the thing made.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Come, Lillin!  Quickly!”  I heard Dreea call out from above and I leapt to the rope and began to ascend, the climb made harder by the weapons in my hands.  I took a moment to tuck one into my pack, pulling myself up with one hand, and then I tucked the other in, but that was the exact moment the thing hit the bottom of the rope, just beneath my feet.  Something sharp stung my leg, and I looked down to see those terrible red eyes looking up at me, and one of the creatures awful legs, the end pointed like a knife, jammed into my thigh.  It began to climb up after me, using the corner of the alley and the rope to drag itself upwards.  Its legs weren’t built for climbing, and that was the only thing that kept it from overtaking me immediately.  It was faster than I could have guessed.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I couldn’t go up anymore.  It was hooked into my flesh, and was using that hold, plus a hook around my foot to hold me in place.  It’s many legs were anchored on the walls around it.  Sharp teeth snapped up at my foot, and I just pulled it up and away enough to avoid the bite, which was fortunate because those jaws were powerful, and those teeth very sharp.  I was caught.  I couldn’t escape.  There was nowhere left to go.  
    

    
      
    

    
      In a panic I tried to bring my Will up to fight, but I didn’t focus the attack well at all, and all it did was push uselessly at the creature, which made the grip in my leg rip further into the flesh.  I cried out in pain and gave a sharp curse.  My hands were getting tired. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “No!”  Dreea growled, and suddenly her dark form rushed past me, falling down the length of the rope.  She hit the creature hard, claws shredding it’s leg, the one stuck in my thigh, and causing it to let go reflexively.  The rope jerked as she caught it and swung us all against the wall, slamming herself and the creature hard against the unforgiving surface.  She ripped the beast from its tenuous hold on the rope and then they were tumbling to the ground.  The creature shrieked in pain, and Dreea roared as she bit and tore into it with her claws.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Up, Lillin, now!”  Arthos snapped.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Dreea!”  I called down, blood dripping down my thigh, and my heart thudding hard in my chest.  I couldn’t just leave her behind.  She’d saved me.  She’d risked her life to save mine.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Now!”  Arthos snapped, and my eyes gave another look down at Dreea.  The creature was hurting her now, it’s legs cutting and stabbing into her flesh as she fought with everything she had.  I pulled myself up a bit further, and then Dreea let out a shrieking whimper.  I dropped.  I didn’t even think about what I was dropping into.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I drew my weapon as I descended from on high, and I landed in the middle of the combat, atop the monster that had attacked us.  The metal pole in my hand struck home again and again until finally, with Dreea’s feeble help,  the terrible thing in the alley stopped moving.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Dreea!”  I whispered her name harshly as I went to her. She was wounded, cut in several places, bleeding from others.  I grabbed my pack and began to bandage her wounds, covering what I could, packing what I couldn’t wrap.  Her eyes were wide and full of fear, but I stroked the top of her head.  “It’s alright, Dreea.  It’s alright.”  I assured her, but I wasn’t certain.  The words rang hollow.  
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked up at me, her eyes meeting mine.  “You alright?”  She asked, voice soft.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, I’m fine.  Don’t worry about me.  You saved me.”  I promised her as I quickly patched my own leg, wrapping it tightly to keep it from bleeding too much before I could do more with it.  Luckily no major arteries had been struck.  I’d recover quickly enough.  I wished I’d mastered healing myself with my Will better.  It took a precision I couldn’t muster.   
    

    
      
    

    
      “Saved, Lillin.”  She said, nodding to herself.  “Yes.  Good.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I stroked her face.  “Come on, Dreea.  I need you to climb onto my back.  I’m going to pull us up the rope.  We need to leave here.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hard to move.”  She said, trying to sit up.  I helped her get up, though.  It wasn’t an easy endeavor.  She was injured everywhere.  Eventually I got her standing and wrapped her arms around my neck.  She held weakly, but tight enough that I could climb the rope.  All of that training on the Rift came in handy.  Still, pulling myself up that rope was one of the hardest things I’d ever had to do.  Arthos helped us over the spikes at the top, and then we eased ourselves down the other side. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos looked angry, and we didn’t talk for several minutes once we were on the other side.  Finally he spoke.  “I gave you an order.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I know.”  I answered, Dreea still on my back.  She’d slumped into me, and I wasn’t sure she was still conscious.  “It was a bad order, Arthos. Sometimes there are bad orders, and you have to do what is right, even if it’s not what is easy.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos looked like he was about to snap at me, but he closed his mouth and let out a sigh of exasperation.  “She is alright?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I gave him a concerned look and a small shrug.  “It hurt her pretty badly.  She needs to rest and recover, but we don't have time for that.  She saved my life, though, and I’m not going to leave her behind.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re stubborn.  I see why you made through the training.”  Arthos gave me a strained, but wry grin.  I could tell he was still annoyed.  “Come on.  Let’s get moving again and see if we can find a place to rest for a bit.  I don’t like spending any extra time here, but I feel better about where we are now.  I don’t think we were supposed to come this way at all.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I think that thing, whatever it was, was punishment for trying to get off the path.”  I said.  “It came just as we began to climb the wall.”  This thought had occurred to me in the moments after I first saw it running down the alley, but now that things were settled the idea was taking a firmer hold.  This place had been shaped for us, but perhaps there were limits to what could be done now that we were inside this reality.  I supposed it was possible that things hadn’t been entirely shaped for us, or maybe there wasn’t any reasoning to it at all.  It was a terrible, purposed chaos, but still chaos.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “If that’s true we might have worse yet to deal with.”  Arthos noted, not sounding happy.  He’d begun to move, and I fell in with him.  “I don’t think we can count on there being any rules to this place.  We need to be ready for anything that might come for us.”
    

    
      
    

    
      This lead to an uneasy quiet.  We traveled for a good ten minutes, heading in the general direction that the scrying stone pointed.  The streets were still a knotted mess around us.  The city was twisted and dark, and there was a frightening lack of life within the walls. Finally Arthos pulled us into a small house.  We searched it room by room, and then laid Dreea down in the sitting room, lighting a fire in the hearth for some added warmth.  The air had an uncanny chill to it here, something that was more than a seasonal bite.  We shuttered and barricaded the windows, and then dropped the bar on the front door.   
    

    
      
    

    
      Finally, with a moment to rest and assess the situation, I had Arthos help me carefully undress Dreea so I could get a better idea of how badly she was injured.  She was covered in wounds, the worst of which being a deep puncture in her lower abdomen that was still bleeding.  That one worried me.  I applied everything I knew about battle medicine and went to work with a needle, thread, and a brand that was actually just a knife from the kitchen of the house.  Arthos helped as well, his hands even more skilled than my own. I was almost relieved that Dreea was unconscious.  It meant she didn’t have to feel the pain of all the work we did on her.  
    

    
      
    

    
      After nearly two hours we were finished, and she was patched up well, and no longer bleeding at all.  I’d had to shave off patches of her fur, and for some reason seeing the skin beneath acted as a keen reminder that though she was different in body, Dreea was very much a real, living woman with feelings, thoughts, and the ability to care and hurt.  I leaned in and softly stroked her face.  She’d saved my life, even though she’d probably known she would be badly hurt or killed.  I took off my cloak and covered her.  She could redress when she was awake again, but it felt wrong to leave her naked now, though that had been how we’d first encountered her and the other willifen.  It was probably more comfortable for her than the clothing she wore.  It still felt wrong.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Compassion is a weakness.”  Arthos’ voice broke through my focus.  “It’ll get you killed at some point, maybe all of us.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I understand that, Arthos.”  I replied calmly, dispassionately, despite the anger in me at those words.  “I went through the training, and they beat that message into us constantly.  Only your Will matters, and the adherence to the Iron Law.  Nothing beyond that has meaning.  I know the words, and I know what is expected of me, but I don’t believe it all.  What point is there in having power if you aren’t willing to use it to protect those that matter to you?  What point is there in being a weapon for someone who makes decisions at whim that hurt people instead of helping them?  How can my Will be absolute, if it must bend to another’s?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos frowned.  “Will must be absolute for it to function, but it also functions as a service to the Iron Law.  This is the purpose of the Wardens.  We serve our King, and that serves the people.  You’re getting too focused on the smaller picture, and you’re not seeing that there is a greater purpose to all of this.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What greater purpose is there to this, Arthos?”  My voice snapped a bit, as I gestured at the room around us, but more generally at the place we’d found ourselves and a the whole of what we stood for.  “Do we trudge through this horror infested place to achieve some glory for the King?  Does this help us fight the Way, is that really our greater purpose?  I’ve never even seen them.  All I have are stories, and what is the point in fighting them if their only purpose is to fight us back?  What sort of purpose is served by two forces only existing to push back against one another?  That is stupid.  It doesn’t make any sense.  We could be helping people, but instead we’ve become a machine that does nothing but fight another machine that has no purpose other than to fight us back.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos opened his mouth like he was going to retort, but then he closed it again.  He was quiet for a time.  “We have to fight back, Lillin.  The Way would destroy us all.  They would rob us of our way of living.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I gestured at one of the shuttered windows.  “And while we grind ourselves away against them, this darkness is clawing its way through the land.  No one even cares.  The Wardens know it exists, and they do nothing about it.”  I snapped my mouth closed, realizing I’d said more than I’d meant to.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “The Wardens only know what we’ve told them.”  He said, but I could hear a question in his voice.  “The black fluid has never really been a problem, certainly nothing like what we’ve experienced.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I shrugged, but refused to say anything else.  He probably didn’t know about the golems the way I did, or knew and didn’t care.  I wasn’t supposed to know, and I certainly wasn’t supposed to know everything Ghoul had told me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lillin, what aren’t you telling me?”  He asked, and I felt his Will probe out at me.  He was considering forcing me to talk.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Don’t you dare push your Will at me, Arthos.  I respect you, but I will not share information with you if you try to take it from me.”  My voice had taken on a dangerous edge that surprised me a little. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos’ brow furrowed a bit more, but his Will fell away.  “You know something.  How?”
    

    
      
    

    
      His suspicions were a problem.  They put us at odds, and we didn’t need that right now.  A disagreement was one thing, but building suspicion between us would lead to distrust.  I considered what to tell him carefully.  I wasn’t going to tell him everything.  “The black liquid, there is a lake of it beneath the school.  I think that might even be where it first came from.”  I wanted to add “in our world” to that statement, but I left it for the moment.  “It is at the core of some of our tricks.  The Golems are built from it.  The Warden’s have known of it for a long time, and I suspect that they understand, at least to some small degree, that it is very dangerous.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos shook his head.  “Impossible.  I’d know if such things were true.  Yes, the Golems are frightening, and the magic used to make them is dark, but I won’t believe that the Warden’s would intentionally make use of magic that they didn’t fully understand.  How would you find out such things anyway?”  His lack of faith in me was distressing.  I hadn’t expected him to completely ignore what I had to say.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do I seem like someone who makes up stories?”  I asked Arthos plainly.  “Have I ever been less than truthful with you?  I’m not willing to talk about how I know these things, but believe me, they are true.  The Wardens keep secrets, apparently from even their high ranking members, and they make use of magic they don’t fully understand all the time.  The doors.  You said it yourself.  Will can’t interact with them, but they were not made with Will.”
    

    
      
    

    
      For a time Arthos didn’t reply.  He seemed deep in thought.  “I will take this up with them when we get back.  I won’t mention where I got my information, but I will ask questions.”  He said finally, nodding his head a bit as though he were confirming it for himself as well.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s good, assuming we can get back.”  I noted, a certain bleakness to my reply.  At the moment it wasn’t clear that would happen.  We were in a bad situation and there was no apparent way out of it.  We could only keep walking towards the door and hope it was actually there when we arrived. Nothing about this place made sense.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We lapsed into silence then, the room still but for the fire crackling in the hearth.  Arthos added some more wood to the fire, and then we settled in.  “We need to move again after we rest.  We can’t stay here.  We don't know what is happening beyond that door while we lay here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m not leaving without Dreea.”  I said firmly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Willifen heal quickly.  She won’t be perfect tomorrow, but she’ll be far enough along that we can go slowly.  She’ll need a big meal in the morning, and we’ll give her that, but we have to go.  This whole place is out to have at us.  I’m not even sure it’s safe to make camp here.”  He looked and sounded troubled. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Agreed.  If Dreea can move tomorrow, we’ll go.  If she can’t move tomorrow, well, we’ll find some way to move her, or you can go on your own.”  I said, deciding I’d stay with her here if I had to. She’d risked her life for mine, and I wasn’t going to abandon her.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos sighed. “Alright.  Rest for now.  I’ll keep the first watch.  I’ll wake you later for a shift.”  He told me.
    

    
      
    

    
      I answered by laying down on the floor next to Dreea.  I scooted close to her, feeling cold despite the warmth of the room.  As I tucked myself beneath the cloak against her body, I was fleetingly reminded of laying in bed next to Zarkov while we were in training.  It had take a long time for that to become a normal thing, and then it had always been just a little uncomfortable, but also somewhat comforting.  Eventually there had also been sexual tension, but always a sense of security as well.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I was exhausted. My body, my Will, was working to fix the hole in my leg, and it was taking a toll.  It wasn’t long before sleep found me and I drifted off into a deep, dreamless void.
    

    
      
    

    
      12.2
    

    
      
    

    
      The sound of metal against metal woke me.  I came awake quickly and leapt to my feet, my thigh aching with the motion as I drew my weapon and tried to get my bearings in the room.  It was dark.  It was completely black in the room.  The fire had gone out and there was nothing at all to see.  I couldn’t believe Arthos would allow it to burn out.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Arthos??”  I snapped in a whisper, voice angry.  
    

    
      
    

    
      There was no reply.  Had he fallen asleep? “Arthos?”  I said more loudly, but again there was no reply.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lillin.”  A voice spoke my name and I froze in place, a terrible chill passing down my spine as my hand tightened around half of my weapon.  I knew that voice but I hadn’t heard it in a long time.  I must have imagined it.  I was completely still.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I heard the shifting of metal rubbing against metal again and I swung about.  Behind me the shutter had been removed from one of the windows.  It was open, dull light from outside coming in, but something huge was blocking it, the hulking form darkening the entire room. I couldn’t make it out, but it had a familiar shape to it.  I shook my head in denial. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “No.”  I said, weapons out in front of me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lillin.”  The voice said again, and this time I couldn’t deny it.  I had heard it.  It was real, as real as this shape before me was.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ori.”  I said, and I heard the sound of metal grating as the massive golem nodded it’s head.  “Yes.”  It replied.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You can’t be here.”  My voice was hushed, and I could hear the fear in it.  Golems still inspired fear in me, and this one did particularly.  This wasn’t possible.  Or was it?  Were we trapped in the space of one of the doors and had the school sent someone in after us?  Something.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I am here.”  Ori spoke again.  “I’ll always be here.  This is my place now.  No matter what may come, I belong to this.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      The words sent a chill up my spine.  “I don’t understand.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “This is where it takes you once it gets its hooks beneath your skin, Lillin. “  Ori stepped forward and I could see more of her shape, the shape of the golem.  It lifted a hand and closed it into a fist.  “It was lost in the stars, and then it fell into the sea, and crept into this city, and now it haunts this place forever, spreading from here like a disease that eats away at existence, twisting and breaking everything it encounters.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What is it?”  I asked, my voice a harsh whisper in the dark. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “It is madness given form.  It doesn’t think the way you understand thought.  It doesn’t have feelings or reasoning.  It’s chaos, Lillin, and it just wants to spread and consume everything.  It bleeds from one existence to another, and it is impossible to stop.  Once it has you . . . suffering.  Endless suffering.”  Ori’s voice was becoming more metallic as she spoke, the rasp of one of the golems taking more and more of her normal tones away.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ori, I’m . . . I’m sorry.  I wanted to end it for you.  I tried.  I didn’t want to see you suffer like this.”  I wanted to reach out to her, but fear kept me in check.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t blame you.”  Her voice was becoming less and less human, and her form lurched forward again.  “I just need you to . . . Lillin . . . need . . . “
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ori?”  I took a step forward, my heart hammering in my chest.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Ori suddenly reached up to her visor and pushed it open.  Beneath it was all the horror I remembered, the black hooks ripping into her raw nerves and the terrible eyes bulging from skeletal sockets on a face that had no flesh left on it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I screamed and tumbled backwards as the Golem lurched forward.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Move!”  It rasped at me, like they always had on the course back in the school.  “Move!”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lillin!” My face stung and I shook my head, blinking, trying to make sense of what my eyes were now seeing.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos was standing in front of me, his body between mine and a roaring fire.  “Lillin?”  He said my name again, his strangely pale eyes holding some concern.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What?  Where did Ori go?”  I asked, as confused as I’d ever been.  It had been real.  It had felt real.  I’d felt pain, the ache of my thigh.  It couldn’t have been a dream.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Who is Ori?”  Arthos asked.  “You said the name while you were sleepwalking.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sleepwalking?”  I was still bewildered.  I’d never had issues with sleepwalking before.  “No, Arthos, she was here.  She . . . “  I couldn’t tell him about Ori. I couldn’t talk about her just then.  “She fell during training.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos reached out and rubbed my shoulder.  “It’s alright, Lillin.  Sometimes we remember the fallen, sometimes they come back as nightmares.  You’re alright now.  It was a stressful day.  Your memories are just acting up.  Even I still have those kinds of dreams at times.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I could feel the pain of my leg in my . . . dream.” I used his word, though I wasn’t confused.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “The pain in your leg was real enough.  You were just noticing it while you dreamed.  It’s alright.  Relax.  You’re alright now.  Whatever you saw can’t hurt you.”  Arthos was speaking calmly, as if to a small child, his voice reassuring.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I couldn’t help but shake my head, rejecting his words.  “It seemed real.  The things she said, they . . . it made sense.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Did you want to talk about it?  I heard your half of the conversation.”  Arthos sat back down by the fire.  He looked tired, worn thin from all we’d been through, and he hadn’t rested yet.
    

    
      
    

    
      I opened my mouth to speak, but then closed it again.  What could I say?  “She said it’s spreading, and we know it is.  We’ve seen the pools of black spreading in our world.  I think that’s a part of this.  She said that it isn’t rational, that it’s chaos, and it just wants to spread. We can’t reason with it.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos didn’t look convinced.  “There is a reason for everything, Lillin, even if it’s difficult to see.  I don’t know what the black pools are doing, where they come from, or why they seem to be spreading, but I’m sure there is some purpose.  If it’s tied to this place, then maybe it’s a good thing we’ve come here.  We have a chance to discover what’s happening , but you have to understand that your dream is just a confirmation of the conspiracies you’re already seeing.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I wanted to respond in anger, to lash out and tell him that he was wrong, but I was tired and uncertain.  I let out a sigh and shrugged. “Perhaps, but I believe that this problem is much worse than we’re letting ourselves see.  If we can find our way back, then we need to make sure this is addressed.  You have to take this to the King.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Let us try and deal with one problem at a time, Lillin.  We have to find our way back first.”  He refused to say he would help with this cause, and I was reminded that Arthos wasn’t really on my side in this.  He might change his mind in the future, but for now Arthos was the King’s man.
    

    
      
    

    
      I sat up and leaned against the wall I was near. “You should get some sleep now.  I’ll keep watch until morning.”  I didn’t add that I wasn’t sure this place would have a morning.  It looked just as dark outside as it had when I’d first gone to sleep.  I wasn’t going to check, but I thought the sky would probably look exactly as it had then.  Time wasn’t moving here.  Nothing normal moved within the city of Prosper.  It was a hive of nightmares.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos hesitated for a moment, but I just shook my head.  “Sleep, it’s fine.  I wouldn't be able to get anymore rest as I am now anyway.”  The nightmares had shaken me.  Ori was still haunting me, and it felt like I might turn my head and catch her in the shadows at any moment.  For some reason, in this place, that didn’t seem completely impossible.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos gave in and laid down.  I stood up and quietly walked the room as he drifted off to sleep.  The windows were boarded, the doors locked, so there was nothing to see really, at least not beyond where we’d tucked away.  There was a great deal to look at inside the room.  The small space held the memory of a different life, one to which we only existed as intruders.  I discovered a portrait in one of the rooms, a picture of a family, two parents and a baby.  It wasn’t that large, or that well done, but it was hung proudly in a well traveled location.  The people in the portrait were not exactly human like Arthos and I, but different than the man we’d met in the farm house beyond the mansion.  They had long and pointed ears with features less angular than our kind.  That made me think that this world had many different types of people.  I’d never met anyone who wasn’t human back home. Well, Dreea was an exception to that, but I hadn’t even been aware that her people were people at all.  We’d considered them animals, and not even necessarily real animals.  They’d been legends to me until not long ago. 
    

    
      
    

    
      For some reason looking at the portrait gave me a sense of normality and made me feel like things weren’t actually as far out of control as they seemed to be.  The people looked happy, and it was clear this had been a prized possession for them, something they cherished as a family.  I wondered how old it was, if all of the people in the picture were, or would have been, still alive had this tragedy not befallen them.  It was hard to believe anyone was alive in this place now.  It felt empty, devoid of life.  We had seen lights upon approach, but now that we were here everything seemed dark and ominous.  
    

    
      
    

    
      A dull red glow caught the corner of my line of sight and I swung my head around to face it.  It was coming in under the shutters on the far side of the house.  I moved slowly that way, creeping cautiously along the floor so as not to make a sound.  The light shifted, moving to one side, and then off to the other, the strange shadows cast by the movement creeping across the room at the same pace the light traveled.  The shadows shifted again, and then the light left the room.  I remained tense, holding perfectly still, half of my weapon in one hand.  I was standing next to Dreea so I leaned down closer to her.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Her chest was rising and falling in a steady way.  Her sleep looked more restful now, less troubled by her injuries.  I felt a bit relieved at that, but the glowing red light had left me anxious.  Someone had been outside, and they’d taken extra time to look in the window, or to stand near it and shine their light in.  It felt like a warning or a threat.  Someone or something was letting us know that it was aware of where we were.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I fought with an impulse to open the shutter and look outside, to see if I could find the source of the disturbance, but sense won out over curiosity and I decided to leave the window closed for the time being.  I went back to my slow  patrol of the home, walking from room to room and circling the main area where we were resting. 
    

    
      
    

    
      12.3
    

    
      
    

    
      It was impossible to be certain how much time passed.  There was no light to indicate a shift in time, but eventually Arthos rose from his sleep.  He got up, stretching and coming to his feet quickly.  I told him about the red light I’d seen, but there hadn't been anything else to report for the rest of the time he’d been out.  He seemed a bit concerned about the light, but let it pass for the moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It should be day by now.”  He said, looking at the wooden slats covering the only views the house had of the world beyond, through which no extra light was coming. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t think it’s ever day here.”  I told him, and I could tell by his expression that he agreed with my statement, but still wasn’t happy to see the truth of it before him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea stirred then.  She came awake quickly, sitting up fast and giving a little hiss as pain reminded her why she was currently where she was.  My cloak slid down her body as she sat up, and she flicked her ears a bit and grabbed it, pulling it back up over her breasts in a modest way that seemed strange given how she’d been when we’d first met her.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Something about the gesture struck me as endearing, sweet in a way, and I smiled at her.  “How are you feeling?”  I asked, crouching down near her.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sore, lots of pain, but I think I’ll be alright.”  She got to her feet and grabbed her pack.  “I will get dressed.  Sorry I slowed us down.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Dreea, you saved my life.  You don’t have to be sorry for anything.”  I told her sincerely, reaching out to gently squeeze her shoulder.  She was taller than me, and it was somewhat strange to reach up for the gesture.  I’d had trouble identifying expressions on her face for a time, but I recognized her smile now.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Glad I could do something.  It was scary, but you are important to me.  To us.”  She flicked her ears again a few times, which I thought might indicate embarrassment, but I wasn’t sure. “You came for Dreea too.  Brave.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I smiled and shrugged.  “It hardly felt brave at the time, just necessary.  The washroom is through that door.”  I told her, pointing to the doorway on the far side of the main room.  Dreea turned and walked into the next room, her tail swishing as it followed after her.  The door shut and I was still smiling after her.  I was happy we’d brought her along.  She’d saved my life already, and she had a way of making things feel less dire.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Be careful about your attachments, Lil.”  Arthos said, and I turned back to him.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Attachments?  She is my friend, Arthos.  You are my friend as well, though at times you can be a bit of a prick.”  I told him, and I wasn’t even that angry just then.  I was frustrated with him, but this was just what he’d been taught to be.  Certainly we were taught to work together as Wardens, but even more we were taught to be independent.  In the early days of training we dragged our group along with us, even if they fell, but by the end we were fighting for ourselves, leaving anyone too slow behind to fight for their own survival.  
    

    
      
    

    
      In a way the training made it clear which way was easier to survive.  Just looking out for yourself was easier.  That stuck in the mind.  It was as though that was the real lesson to be taken from all of our work.  Working together is great when it helps, but in the end you had to do what was best for you.  I didn’t like that line of thinking, but Arthos was fully engrained in the Warden dogma.  He’d been doing it so long that it was just a part of the way he thought of things now.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos chuckled, taking it all in stride.  “You’ll figure it out in time.  I think you have the potential to be an excellent Warden.  You just need to work through some misconceptions  That will come with time.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I wasn’t as certain that I would “figure it out” given any amount of time, but I let the subject drop as Dreea exited the washroom, dressed in another of her dresses, looking much like she always did, surprisingly well put together for someone who was from a species of people who lived in caves.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We should get moving again.”  I said, reaching into my pocket and taking out my scrying stone.  I set it to working and felt the draw of it again.  “There was something here last night, hanging around the house.  It seemed to know, or at least suspect, that we were in here.  We should be cautious.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You should have wakened me.”  Arthos reprimanded me, though there wasn’t much sting to it.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Because I saw a strange light coming in through a window?”  I countered. “You needed to rest.  We all need rest.  This place is trying.  It gets to you.  If we don’t be careful we’ll be worn down before we can find our way out.  Let’s go.”  I didn’t feel like arguing over something that was done.  I’d made the call not to wake him, and I still felt it was the right one.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos didn’t reply, but we all moved to the door.  He pushed it open and we stepped out of the house.  Nothing was the same as it had been the night before.  The house, which had been on a small, narrow street surrounded by other houses on all sides, was now at the edge of a market square.  There were vendor stalls set up all through the area, most run down with rotting vegetables or meat on them, or some other form of goods that had set for too long and were decaying.  Tattered clothes and fabrics, rusted knives and tools, everything sitting as though it had set that way for decades, corrupted by the sea air.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I was frozen in place as I took it all in.  It was impossible for all of this to be there.  I could tell that Arthos was struggling with it as well.  Even if we were in the space created by one of the Warden’s doors, things couldn’t be changed while we were inside.  Dreea, who didn’t remember having arrived, looked confused at our hesitation.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We should go.”  She said.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “This isn’t where we were when we first came here.”  Arthos said.  “The streets moved while we slept.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Moved?”  Dreea asked.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Everything is different than when we entered the house.”  I tried to explain to her.  “The paths shifted while we were asleep.”  Except we hadn’t been asleep the entire time. Someone had always been awake.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Movement caught my eye and I jumped a bit as I noticed that there were others with us in this “market.”  Arthos had noticed as well.  His eyes were following one of the people as well.  They were all dressed in black robes, hoods pulled low over their faces, and sleeves covering their hands.  They stood at some of the stalls, and others moved between the rows of vendors, as though shopping in the eerie silence of the scene before us.  My eyes wanted to travel to the stalls
    

    
      
    

    
      “We need to get out of here.” Arthos looked at me as he spoke.  “Lead us to the door.”  He said, but he’d drawn his weapons.  I did the same with one hand, separating the top half of my staff, but I needed the other for scrying.  I took the stone and set it to directing us forward again.  It gave a tug in the direction it had been leading us consistently.  Whatever else had changed, the direction to the door seemed fixed.  

        
The hooded figures moved silently through the square, apparently not urgent about their business, or interested in anything else happening.  At times, though, I felt like there were eyes on my back, but when I looked up, I couldn’t see any of them actively looking after us.  It was eerie.  Watching them gave me the distinct impression that these things weren’t human.  They moved about in a human shape, their edges covered by their black robes, but their locomotion was wrong.  It was too stiff in places, and flowed too well in others, as though beneath the hoods they had no semblance of real human structure.  Their steps were ungainly, but their shoulders moved smoothly as though detached from their legs and hovering above the ground.  It gave the impression of something monstrous hiding inside of something vaguely human shaped. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I expected an attack constantly, but one never came.  We passed through them and back onto the streets, an unsettling experience but one punctuated by a lack of aggression.   The nagging strangeness of it all was punctuated by the strange desire I felt to look at the goods kept in the stalls, an impulse I resisted.  I let out a sigh of relief as the streets grew quiet once more.  It was strange to feel relief to be back on the dark and twisted roadways of Prosper again.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are we getting close?”  Arthos asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      I took another scrying, gauging the sharp tug of the stone in my hand.  It was much sharper than it had been previously.  I thought that meant we were probably getting closer to our target, but I couldn’t be sure how close that meant we were.  “We’re making progress.”  I answered.  “I’ve never used this before so I can’t really say exactly how close we are, but the pull is much stronger than it was when we first started.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I half expected to end up moving away from the door.”  Arthos said with a dark chuckle.  “This place is getting to me a little.  I had strange dreams while I slept, and then . . . “  He shook his head.  There was more, I could tell, but he didn’t want to talk about it.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We talked of mine a bit last night.  It seems night’s here are destined to be strange.  What was yours?” I felt like it was important to know.  Mine had given me some kind of incite.  Had Arthos’ been the same way?
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos shook his head, his expression going grim.  “I won’t talk about all of it.  Those things in the market back there, though, they were in the dream.  I’m just glad we didn’t have to get closer to them.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I wanted to press him for more, but then I hadn’t been willing to share everything about my dream either, or about the importance behind the dream, the things I knew that I shouldn’t know.  I couldn’t expect to get secrets from someone else when I wasn’t willing to share my own.  I turned my attention to Dreea.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Did you dream?”  I asked her.  
    

    
      
    

    
      She shook her head.  “Healing sleep is dark, no dreams, body focused on getting better.”  The easy way she said this led me to believe she was telling the truth.  Besides, I didn’t think she’d lie about things.  Dreea had been honest with us in everything so far.  I was sure she could lie if she wanted to, but it just seemed unlikely.  Besides, she didn’t seem as troubled as we’d been since waking up.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We lapsed back into an uneasy silence for a time as I tried to keep us moving in the correct direction.  The streets made this difficult.  They twisted and turned, sometimes going back on themselves, and sometimes just randomly ending, often in ways that made it seem they hadn’t always ended in such a way.  Some buildings just stopped halfway through their length, the ends torn off, jagged and broken, but directly against another row of buildings as though the street had been ripped from its roots and tossed in the bath of another.
    

    
      
    

    
      We slipped down a narrow alleyway and drew to halt just as we exited it and came face to face with a large iron fence.  It was immediately apparent that there was something different about this place.  It seemed shrouded in a dim glow, like a fog made of light.  There were artifacts mounted on the stone corners of the gate, and the glow seemed to come from them and spread across the walls and the air around them.  The structure was built directly in our path.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “The most direct route is through this place, but we could go around it.  If we followed this wall back it would lead us the way we’d come a bit, but then we could cut behind this and get back on track.”  I noted, looking down the fence as far as I could.  It went on for a long time.  It wasn’t a terrible inconvenience to go around, but it was annoying.  Was this another trap for us?  It seemed to have been intentionally placed in front of us.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nothing is stopping us from going around.”  Arthos noted, looking the same way I had.  “We aren’t being forced through this location, but we have been presented with it.”  A bit more quietly, almost to himself, he added, “What does that mean?”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Last time we decided to go around what was being put in front of us we were met with a dangerous show of force.  It’s possible the illusion of choice is being given so that we’ll second guess going around instead of through.”  I said after thinking about it for a short while.  “Given an option with no clear sign of coercion, perhaps whatever is directing us believes we’ll take the easier appearing path.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Smells cleaner here.”  Dreea said, approaching the gate. “Not like the rest of the city.  Light is different, safer.”  She gestured for me to come closer to the fence.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I hesitated a moment, but then shrugged and walked forward into the dim light that seemed to radiate from the place.  As I got closer I felt as though the weight of darkness was lifted from my shoulders.  The oppressive air of the place seemed to lighten.  “She’s right, Arthos.”  I said, taking a deep breath and being assailed by foul smells despite the fact that it felt like the air should be clearer.  We were still in the middle of this terrible city.  “Something about the light here feels safer.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos eased forward as well, stepping into the glow of the gate with the rest of us.  In my eyes he seemed to stand a bit straighter as he entered it, as though there actually had been a physical weight pressing down on him.  Had we all looked like that?  I’d certainly been feeling a fatigue.  It had been a mental exhaustion as well as a physical one.  Being in this haze of light made a noticeable difference.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “This might still be a trap.”  Arthos sounded skeptical, but I could see him looking at the house beyond the gate.  “But I’m willing to test that at this point.  We’ll find the main gate and cut through this place.  Perhaps there will be someone inside we can talk to.”  He gestured up at the building.  There were lights in many of the windows, though from our distance I couldn’t exactly make out anyone moving about inside.  
    

    
      
    

    
      With our course agreed upon we began to circle the gate, looking for the entrance.  As we moved I kept my eyes on the strange aura of light that came from the wall itself.  It had something to do with the artifacts  mounted along the surface of the wall.  They were roughly affixed to the stones pillars, each made of some strange green material that I couldn’t identify.  It might have been stone, or some ancient metal, but they looked old.  The light originated from them, and crept out over the wall from those points.  
    

    
      
    

    
      When we reached the front gate there were two more of these artifacts affixed firmly to the cast iron double doors there, and just beyond them stood two men in armor, swords at their hips.  Their eyes fell on us as we came into line of sight and they both drew weapons.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Who approaches the Manor of Lord Atreus?”  One asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos stepped forward.  “I am Arthos, Warden of the Iron Will, and these are my companions, Warden Lillin and Dreea.  We wish to gather information, and if possible, find passage through your Lord’s lands.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Come forward and each of you place your hands upon the gate.”  The other guardsman said.  “No creature of the darkness may enter these lands.  Prove yourself pure, and be welcomed.”  He looked at Dreea.  “The feralling too.  I’ve never seen one in this city, but if it can prove itself untainted we will let it in.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My nerves bristled at them calling Dreea “it,” but I forced myself calm, stepping in her direction so she knew I was supportive.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos stepped forward first, reaching out and placing his hands on the fence, though I could tell that doing so made him nervous.  By all indicators we shouldn’t have been in any danger, but a small amount of doubt flickered in my mind.  What did those artifacts do, exactly?  They produced that light, but what other function might they serve?  Arthos took a risk by doing this, and I was actually surprised by how quickly he decided to do what he’d been told.  Nothing happened as he touched the metal bars.
    

    
      
    

    
      I came forward next, looking at Arthos, whose face was blank, and then at the men on the other side of the fence. I put away the second half of my weapon as I came forward, though it made me nervous to do so.  It seemed best not to pose an immediate threat to those beyond the wall.  I touched the fence, grasping its bars easily.  I felt nothing at all, not a buzz, not a surge of power, just the cold chill of iron beneath my fingers.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea approached last.  I could see she was scared.  Perhaps she was wondering if her people had some darkness in them, or if the fence might call her out because she wasn’t like the rest of us.  She moved slowly, but I could see resolve building in her.  She stood up straight and then reached out and took the bars in hand.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I hadn’t realized I was holding a breath in until I let it out in a sigh of relief as nothing at all happened at her touch.  The gate and the artifacts attached to it had apparently judged us not a threat.  The men on the other side of the gate nodded to one another.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Please step back from the gate and we’ll open up.  Enter quickly and stand just inside.  We’ll shut the doors and call an escort down from the house.  I’m afraid no one is allowed free roam in these troubled times.”  The first guard who’d spoken said. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Fair enough.”  Arthos answered as we stepped back so the gates could swing open, though they were only allowed just far enough apart for us to slide inside before the guard managing the pulley system drew them closed again.  I felt a vague unease as they closed behind us.  
    

    
      
    

    
      There is no way back from here. 
      The voice inside my head whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      The first of the guards to speak to us stepped forward.  “You may follow me to the manor house.  I will be certain you get an introduction with Lord Atreus.”  He gave a short, stiff bow, and then turned and began walking.  It was clear we were intended to follow, so we did.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I kept my eyes open as we crossed the large grounds that stretched out before the manor.  Things were quiet here.  No one moved about the gardens and open field between the house and gate. There weren’t even any other guardsmen patrolling, which seemed strange given what lay beyond the wall surrounding the place.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You keep a light security force.”  Arthos said, apparently having noticed the same thing I had.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “A stronger show of arms isn’t necessary.”  The guard answered.  “The light walls protects all of those within.  Nothing from the dark can cross the border without coming through the gate, and we check everyone at the gate before allowing anyone through.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are there many guests that come from beyond your walls?”  I asked, interested in how frequently they actually had normal people come here.  There seemed to be a process set in place for handling guests. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Occasionally.”  Came the answer, though it lacked any real information.  
    

    
      
    

    
      As we drew closer to the house I felt the slipping of the field of light.  It was all around the walls, but it clearly didn’t extend so far as the house.  I could feel the darkness creeping back onto me, crawling across my flesh almost like water when lowering yourself into a cool bath, like the water that had filled the tanks of the water test.  More than just a chill, it brought with it a sense of disquiet and unease.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We reached the front doors and the guardsman knocked before turning to us.  “You’ll leave your weapons with the guard inside, and then he’ll take you to meet the head of the house.  Only our guards may carry weapons past the threshold.”
    

    
      
    

    
      This seemed to give Arthos pause, and it did me as well.  None of this place had exactly encourage a sense of trust that would make us want to give up our arms.  We were dangerous without them, certainly, but having a weapon at hand in this troubled place seemed more than advisable.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “That will be a problem.”  Arthos spoke calmly and clearly.  “Nothing we’ve seen here makes me feel secure enough to give up my weapons.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The guard turned in our direction, his eyes narrowing beneath his helm.  “This isn’t a matter of negotiation.  If you wish to come inside, you’ll leave your weapons behind.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Then perhaps we’ll simply be escorted out the other side of the property.”  Arthos answered, and I could see his posture tensing, his stance widening a bit as he prepared himself for what may come next.
    

    
      
    

    
      The guard opened his mouth to speak again, but then the door to the manor opened and two more armed men were standing just inside.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Guests?”  One asked.  Unlike the men outside he wasn’t wearing a helm.  He had blond hair that was cut short with blue eyes that were bright and vivid.  He wore a fancier set of armor as well, one that looked partially ornamental and bore a house sigil on the chest.  I didn't recognize the beast on his breast, something with wings and claws.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “They’ve refused to disarm.”  The guard who’d guided us up to the doors said.
    

    
      
    

    
      The blond man chuckled.  “Can you blame them?  It’s not exactly friendly out there.”  He stepped aside and bade us enter.  “Come along.  You can keep your weapons.  There is nothing to fear here, and once you’re convinced of that you can put your arms down and relax.  The wall outside keeps the dark things where they belong.  I’m Tolvot Artreus, heir to our noble Lord Artreus, my father.”  He gave a sweeping bow as he stepped aside.  
    

    
      
    

    
      His confident and relaxed manner made it easy to trust him, and he’d let us keep our weapons.  That seemed like a good sign.  I could see Arthos considering his next move.  He relaxed some.  “We really don't intend to stay long.  We have business we must attend to, but it would help us to get some further information about the situation here.”  He stepped into the house.
    

    
      
    

    
      I felt a bit uneasy about doing so myself, but I looked up at Dreea and gave a small shrug.  We went where Arthos said we did.  Dreea’s ears were up and twisting about, taking in all the sounds around us.  I could tell she was anxious, though she was attempting to keep it in check.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We stay close.  Don’t separate.”  She said softly but firmly, and then she followed through the door after Arthos.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked back at the guard who’d brought us to the house.  His eyes gave no indication of whether he was angry, happy or completely indifferent.  They were blank and uncaring.  With a small sigh I followed after my two companions.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Tolvot was smiling as he shut the door, looking chipper despite the dreariness of the situation and the world around us.  “We don’t get company nearly enough.  I’m sure Lord Artreus will be exceedingly happy to see you.”  He chirped as he began to lead us down the hall.  “He’s in his sitting room at the moment.  I’ll take you there and you can ask him whatever it is you’d like to know, though I can tell you that we have little enough information ourselves.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You keep those strange artifacts around the walls, the ones that seem to ward against the dark, why not on the house itself?  It seems wise to keep such protective artifacts close at hand.”  Arthos asked, and I thought it a rather clever question.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Those were very difficult to come by and I’m afraid there aren’t that many of them.  There effect seems to spread more easily through iron then wood, so it made more sense to set up a boundary at the wall then at the house itself.  It would have actually taken us more of them to do the house, and this way we have a little bit more space to work with.  It’s easy to feel trapped as it is.”  Tolvolt answered, and his explanation made sense if true.  I felt almost guilty for being suspicious, but the entire situation was strange.
    

    
      
    

    
      “How long have things been like this?”  Arthos’ next question came smoothly, and it was clear he knew what he wanted out of this encounter.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “A long, long while.”  The lordling replied, and for a moment I detected a certain weariness in his voice.  “It’s difficult to remember how long.  Time is . . . well, it’s all fractured and split.  It doesn't really move the way most people believe it does.  Everything is happening all the time, all at once, but the individual moments can get stuck in place and that’s how . . . “  His voice trailed off. “My apologies.  Things have been this way for some time.  It does weigh on one after a while.”  He gave a light laugh that sounded strained to my ears.  
    

    
      
    

    
      There wasn’t time for further questions because we reached a door and stopped.  “Ah, here we are.  Father’s study.  One moment please.”  He knocked on the door, and then, without waiting for an answered, he opened it and slipped inside.  I briefly saw shelves of books and a desk, but I didn’t spot Lord Artreus before the door closed behind our guide.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t think we’re safe here.”  Arthos spoke in a hush as the door closed solidly.  I could barely make out his words
    

    
      
    

    
      “I feel uneasy myself.”  I voiced my unease, my eyes floating around the hall and taking in the details of our surroundings.  It stretched back the way we’d come, and in the other direction I could just make out a framed piece of art on the wall and a sharp left turn to the hall.  I guessed that the hallway ran the length of the house.  It was somewhat unnerving in that it seemed, to my mind at least, that it was longer than the length of the house should have been. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea moved closer.  “Don’t smell anyone in the room.  I don’t think anyone is in there other than Tolvot.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “If they’ve really been here for a long time like this, how do they keep provisioned?  There is no sign of farming, and the place doesn’t look self sufficient.  This place feels like a snare meant to catch people like us.”  Arthos spoke quickly.  “I’m going to work to move us along and out of here as quickly as possible, but it might come to a fight.  We’ll work our way . . . “  His words fell off as, one by one, the gas lit torches along the hallway began to flicker out, starting at the end furthest from us.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The dark fell heavily where the flame vanished, moving in a straight line down the hall.  I could see nothing in that void-like depth, but somehow it felt like something was moving ponderously down the corridor in our direction, it’s girth crushing the light from the flames.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I reached back and drew half of my weapon.  Arthos did the same, though with his other hand he grabbed the handle to the door we’d been waiting near and turned it, or tried to turn it.  It refused to open.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Back.”  Arthos said and we began to move down the hall away from the extinguishing lights.  It felt a bit like we were running from nothing, but there was an urgency to the moment that was infectious.  We didn’t want to fall into that darkness, and the only way to keep from doing so was to move.
    

    
      
    

    
      We were keeping ahead of it, eyes scanning for a route of escape, but the hall seemed to stretch on indefinitely.  We tried doors as we came to them, but they were always locked, and then the wave of fading torches began to move quicker.  Suddenly we were running down the halls, the three of us racing against what amounted to no more than light being snuffed out at our backs, but the hall just kept going.  I looked ahead of us and I could still only just make out the painting and the left bend in the hall.  We weren’t actually making any progress.
    

    
      
    

    
      This realization came at the same moment that everything went dark.  There was a sharp hiss in the air and all of the gas lights extinguished.  We stopped suddenly, the three of us falling back to back on instinct.  I could only see a few feet down the hall in any direction.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The sound of a door unlatching echoed through the deep silence around us, though it was out in the sea of blackness beyond our range of vision.  I felt the surge of Will before I realized what was happening.  It was powerful and direct, and I turned my head just in time to see a door at our side rip off its hinges and fly into the room next to us. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “This way!”  Arthos’ order came out quickly and he dove through the new opening.  Dreea and I followed after, ducking out of the hallway and into a well lit study.  In fact, as I took in the area around me I realized that it was the exact room I’d seen through the crack in the door moments before.  I turned around and looked back through the doorway.  The  hall was lit, looking as it had before the torches had begun to go out.  The only thing out of place about our current surroundings was the door that Arthos had blown free of its hinges.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I turned about the room, my eyes passing over the shelves and the desk, looking for another door or anything of interest in the room. It was empty but for the furnishings.  A window, the heavy curtains covering it, was along one wall, but otherwise the office’s red and gold wallpaper covered everything in a somewhat loud, repeating pattern.  Only the crackling fire in the hearth gave life to the otherwise lifeless room. There was no one else here.  I could see that Arthos was confused.  Dreea stood with a naturally wide stance, her hands at her sides, claws out and ready for anything.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “This place is impossible.”  Arthos’ was agitated.  “This isn’t just some space created inside one of the doors.  Nothing could be manipulated like this.”  I didn’t like that he was losing his relative calm.  He was supposed to be in charge, to be experienced, and I thought it boded ill that he was getting beyond his depths.  Where did that leave us as a group?  I wasn’t fully trained, and poor Drea was only along to see the world.
    

    
      
    

    
      I walked to the curtains along one wall and drew them open to look out the window.  There was no window beneath the curtain, just more of the wallpaper.  I put my hand on it to be certain of what I was seeing, but it was just plain wall.  The curtains were false, but why?  
    

    
      
    

    
      “This place is malvo . . . malevelo . . . “  Dreea growled a bit.  “Mal . . . evo . . . lent.”  She managed to get the word out in bits, as though she’d never said it, but knew what it meant.  “Its nature is dark, bad.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “A place can’t be evil.”  Arthos said quickly, very quickly.  It almost came automatically to him, as though he didn't have to think about, as though he’d already been thinking it himself, repeating it to himself.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Its nature is chaos.”  I said softly, remembering my dream.  “It wants to spread, but beyond that it is just madness.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “If something like that existed we would know.”  Arthos said.  “The Wardens have studied hundreds of worlds.  We know more about the nature of the universe than anyone.”  Again he seemed to be trying to convince himself.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You don’t know about this.”  Dreea noted, which won her a frown from our troubled leader.
    

    
      
    

    
      A sound in the hallway froze us in place.  Arthos brought up his weapons, and I did as well.  Dreea looked ready to spring.  Something was moving in our direction, clear footsteps getting closer until a figure stepped into the doorway.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I cocked my head as it came into view because it took me entirely by surprise.  It was a woman.  She was dressed in clothing of a style that I recognized from our world, though it was clearly a bit old fashioned.  She had blond hair that was tied back loosely, and rich dark skin the color of warm, dry soil, a soothing brown that was a beautiful contrast to her light hair.  Her eyes were equally rich and warm.  I’d seen some wealthier families that carried a similar look in their lineage, and she was dressed as one of them might have long ago. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Cathra?”  Arthos said, and the tone of his voice made me turn to look at him.  It was a mix of shock, despair, and hope that I had never heard from him before. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Arthos.”  She replied, a smile, warm and open touching her face.  “It has been such a long time.”  She had an accent that I recognized from our world.  It was lilting and soft, very pronounced, but it didn’t affect her clarity at all.  It was a noble speech, but how was someone that Arthos knew really here?  I kept my weapons ready, though Arthos had lowered his defenses.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Cathra, you can’t . . . I mean, you were old when I . . .”  His words fell away, voice choked with emotion.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The woman stepped into the room and I raised my weapons into a position that made it clear I was ready to fight.  I did not trust this new person.  Arthos didn’t seem to notice, and Cathra hadn’t seemed to either.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You left without saying goodbye, my love.  That hurt me so deeply.  You told me you’d stay, but then one day you were gone and you never came back.  I’ve been searching for you ever since.”  Her voice was gentle, and she took another step into the room.  I stepped between her and Arthos.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Don’t move any further.”  I said, forcing my voice to remain steady and firm.  “You can talk from there.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lillin, stand down.”  Arthos’ voice snapped with anger. “This is . . . I know her.  We can trust her.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Arthos, this place lies, and it plays tricks on us.  Could this woman really be here?”  I tried to reason with him.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “She . . . she was wealthy.  She had resources.  Maybe she . . . it could happen.  Maybe . . . “  Arthos was looking for an excuse for her to be here.  He wanted her here desperately.  Who was she?  “How did you get here?”  He asked her directly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I told you, after you left I searched!  I found a man who knew how to return youth to a person, and he taught me his secrets.  Ancient magics, old gods, and they made me young and gave me the power I needed to come here and find you now.”  She spoke smoothly, her tone soothing and calm.  “I can help you get out of this city and back to your world.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “How?”  Arthos asked, his weapons at his side.  
    

    
      
    

    
      She stepped towards us again, closing the distance between myself and her to the point that she was well within the range of my weapons. “Blackened,” I growled.  “Stand back or I swear I will put you on the ground.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I felt the surge of Will before I knew what was happening, but suddenly I was slammed hard from the side and knocked to the ground roughly, the half of my weapon I’d been holding spinning away from one hand as I scrambled to roll back to my feet and right myself.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Stop it, Lillin!”  Arthos yelled, his voice angry and ragged, and his eyes full of rage and some deep pain. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I couldn’t believe he’d hit me. I righted myself, staring at him incredulously.  “What are you doing, Arthos??”  I demanded.  “She is not what she says she is.  She can’t be.  I don’t know who she is supposed to be, but it’s impossible for anyone we know to be here.  You have to know that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s not impossible!  Just shut up and let me deal with this.  I need to think!”  His voice edged on desperation and rage, and it sounded nothing like the man I’d thought I’d known.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea had fallen back to stand closer to me, and she looked worriedly between us.  “Don’t fight.  We are friends.”  She said firmly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, we’re friends, and I’m here to help, even if you don’t believe me.”  Cathra said, shooting me an angry glare before looking back at Arthos.  “It wasn’t easy to get here, but I knew you would need me.  I worked so hard to come, and I can help you get free.  I know where the door is, and I know the key to getting there safely.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m sorry I left you.  I . . . was afraid to watch you die.”  Arthos said, and now his voice was soft and raspy, full of an old pain.  I just didn’t understand what had happened between these two, or at least between Arthos and who he thought this thing was.  I didn’t believe we were really looking at a person from our world.  Whatever our eyes told us, it just wasn’t possible.   
    

    
      
    

    
      “I know, and I understand now that I’ve lived so long.  I forgive you, Arthos.  Let’s be together again.  Let me show you what we need to be free of this place.  Let me guide you.”  It was clear that this thing wanted to take us somewhere, show us something.  It seemed so sincere, and that made me doubt myself for a moment.  I didn’t know this Cathra person, what if they really did have some kind of resource that could get them here?  What if I was passing judgement too quickly?
    

    
      
    

    
      I shook my head.  No, nothing about this place was right.  This was a trick meant to play on Arthos.  He might not be able to see it through the haze of old emotions, but I could see it.  I had to stay confident in my assertion.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Show us, then.  We’ll go with you.”  Arthos’ resistance broke.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I held my tongue, though I wanted to tell him he was making a grave mistake.  I could tell he wouldn’t let me have the final word on this matter.  He was too far gone for now.  I would have to watch this woman, keep my eyes open and stay ready to act.  Arthos couldn’t be relied upon while she was here.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Good.  Wonderful!”  The imposter exuded excitement.  She came forward then and threw her arms around Arthos, who dropped his weapons and put his arms around her in return.  They kissed, and it wasn’t a soft, chaste thing, but a passionate, warm embrace of two people who had known each other exceedingly well.  It felt wrong to see it at all, as though I was looking on something that wasn’t meant for my eyes.  I looked to Dreea.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea was watching them as well, and I could tell by the set of her ears and her posture that she was more than a little concerned.  I stepped in closer to her so I could speak softly for her ears only.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We will keep our eyes open, stay close together, and watch that woman.  I don’t believe she is what she says.”  I told her before recovering my weapon from the ground and returning them to my back.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “No.”  Dreea said.  “Smells wrong, not a person, not fully.”  She answered, voice low and worried.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Come, we must move quickly.”  The thing wearing the guise of Cathra urged, and then she stepped back through the door, Arthos close on her heels.  He glanced back briefly, giving us a look that was both pleading and somehow hostile.  He didn't trust us, and wanted us to follow after without causing trouble.  It had been so easy to twist his perception.  Who was Cathra?  Warden’s didn’t fall in love, and they didn’t have wives, but from what I’d gleaned of this situation, Cathra was a woman that Arthos had been with after becoming a Warden.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I fell in line, and Dreea came with me.  There was a persistent ache in my body from being tumbled by Arthos’ Will.  I recovered my weapon and kept it drawn as we entered the hall, but things in the hall were back to normal.  “Normal” wasn’t exactly the right word.  The hall was shorter than it had been.  We stepped out of the room and we were much closer to the piece of art that had been hanging at the end of the corridor, always just out of sight.  It was a painting of the house we were in, though the sky was bright and bathed in sunlight, the gardens beautiful and full of color.  There was no sign of the iron wall that existed around it now. 
    

    
      
    

    
      We turned to the left at the end of the hall, and there was a door leading out of the house not far from where we were.  This wall was apparently on the back of the property.  The door was made of glass panes that looked out over the grass and trees beyond.  Cathra lead us there and opened it easily, exposing a path marked with paving stones that meandered towards the opposite end of the property from where we’d entered.  It was all so very easy.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “That was simple.”  I noted dryly as we began to make our way across the lawn.  Now that Cathra was guiding us, it no longer felt like we were fighting to make our way to our destination.  Arthos had to have noticed that.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “This place can twist your perceptions if you let it.  I am using my power to suppress that.”  Cathra stated without looking back at me.  There was no warmth in her tone for me.  The words crawled with an unnatural malice, or at least I perceived that they did.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea laid a hand gently on my shoulder and gave me a pointed look.  “Let the thistle grow in the garden.”  She said softly, an old saying, one I’d only heard a time or two.  Sometimes it was better to let something unpleasant happen if it was easier than the effort of preventing that unpleasantness.  Dreea was urging me to be cautious about trying to pluck Cathra from our group.  She was probably right, but it did not sit well with me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We reached the gates and found them wide open already, no guards in sight.  The hairs on the back of my neck stood up.  I noted that Cathra walked directly between the opening in the gates, as far from the glowing metal as she could get herself on either side, and she passed very quickly through them.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos was talking to her softly, sometimes laughing and smiling in a way that didn’t look entirely natural on his face.  It felt like he wasn’t really here with us.  He was lost in some place of fond memories, leading us towards . . . well, I didn’t know where that was exactly, but I suspected that wherever we were going it wouldn’t be pleasant.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I drew the scrying stone from my pocket as we moved on, checking the direction of the door.  We were traveling away from our destination now, not in the opposite direction, but clearly in a way that wouldn’t take us there.  It took a sizeable effort not to immediately point this out.  Crossing the property on which the house had stood would have taken us straight in the direction we wanted to go, but now we were headed off some other way.  I had to wonder what motivation this thing had for leading us astray.  What was gained by this, though I had a budding suspicion that I knew where we were going, or at least what lay at the end of our road.
    

    
      
    

    
      We walked for a long while before Cathra stopped us in front of a house.  The building was surprisingly undamaged, almost pristine compared to most of the other places we’d passed.  It looked untouched by the darkness and the madness around us.
    

    
      
    

    
      “This is where we need to be.”  She said, looking over at the house. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I checked the scrying stone again, and it was pulling us away from where we were now.  We’d walked further from our goal than we had been when at the mansion by a considerable amount.  What was in this house?
    

    
      
    

    
      “You need to go inside and upstairs to the bedroom at the top of the stairway.  In there will be a chest.  It’s not locked.  Open the chest and look for a small black pouch.  It’ll fit easily in the palm of your hand.”  She reached into a small pouch on her hip and drew out another pouch, though this one was made of a strange thick leather, tattooed in signs and sigils I didn’t recognize.  “Put the pouch in this, and then bring it back here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What is in the pouch?”  I asked.  “Why do we need it?”  Dreea moved closer and firmly grabbed my arm, again warning me to keep my mouth in check.  In a way it reminded me of what I’d often had to do when I was with Zarkov back in training.  I’d always had to look out for his too-clever mouth. Dreea was apparently trying to act as my sound reasoning.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The Cathra thing didn’t answer me.  Her attention was on Arthos, and his was on her.  “Alright, I’ll go get the pouch.  Is there anything inside that I should be worried about?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, it’s safe.”  Cathra smiled as she spoke, the expression looking stiff on her face.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why don’t you go and retrieve it since you know exactly what we’re looking for?”  I asked, and Dreea squeezed my arm harder.  
    

    
      
    

    
      This time Cathra did look at me, and for a small moment, a fraction of a second, I thought I saw something else standing in her place, something twisted and dark, a creature that wasn’t all human.  It happened so fast that I questioned my sanity for a moment.  Cathra smiled.  “You don’t seem very eager to leave this place, child.  Do you want to remain here for some reason?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I know how to leave this place.  We’d have been to the door by now if we hadn’t taken this side trip here.”  I answered firmly.  “Now you’re ordering us to fetch things for you.  What is in the pouch?  Is it the tesseract?  This place has been trying to get us to pick up that cursed box since we got here.”  I spoke my suspicions aloud, unwilling to pander to this thing in the guise of a human woman.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Cathra turned her back on me, looking at Arthos.  “Your little friend is clearly jealous of our feelings for one another.  Maybe she thought you’d want her, but now that I’m here she can never have you and that is making her furious.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos frowned for a moment.  “That . . . Lillin doesn’t think of me that way, nor I her.  Cathra, that’s . . . “  He paused, and then frowned again, his brow furrowed.  He shook his head and the expression deepened.  “What is in the pouch, Cathra?  Why do we need it?”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s the key!”  She responded, sounding angry.  “The door will not open without a key.  Without the key we’ll all be trapped here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos had questioned Cathra.  Something about pushing Arthos against me had been enough of a shove to get his mind working again.  I leapt on this change, seizing the chance to make him see more clearly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “The magic isn’t in the door itself.  It’s in the flagstone.  We could break down a door without needing any kind of key.  This doesn’t make sense, Arthos.  Her being here doesn’t really make sense.  I know you want it to be her, but it’s not.  It can’t be.  It is just another trick to make us fetch this tesseract thing.  We’re being pushed just as we have been this entire time. Think of how easy our trip here has been since we started following her, how straight the path has been.  Nothing has been that simple in this place.”  I kept my voice calm and tried to list the facts of our situation.  He was so close to seeing.  
    

    
      
    

    
      His brow furrowed and his hand moved slowly towards his weapon.  Arthos opened his mouth to say something, but then Cathra hissed, the sound rising up out of her as though she were an angry snake.  She leapt at me, and as she did the illusion of what she was seemed to peel back from her, burning away in wisps of black smoke and revealing something terrible beneath.  
    

    
      
    

    
      It was humanoid in shape, but its body was green and black, the skin leathery and damp looking.  Its feet ended in hoof-like shapes, though they didn’t make a click as they hit the street.  Her arms were so long that they hung past her knees, and ended in hands with three, long and thick fingers that each had two extra joints allowing them to bend and flex in unnatural ways.  I thought of it as “she” because it had taken the form of Cathra, but there was no clear gender to its body.  Its “head” was a tangle of writhing pieces that looked like the brambles of a thorn bush given agency to move as they liked.  As it lunged these opened up, spreading like a mouth, though they rolled over one another, the sharp jutting parts grinding like teeth that could move freely about.  It made a sound like a hundred different voices raised in agony, the mix of tones a frightening mess of noise that was almost painful to hear. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The creature hit me hard and I was immediately pushed down to the ground as it grabbed me in those strange, incredibly powerful hands.  I managed to get an arm up between myself and the things vine-like head, but then it lowered its mouth to my flesh and I felt the cloth and skin beneath shredding as it began to eat into me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I let out a scream of shock and then a blur of motion struck the thing from the side and I watched as Dreea went tumbling past, rolling the thing over and to the ground on the other side of me, her claws ripping into its terrible body.  It struggled to fight back, but Dreea was stronger, and her claws were fast.  That was the second time she’d come to my rescue.  I got to my feet and brought my weapon to the ready, coming to her aid.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I briefly noticed that Arthos was off to one side, standing silently, looking shaken and confused.  I didn’t have time to focus on that just then.  I used my weapon to help Dreea, and together we ended the beast, not letting it go until it was limp and lifeless on the ground.  I offered Dreea a hand up and we looked down at our work.  I wished I’d had the sharpness of focus to use my Will against the thing, but I’d been too stunned at first, and then worried I’d hit Dreea accidentally.  No matter, it was dead now.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Never seen something like that before.”  She growled. “What was it?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I shook my head.  “Nothing I’ve heard of.”  I looked down at my arm.  It was bleeding profusely, the flesh torn and shredded.  I would need to bandage it, and then my Will would finish the healing slowly.  I could still move my hand so the muscle hadn’t been too badly damaged, though my grip on my left side did feel a little weak.  I should have hit it with my Will when it first attacked.  I hadn’t thought to do so.  I wasn’t a very good Warden.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It looked just like her, Lillin.  She was exactly like I remembered her.”  Arthos’ voice drew my attention back to him.  He was still just standing there, the words of his justification as hollow as his eyes looked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We can’t trust anything here.  This place is like one of those carnival houses that they set up with all of the mirrors and the colored light, things aren’t what they appear.  We need to get to the door and then leave this place.”  I tried to keep my words steady as I spoke, but I was angry.  Arthos was supposed to be the one in charge.  He was supposed to know what to do, and he wasn’t supposed to fall for tricks like this.  He was there to teach me, and to protect me while I learned.  My faith in his ability to do that was shaken. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “You need to get yourself together.  You just watched while that thing attacked me.  We’re working together.  We need to look out for each other.”  I told him firmly.  “If I start falling for something that is a trap, I need you to have enough presence of mind to do something about it.”  I looked at Dreea.  “If it wasn’t for her I’d be dead twice over now.  We’re Wardens.  We’re supposed to be protecting her, but right now it feels like she is the Warden and we’re just taking up space.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea’s ears gave a flick and she tucked them down as they turned a bit pink inside.  “I want to be a Warden.”  She spoke quietly, sounding a little embarrassed.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos let out a small sigh and nodded.  “You’re right.”  He told me, and then he looked at Dreea, some form of minor resolve inside of him seeming to build.  “There is a place I could take you where you might be trained, but the training is incredibly difficult, Dreea.  You have strength and spirit, but that doesn’t mean you’d make it.  I think in some ways you’re better than a Warden.  You’re already strong, you can heal quickly.  You don’t have control of your Will, but you have other advantages.  When we make it out of here I will take you for training if you still want it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea’s tail whipped quickly at her back and she nodded.  “Yes, I want.  I . . .”  She looked back and forth between Arthos and I, her eyes stopping on me.  “I will have to leave you both?”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos nodded.  “Training lasts several years at the school on the other side of the the Expanse.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea’s excitement dwindled, her tail slowing.  “I will think about this.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I came forward and put a hand on her back.  “Whatever you choose, we’ll see you get where you want to be, and if you want to stay with us, that’s okay too.”  I told her, not really wanting her to go.  Arthos and her were my companions, but Dreea, I felt, was a friend.  A real friend.  I didn’t want to lose her, though I was certain I would at some point.  I lost everyone eventually.  I thought of Ori and Zarkov and my heart ached keenly.  I never forgot them, but it was so difficult to actively think about them.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea’s tail swept a bit more slowly back and forth.  “I will think.”  She said, leaning into me for a moment, a small gesture of affection.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We should go.”  Arthos said, giving another look at the house in front of us.  It still seemed like an island in the dark.  It was almost inviting.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re still thinking about what’s in there.”  I guessed, and it wasn’t a difficult thing to do.  I was thinking about it as well.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos gave a single nod of his head.  “I’m wondering if we shouldn’t at least look at what it wanted us to take.  There has to be a reason, right?  It must be important.  Even if we don’t take it, maybe we should know.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I opened my mouth to tell him it was a bad idea, but was it?  It felt like something dangerous, like tampering with whatever was in that house might be a very foolish mistake, but at the same time I couldn’t fault his logic.  “It might just be a trap.”  It was the only real counter I could think of other than that it felt like the wrong choice to make.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t think it is.”  Arthos replied.  “I think Cathra . . . “  His face twinged as if in pain.  “I think that thing wanted us to take whatever is up there back with us.  They want it to go from this world to ours.  I think you were right that it’s the tesseract, but what is it?  Why is it important to them?  Seeing it might give us those answers.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Feels wrong, dangerous.”  Dreea gave her opinion, looking at the house.  “I think it’s a mistake.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded my agreement.  “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m afraid this isn’t up for debate.  I’m going to go see what it was we were supposed to fetch.  I’m not taking it with us, but it’s important to know.  When we we get back, we need to have a complete report to make, and if I leave this detail out, the report won’t be complete.”  Arthos tone was firm.  I could tell he had no intention of taking our advice on this. He was once more ignoring what we had to tell him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He went on.  “You’ll wait here and I’ll be back shortly.  It won’t take me long.  If I need help I’ll call for you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I frowned but nodded once at him.  It was clear he had no intention of listening to me on this.  There was no point in arguing.  We would come to his aid if he needed it, and hopefully it wouldn’t come to that.  With that he turned and headed for the house.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “He isn’t listening to us.”  Dreea spoke quietly.  “Arthos is acting strange.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That thing, the one that took the form of a human, it affected him deeply.  I don’t know the history he had there, but he is shaken.  I’m not sure how much we can rely on his judgement right now.  We’re going to have to keep him safe from himself until we can get out of here.”  I wasn’t happy to say the words at all.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m scared he will try to hurt you if you push him too hard, Lil.”  Dreea was looking at me intently, her curious yellow and green eyes bright.  I remembered when I’d first seen her after she followed Arthos and I out to the road.  Her speech had been much more halting then, and I'd worried that letting her come with us on our journey was a mistake.  Now here she was, the more reasoning and steadfast of my two companions.  I felt a strong surge of affection for her.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ll try not to do anything foolish, but feel free to nip at me if I do.”  I told her, trying to offer a comforting smile. “We’ll get through this together.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea’s ears turned a bit red for a moment and she gave them a flick.  “Nipping is for mates and family, Lillin.”  She smiled, though.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We both looked up at the house.  It felt like Arthos had been gone a long time.  Unease settled upon me, a weight that made my shoulders feel heavy.  “If he’s not out soon, we might have to go in after him.”  He was the only one that could open the doors, and we couldn’t afford to leave him behind, even if he was acting irrationally.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea gave a little growl.  “Foolish Arthos, causing much trouble.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Agreed, but he is also the only one who can get us out of here, so we’ll have to join him in whatever trouble he gets up to.”  My tone betrayed my agitation at that thought.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We waited.  Time was difficult to track in this place, but I guessed we waited for nearly half an hour before the door to the house opened again and Arthos stepped out.  I knew immediately that something was wrong.  He was leaning heavily on the door jam.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Arthos, what’s wrong?”  I stepped forward, but only once before I stopped myself.  This place had taught me not to trust everything I saw. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos was looking off into the distance as though staring at something, though his eyes were in my direction, so if he was staring at something, it was something through the center of my body.  His gaze was uncomfortably blank and devoid of thought or reason.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Arthos!”  Dreea called his name in a loud barking-growl, and Arthos blinked, looking up at her, then at me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes?  What?!”  The first word came out confused and the second confused and agitated.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are you alright?”  I asked, trying to keep my concern in close check.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos stared at me for a hard moment, as though he was uncertain how to answer.  “ . . . yes.  I’m alright.”  It sounded like he was lying, or like he was telling himself and not me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What happened in there?”  I pressed, trying to get his thoughts to focus again.  He seemed like he wasn’t all with us in that moment.  His mind was elsewhere.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small black coin purse, or what looked like one.  The drawstrings were closed, but as soon as I saw it I took a step back.  It was a strange thing to do at the sight of a bag, but I noticed Dreea also moved back.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I saw it.  I looked inside.”  He said, holding it up in front of him.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, that was why you went into the house.  What is it?”  I asked, confused by his odd behaviour, and wanting to understand why it had caused such a strange effect on him.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s . . . Lillin, it’s . . . “  He closed his fist around the bag as he spoke and then shoved it back into his pocket.  “We can’t leave it here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Arthos!”  My voice cracked with anger.  “We can’t take that thing with us.  You know it’s dangerous!  You told me we’d leave it.  It wants us to take it from this place!”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos looked at me in shock.  “Yes!  It is dangerous, Lillin.  It’s incredibly dangerous, and terrible.  It’s not meant for us, any of us.  We can’t let it stay here.  It needs to be taken back to the Wardens, and they need to lock it away forever.  Forever!”  His words rolled off his tongue in a strangely unhinged way.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Everything has been trying to get us to take that bag from here, Arthos.  It is the wrong thing to do.”  I was trying to keep calm, but Arthos was scaring me now.  What had he seen in the bag?  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You don’t understand, Lillin.  You haven’t seen what I have.  It has to go back to the Wardens, and we have to understand what it is.  If we don’t, then I think we will all be lost.”  His eyes were wide, and I could see true terror in them.  He was afraid, as afraid as I’d ever seen anyone.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What’s in the bag, Arthos?”  I asked again, more firmly this time. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Something . . . I don’t even know what to call it.  You can’t look at it without . . . “  His eyes were on the bag again and his hand was shaking.  “I don’t know what it is, but I do know that it can’t be left here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You do understand how crazy you’re sounding?”  I decided it wasn’t the time to dance around the issue. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea stepped closer to me as I spoke, and I remembered her warning to be careful around Arthos.  This was exactly the kind of thing she’d warned me against, but I was concerned for all of us now.  It couldn’t be a good idea to return with that bag and whatever it was that it held.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos looked back and forth between Dreea and I, and then his eyes narrowed in suspicion.  “You two have been talking behind my back.  What did you talk about while I was in there?”  His tone was crisp with paranoia.  These were signs we’d been trained to watch for in a person, things that could indicate that they would act dangerously and unpredictable.  I’d never expected to see these things in Arthos. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “You spent a long time in there.  We talked about whether or not we should go in after you.”  I said, trying to keep my voice calm and relaxed.  I didn’t want this coming to a fight.  We would have to let him bring the bag with us, but I needed to think of some way to make sure he didn’t bring it back through the door.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I was only gone a minute.  Maybe two.  I went in, looked in the bag, and then took it and came back out.  Why are you lying?”  He shoved the bag into a pouch at his hip and snapped it closed.  “What do you have to gain by lying to me?  Are you like that thing pretending to be Cathra was?  Did they get you while you were out here?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Arthos, that’s foolish.”  I couldn’t hide my anger at the accusation.  “I’m saying the same things that I was before you went in there.  My motives haven’t changed at all.  You’re the one acting irrationally.  Think about this for a moment.  Something wants us to take that pouch from here back to our world, and it has made a point of leading us here.  Now you’re going to do exactly that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You know nothing!  How could you!? You haven’t seen it, Lillin!”  He growled, pulling his weapon from his back.  “You haven’t seen it!  It is the kind of thing . . . it would destroy us if they had gotten to it first!  The Wardens will know what to do with it.  They will know how to keep us safe, to keep it locked away.  You can’t stop me from taking it to them.  If you try . . .”  He shook his head.  “I’ll have to assume they’ve gotten to you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea stepped closer to me again, this time putting a hand on my arm.  This was my nip.  She was telling me I'd pushed things as far as I should, maybe further.  I nodded and shrugged.  “You’re in charge, Arthos.  If this is what you want, then I can’t stop you.”  My mind was still spinning through possibilities, looking for some way to do exactly that.  He had to be stopped.  I’d never been so certain in my life.  That bag couldn’t go back through the door.  “The Wardens will best know how to handle these things anyway.”  I added, forcing myself to look relaxed.  I didn’t reach for my weapon.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, Wardens are clever.  They will know.”  Dreea added smoothly. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos seemed to relax a little, though he didn’t put his weapon’s away.  “Good.  Alright, then we know what we have to do.  You’ll lead, Lillin.  Keep us moving towards the door now.  It’s time we left this place.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are you going to follow me with your weapon drawn the entire time, Arthos?  I thought we were friends?”  I was less than happy about this situation, and even more so if he was going to walk behind me armed.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m sorry, but you can’t be trusted now.  The two of you will go in front, and I’ll follow.  When I feel you can be trusted again, I’ll put my weapon away.”  He spoke firmly, the words still clearly tinged with paranoia. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I made a point of reminding myself that I wouldn’t stand a chance in a fight if I tried to disarm Arthos manually.  His command of Will was far stronger than mine, and he was better with his staff as well.  He’d just had far more time than I had to learn.  There was no hope for me to resist him.  I turned my back on him and drew out the scrying stone.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “If you attack me, we’re done.”  I told him as I began to lead us back.  I wasn’t sure what I would do if he attacked me, but I wanted him to know that it was unforgivable, that we would not be salvaging our friendship, or our partnership if he made that move.  I would probably die, actually, but perhaps there was some connection between us that could be used to keep him in check. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Don’t give me a reason to need to, Lillin.”  His voice left no doubt in my mind that he would be searching for a reason.  In his mind I was some nebulous enemy force waiting to spring on him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The trip back to the door was a quiet one.  Nothing interfered with our progress, and the roads somehow seemed less windy and bending than they had before.  It was as though the path forward had been opened for us, and I thought it was likely that was exactly what was happening.  Arthos was doing exactly what this place wanted him to do.  He was taking the tesseract back to our world.  For his part, Arthos didn’t lower his weapon, and I had no idea how to prevent what was about to happen.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I couldn’t fight him and survive, even with Dreea helping.  I couldn’t even jump through the door and close it behind me because he could just open it again.  I felt locked into our course of action.  If I knew how to use the doors on my own I could find a way around this, but I hadn’t the faintest idea how to make them work.  I’d felt others use them on many occasions, but the method was precise to a degree that I couldn’t hope to achieve.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I came up with nothing, and we reached the door.  It was a simple wooden door set in its frame in what looked like a burnt out mansion.  It took me a moment, a far longer moment than it probably should have, to realize that this mansion was the same one that we’d first arrived in, but now it was in the city, and now it was a burned out husk.  The floor plan was exactly the same, though.  Everything was as it was before, though it was a skeleton now, the cremated remains of the nightmare it had been when we first arrived. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “This is it.”  I told Arthos, gesturing at the door, the same one we’d first come through.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was nodding to himself.  “Good, good.  This is very good.”  He put away his weapon finally.  “I’m sorry I was so distrustful.  The things you’ve been saying haven’t made any sense.  I wish you could hear yourself the way I do, both of you.  It’ll be better when we return home.”  He gestured for us to move aside.  “Step back a little.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I thought about protesting again, about making one last plea to get him to stop, but I wouldn’t convince him.  How bad was this going to be?  I was afraid, and that fear only heightened as I felt the surge of his will at the door.  As it finished he nodded to me again. “Open it and go through.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He still didn’t trust us.  I gave him one last look.  “This is really what you want to do, Arthos?”  I had to ask, once more.  Dreea shot me a worried look.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lillin, don’t make me . . . “
    

    
      
    

    
      I held up my hands.  “Alright, I understand.”  I walked to the door and pushed it open.  The school lay beyond.  I took a breath and stepped through, reaching out to grab Dreea and pull her through with me.  I was afraid he’d shut her off on the other side if I didn’t take her.  She took my hand and together we entered the halls of the building I’d never thought to return to.   We came out at the foot of the door I’d taken to the Rift so many times before.  It was the middle of the night.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We stepped back and out of the way as Arthos approached the door.  My trepidation rose.  Fear gripped me, and my heart began to beat hard in my chest.  What would happen when he came through the gate with that thing?  What were we doing?  It had to be bad.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Arthos stepped into our world and nothing happened.  There was no symphony of demonic horn music, no darkening of the sky and roaring thunder.  There was no cacophony of inhuman music, or rending of our world into ash and dust.  There was nothing.  I thought I saw Arthos let out a slow, staggered breath.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “See, we are fine.”  He said, and only then did I realize he’d been as afraid as we had.  “Come, we need to report what has happened here, and I’ll be giving my review of your performance so far.  It will be mostly positive.”  The way he said “mostly” made me think there would be notes about how I’d gone nearly insane over the course of the end of our time in that place we’d just come from.  I held my anger in check.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What of Dreea?”  I asked, suddenly keenly aware that she was in the place she’d wanted to go for a while, but that I had no intention of letting her go off on her own here. It was dangerous, and I wasn’t sure what the Wardens would do to her if they decided she knew too much about them.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He shook his head. “She can stay with you.  It really doesn’t matter.  What matters is getting this artifact to those who will know what to do with it.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      That was it.  Arthos lead us back through the door to the part of the school where I’d spent my final year training, and then rushed off to make his report, leaving us to our own devices.  I was a Warden now, so I had certain rights and privileges, and I executed them.  I secured myself a room, getting several uncertain looks with Dreea tagging along behind me, and then we gathered food and water and headed to the small apartment I was allowed when back in Black Mark.  
    

    
      
    

    
      As the door closed behind us, and we were finally somewhere relatively safe and secure, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were on the cusp of something terrible.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “He shouldn’t have brought that here.  It’s very bad.”  Dreea said.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded.  “I know, but I don’t know what to do.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea came forward and leaned into me gently, her head pressing against mine.  “We will stay strong.  That’s what Warden’s do.”  She bent down a bit and gently nipped my shoulder.  “That’s what Lillin does.”  
    

    




    
      
    

    
    
      Chapter 13
    

    
      
    

    
      Homecoming
    

    
      
    

    
      13.1
    

    
      
    

    
      “We just returned yesterday.”  Linna said, stretching out in the chair she’d taken.  Her eyes weren’t as dark as they had been.  Her skin, once such a beautiful warm brown color, now had a sickly pale look do it, just a shadow of its former vibrant tone.  She almost looked like a different person, but she had the same easy smile.  “Gaveech is still out.  I heard he was going to the edge of the Expanse.  I went far South and helped a small frontier town repair a dam that was breaking.  It would have washed them all away, but we came in and fixed it in a little over a day.”  She seemed excited, but she was even more excited as she looked at me.  “I heard you were up to real trouble though.”  Her eyes passed to Dreea as well who was sitting near me, a little shy in the face of the ever outgoing and friendly Linna.
    

    
      
    

    
      I smiled back, though mine was a bit forced.  Levity felt hard to come by.  The last time I’d been with Linna we’d hunted a giant wolf together with Zarkov.  That now seemed like it had happened forever ago, and being with Linna again brought all the pain back into sharp focus.  A part of me had known, even then, that he wouldn’t make it to the end.  He’d been so strong, but he’d lacked conviction.  Now he was just this memory that I held, one that would fade the longer I lived, and eventually he would be little more than a name.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Trouble found us.”  I tried to push down the difficult memories, and with them the fear that we had brought something terrible back with us from that city by the sea, Prosper.  “Our original goal was Evelsmoth.  The city usually has a few tasks that are a bit more difficult to take care of, and I don’t think Arthos expected any major complications.  That’s where we met Dreea.”  I smiled at my companion as I nodded in her direction, and she returned the expression in her own way, a flip of her ears and a mimicked drawing up of her mouth that exposed the willifen’s very sharp teeth.  “That went well enough, though we ended up in a situation where we had to do some more fighting, but after that we started chasing the trail of this weird black liquid . . . “
    

    
      
    

    
      Linna sat up straighter.  “The muck?  Yeah, we saw that in a few places as we went out.  Korva said it wasn’t important and we shouldn't worry about it.”  I’d met Korva a few times.  She’d been one of the first Wardens to speak to me after the events of the water test.  She’d tried to help me get past what I’d experienced, but I hadn’t been in much of a mood to heed her advice or her attempts at soothing.  She’d apparently been Linna’s guide out into the world.  “It’s strange stuff though, gives you kind of an uncomfortable feeling when you get close to it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded.  “Yes, that it does.  Well, we ended up following its trail back up into the mountains, to Night Watch.  Something came after us while we were there and we had to make a break through one of the doors, but something went wrong and we didn't end up where we’d intended.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I didn’t know that was possible.”  Linna sounded surprised.  “I was taught the doors are very precise and won’t work if you don’t know exactly what you’re doing.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I was taught that as well, and I don’t think Arthos was prepared either.”  I decided not comment on his strange behaviour or the more troubling things that had happened on the other side of the door.  “He took something from the place we went. I’m not sure if he was supposed to, but he insisted.” I tried not to sound agitated as I said this, but it was still bothering me.  Nothing had happened when we’d gotten back, but I felt like things were on the cusp of going very wrong.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Linna gave a shrug.  “Well, I’m sure he knows what he’s doing.  He has a great deal more field experience than we do.”  Linna’s smile turned a bit more solemn.  “We didn't get much time to talk after . . . well, after we became Wardens.  I just wanted you to know, Lillin, that I’m sorry about Zarkov.  He was really great.  I thought he was going to make it.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      The sudden change of topic to this unwanted area of discussion took me a bit by surprise.  I winced at the mention of his name.  “Um . . . well . . . “  I felt like I couldn’t force myself to speak for a moment.  I took a deep breath and let it out slowly and then tried again.  “Thank you, it’s alright.  He was a really great . . . friend.”  The word felt bad on my tongue.  It felt like a betrayal.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, he was.  Gaveech lost a good 
      friend
       as well.”  She said, emphasizing the word that I had stuck on myself.  “He hasn’t been the same since.  I’m hoping some time in the field will get him back in the right place.  I just wanted you to know that if you need someone talk to, someone who will listen to you, you can come to me any time.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded, unable to meet her eyes in that moment.  “Of course, thank you very much.”  I said, the words a bit horse in my throat.  I felt Dreea lean into me then, her slightly warmer body pressed against my back.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “So, Dreea, you’re a willifen!  I’ve never met one of your . . . people before.”  Linna changed the subject, and for that I was thankful.  “I’m sorry to say this, but I didn’t believe you existed really, and I actually thought you were just animals.  I didn’t know you could talk.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We are all animals, Linna.”  Dreea replied seriously.  “Talking doesn’t make us better, it just makes it easier to understand, to relate.  I didn’t believe Wardens existed until I met Arthos and Lillin.  Friend told us stories, but I thought your kind were just tales he’d read of in books.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Linna looked delighted.  “You’re so clever!  That was a very good answer.”  She was caught up in the novelty of Dreea looking like a beast that could talk, and I supposed at one time it had been the same for me.  Now it was difficult to not think of her as just another of my companions, a compassionate and intelligent one.  “You’re creating quite a commotion here!  Typically only Wardens are allowed, but your situation for coming here was unusual, and I’ve heard that you want to be a Warden as well?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, perhaps.”  Dreea answered.  “I wish to travel with my friend, Lillin, and think about what I might do.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I was pleased to hear she still wasn’t certain.  I hoped she’d reconsider starting the Warden training all together.  I didn’t want to interfere with what she wanted, but I dreaded the thought of her starting down the path that had brought me so much pain.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ve heard there is another school in or near the Expanse.  They take a greater range of students there.  Gaveech will know more when he gets back.  He was headed that way last time I talked to him.”  Linna’s look turned a bit concerned.  “I hope they don’t give you any trouble here.  They can be so protective of their secret.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “They won’t give us trouble.”  I said quickly, though I was worried about that as well.  Having Dreea in the school made me nervous.  Almost everyone I’d cared about who’d been there was gone.  “I don't think we’ll be here long.  Once Arthos finishes his business we’ll probably go back out on the road.  We didn't really get to do the things we intended to do.  My training has been mostly on hiatus.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’ve been here a few days already, has Arthos come back and talked to you?  I’ve heard rumors, but no one is really saying much.”  Linna had an excited and curious look about her.  That much, at least, hadn’t changed about the woman I’d known before our training finished.   
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, I haven’t seen him since we first returned to the school.  He took his artifact to the Wardens, and things have been quiet since then.  I thought for sure someone would come here to lecture me about bringing Dreea back with us, but no one has said much of anything.  We get some odd looks when we go out for meals, but other than that it has been peaceful.  It feels like the calm in the middle of a storm.”  I sighed and leaned back some, which I found actually pushed me back into Dreea. She leaned into me as well.  It was comfortable, so I didn’t bother to shift.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m eager to be on the move again.  I don’t like it here.”  I added after a moment of thought.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Linna gave a nod.  “I feel the same way.  I’ve never thought of this place as ‘home.’  I just want to be out exploring again, working and helping people.”  She was still smiling easily, though it had a vaguely haunted look about it.  “I’m trying to become a knight.  They run errands like the ones we’ve been doing, and they get to fight the Way out on the front line.  They seem like the most important branch of the Wardens.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It made me just a little sad that Linna wanted to join the war effort.  I was still having difficulty seeing the Way as a threat, though I supposed that might have been because I’d never faced them in battle.  They were still so far away.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m probably going to work as a scout.  I want to explore new things, go to strange places.”  As I said these words, I wondered when it had gone from a nebulous goal to the one I would actually work towards.  That was a big change, and not one that I’d ever really thought about, not thoroughly. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ve heard that it’s dangerous.  Korva seems to know a lot about them.”  Linna’s attention was piqued.  “They also don’t take many people.  I have to admit, the idea appealed to me for a bit, but it feels like there is more . . . I don’t know, like I can interact with others more if I become a knight.  I think I just really want to stay connected, and I’m not sure I want the burden that comes with working entirely on my own.  I like having my orders to fall back on, but scouts stay away for such a long time.  It’s actually a bit frightening.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I laughed a little and smiled at Linna.  “You’re afraid of choice?  Linna, you’re the bravest woman I’ve ever met.”
    

    
      
    

    
      She just grinned and shrugged.  “Really I’m not, Lil.  I’m just very good at pretending.”  Her face grew a bit more serious.  “All of our training, especially at the end, it felt like I was fighting for my life constantly.  I always felt uncertain.  I think now that I’m Warden I just want to have certainty in my day to day existence.  I want a direction; goals I can see and feel.  Maybe that will change at some point, but right now a little bit of predictability sounds wonderful.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Predictability, I had to admit, didn’t seem like such a terrible problem to have.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We talked for another hour or so, and then Linna excused herself.  I watched her go with a small twinge of longing for old times.  Talking to her again made me feel like I was still here to learn, still striving to become a Warden.  Our conversation had made me feel like I might turn a corner at any moment and be face to face with Zark again.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You seem sad.”  Dreea’s voice dispelled the fog of memories.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked over at her and tried to make myself seem less worn by the past.  “I am a little.  Being back here reminds of a lot of things.  This place, the Wardens, they aren’t what the stories say they are.  Becoming one of us is a long path, and it’s painful.”  On impulse I quickly added, “You can travel with me as long as you want, Dreea.  You don’t have to become a Warden if you decide it doesn’t suit you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea smiled, her tail swishing at her back.  “Thank you, Lillin.  I am thinking on this.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I hoped she would think long and hard, and in the end she would decide that her fate was better going any other direction.  I’d lost enough friends already.  
    

    
      
    

    
      13.2
    

    
      
    

    
      I left Dreea sleeping in the room and snuck out on my own.  It was a sudden compulsion that drove me, and one that I didn’t intend to embrace at first, but some morbid curiosity won out over the rational part of my mind that told me I would be better off leaving such things as they were.  Besides, it was early yet, and though Dreea had fallen to sleep fast enough, my mind refused to to settle for the evening.  
    

    
      
    

    
      My course was an easy one.  I’d done some snooping the day before and discovered that students who became golems were honored for their sacrifice, unwilling as it was.  There was a small shrine setup in a courtyard near the back exit of the school.  It was called the Grove of Sentinels and not many knew its exact purpose.  During the early years of the golem program, one of the men involved had requested it be built.  He’d insisted that no one should serve the Wardens onto their own demise and not be honored in some small way.  There had been resistance to the idea.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Many Wardens of the time believed that this memorial would shed light on the secret the golems represented, but some of them felt that the inherent sacrifice of the men and women who became golems was enough that they deserved some recognition.  They did.  They deserved more than any small memorial would ever offer them, but this would have to do.  Once I knew of the grove’s existence, I needed to see it for myself.  I needed to say goodbye to Ori properly, to see that someplace she would be remembered.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I’d stumbled upon the existence of the grove quite unintentionally.  I was looking for Zarkov.  I’d wanted to find where he was laid to rest, but soon enough discovered that was a place beyond my current reach.  While searching, though, I came across mentions of the Grove of Sentinels, and then it had taken me several trips to the school’s libraries to search the old histories.  The mentions of the creation of the grove were vague, but by piecing together six different accounts of the debates regarding the place, and with the knowledge I had from speaking with Ghoul in the past, I finally pieced together the truth.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The grove had been constructed in a lightly trafficked area, and the small public yard was open at all times of day to those who wished to find some peace among the trees.  For those who didn’t know what they were looking at, the place would just seem like one of the school’s many hidden courtyards.
    

    
      
    

    
      It didn’t take me long to reach the door.  It was an unassuming thing, with a small plaque to one side that read, “Here we remember the sentinels who watch and protect us all.  Let not one of them be forgotten for the honor of their sacrifice.”  It was vague enough that most wouldn’t understand what it meant.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I hesitated a moment, a wave of uncertainty bubbling up inside of me as I considered whether or not I really wanted to enter this glade of sad memories, but then I turned the handle and stepped out into the small wooded area.  It was well kept, the grass short and neat where it wound like a ribbon through the small collection of trees.  I wasn’t sure what I had expected, but it took me a little to figure out how things were arranged.  There were no statues, or grave markers.  Of course that made sense since there would be no graves for those who became golems.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Some of the trees had circles of stone around them, and some didn’t.  I went to one of the trees with a circle at its base and walked around it until I came across a small metal nameplate set upon the stone.  “Camill Yevaldi.  She stands forever.”  Once I found that one it was easier to find others, but there were so many of them.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I was caught up in the act of walking from stone circle to stone circle, lost in the reading of forgotten names.  I barely noticed when I almost walked directly into someone else.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lillin?”  A familiar voice startled me and I took a defensive step back before my heart slowed and I realized who it was.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Shina?”  I was very surprised to come across her there.  I didn’t even know she was allowed into this part of the school.  She wasn’t a Warden, though she was an incredibly skilled woman.  Her ability with weapons, and her gift to determine what weapons others would be good with had made her incredibly valuable during the training process.  I hadn’t seen her since I started the second part of the Warden training.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Of course, I also knew that this short, powerful woman with her almost too large chest had been very close with Ori, and it was with that knowledge that I knew exactly why she was here.  
    

    
      
    

    
      She had apparently put things together as well, though it was probably easier from her perspective.  “You came to see Ori?”  She asked softly, and then added. “You know?”  That seemed like a double edged question.  Was she asking if I knew what had happened to Ori, or was she asking if I knew what had been between the two of them?  Either way, I did know, and it was really only the first question that seemed dangerous anymore.  Wardens loved their secrets.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I gave a single nod.  “I know, but how do you know?”  I had to ask.   
    

    
      
    

    
      Her smile was small and mostly sad.  “I watched her so closely.  When she . . . when her course through the school ended I couldn’t find her.  I looked everywhere, then one day I found a note outside my door.  It explained things, and it told me to come here if I wanted to say goodbye.”
    

    
      
    

    
      She gave a shrug.  “I have friends who are Wardens.  They let me in at night to come here.  I figured one of them must have wanted me to know what had happened.”  Her eyes looked glassy even beneath the stars.  The moon was bright that night, and it made the sadness in her features so easy to read.  She nodded towards a nearby stone circle.  “Her name is here.”  She said, and then she walked that way.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I followed after her, wondering who had written her that note.  Who knew about Ori?  There weren’t a great many people that it could be.  I could think of one, but would Ghoul have done something like that?  He would be in so much trouble if anyone ever found out.  Of course, Ghoul seemed to love the idea of getting in trouble.  He was erratic at the best of times.  It had probably been him.  He might have done it as a small gesture of goodwill to me, one that he hadn’t even bothered to mention.  He might have also done it just because it tickled his fancy, or because some small part of him was actually yet a good person.
    

    
      
    

    
      We reached the stone and I read the name on it.  I didn’t even recognize her last name. I’d only heard her full first name maybe once in my life, so I barely recognized what I was reading.  “Orianna Triveo.  She stands forever.”  I knelt down next to the stone and ran my fingers over the metal on the name place. It had a shine to it that the older ones didn’t.  The tree it surrounded was young, but it looked like one that would grow to be massive one day.  Some of the trees the earliest circles surrounded were monoliths, though a few had withered with time.  That was a sad thing to see.
    

    
      
    

    
      Shina sat down on the stone, slumping as though her body had given out.  “I knew it couldn’t last.  I’ve been teaching here for years, and I know how things are in the training, but Ori was . . . she was incredible.  Everything about her was so good, strong.”  She gave a small laugh.  “Even when she ended up with the damned sword it was just perfect for her.  I believed, I really believed, that she’d make it all the way.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I wasn't sure what to say exactly, how to make Shina hurt less.  I saw in her an echo of the pain I felt with Zarkov.  “I thought she’d make it too.  I always looked up to her.  She was what I wanted to be all the way through training.  When I found out she’d fallen I couldn’t believe it.  For a while I thought it meant I couldn’t make it either.  I miss her.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Shina nodded and wiped at her face.  “I miss her too, but I’m happy that someone else remembers her.  I’m happy she had a good friend.  She didn't make friends easily.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I laughed a bit at that.  Shina really did know Ori well, but of course she did.  “She didn’t make it easy, but it was worth the trouble.”  I smiled at the other woman.  “She was one of only two people I trusted and called a friend here.”  This brought Zarkov back to the forefront of my thoughts.  There were others I knew, that I’d laughed with or survived with, but it had always been those two.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Shina smiled too, but the expression faded as she looked back at the nameplate.  “The other one didn’t make it either?”  She asked.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I shook my head.  “No, he didn’t make it either.  Very few ever do.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Too few.”  Shina added, an edge of bitterness to her voice.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I could only nod.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We sat and talked well into the night.  We remembered, we smiled, and we cried.
    

    
      
    

    
      13.3
    

    
      
    

    
      I was at the school for four more days before someone finally came to tell me what was to happen next, and it wasn’t Arthos.  I had seen nothing of him at all since we’d first arrived.  It was Korva who came speak with me.  I had not seen her since just after the water test.  She’d been the first Warden to come while I’d been waiting for them to decide what to do in the wake of that tragedy.  I hadn’t exactly been kind to her at the time, and I carried some guilt from that into this new encounter.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Korva.”  I greeted her with a nod of my head as I stepped back from the door to allow her entrance into my rooms.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lillin.”  She wore a warm and open expression as she followed in after me.  “How are you taking to your training?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well enough.”  I answered, uncertain why Korva had come to see me at all.  I’d figured she wouldn’t really want to call on me socially, not after that first visit.  “I’m surprised to see you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’ll be seeing more of me for a while. I’m going to be training you for the next part of your education.  Arthos gave a good report of your development.  He said he believes you’ll make a fine knight.”  Her faded red hair was just past shoulder length and tied back with a green ribbon.  In life, I thought, she must have looked as though her head was one fire, because even dimmed her hair was bright.  Her eyes were probably blue at one time, though now they were just a light gray.  A part of me wondered what she’d looked like before all of this, but a much larger part of me was focused on something more important.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What happened to Arthos?”  I asked, cutting to the heart of the matter.  I’d told him I wanted to be a scout, and yet he’d recommended me for the knights.  He’d either assessed my skills and found me better suited to the knights, or he’d intentionally decided to deny me what I’d been working towards.  I didn’t want to suspect that latter, but Arthos had not been acting himself when last I’d seen him.  I had to suppress my bitterness. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Arthos has been reassigned.  He isn't handling training anymore.”  She explained.  “He is heading up a team of researchers who wish to study the phenomenon that occurred on your last mission.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “So that’s it, then?  I won’t see Arthos anymore?”  I was surprised at that.  It felt like my earlier training all over again.  People came and went.  It was like he was just gone.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not for a while at least.  We’ve been given a first mission, and it’s going to take us away from here for quite a long time.  I’m going to help you learn to focus your Will more acutely, and we’re going to take your friend to our school in the Expanse.  They’ve decided that she has shown the Will to enter if she wishes.”  Korva smiled at me, and then over my shoulder at Dreea as well.  Dreea had been quiet this whole time.  She tended to be around new people, and I thought it might be because she was a little embarrassed by her speech. It was clear and her general grammar was improving greatly, but her vocal chords made for a deep and hard voice, one with some growl to it.  I’d found that I liked the sound of her deep, gravelly tone, but it made her stand out, and Dreea didn’t like to stand out.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It will be her choice, though?”  I pressed on my friend’s behalf.  “If we get there and she doesn’t wish to join the school, she won’t be conscripted?”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva shook her head.  “Oh, no, that’s not how that school works.  Those who train there want to do so.”  She looked at Dreea.  “Whether you choose to train there or not will be your decision when we arrive.  The journey, though, is a long one and there is much to be learned along the way.  This is also about training you, Lillin.  Things grew hectic for you and Arthos and your training suffered a bit for it, but this trip won’t be quite as eventful. We’ll have plenty of time to hone your skills.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I felt a small surge of anger at that.  I didn’t want a less eventful journey.  I wanted answers, and I didn't want to just be handed off like a burden that one person was done carrying.  Still, it wasn’t Korva’s fault this was happening.  She was making an effort in all of this, and that was really the most I could hope for.  I nodded.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I intend to be a scout.”  I told her firmly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      She gave a nod and the corner’s of her mouth lifted a bit.  “That’s a hard path to travel.  Arthos report mentioned you showed a desire for the field, but he steadfastly recommended you become a knight.  You’ll need to master your Will before they’ll even consider assigning you as a scout.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Then that is what I’ll do.”  I answered, my conviction settling in firmly.  It still felt strange to pursue this goal so fiercely when I was only doing so because Ghoul had told me that was what I should do, but it felt like the right goal for me.  Maybe I was losing my mind, or maybe Ghoul really had bent my Will to his, but I intended to be a scout.  “When are we leaving?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We leave tomorrow, just after dawn.  Your kea has already returned to the stables, and she is apparently still bonded to you, so we’ll pick her up on the way out.  Get anything done that you want to today.  We likely won’t be back here for a few months at the best.  The Expanse is, well, expansive.  We’ll be traveling for a long time.”  She laughed at her own little joke about the Expanse, an honest sounding interlude that made me smile despite my dour mood.
    

    
      
    

    
      I felt a surge of excitement that Zara was alive and well.  I hadn’t had much time to think of her after Arthos told me she’d find her way back here, but knowing that she was alright did help ease my conscience about leaving her behind in the first place.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ll be ready.  I don’t have much to do here anymore.”  I replied, wishing we could just leave that night.  There was nothing left for me at the school, and if Arthos wasn't going to keep me with him, then I really had no reason to stay in this place.  Linna had been nice to see, but it all brought back memories that I didn’t want to keep wrapped around me.  I missed Zarkov keenly.  I missed Ori, staying up and talking to her about what the future might hold, and I felt some closure from speaking with Shina.  Mostly I felt alone, though I turned and saw Dreea still near, and that eased some of that loneliness.  She could never replace those lost friends.  You never replaced someone lost.  Even if another could help fill the void left behind, they were a person unto their own, and never a replacement.
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva departed, leaving a requisitions sheet for me that I would take to the outfitter before leaving in the morning, and then I sat down on the edge of the bed and turned to Dreea.  “Is it alright if I talk to you about . . . about my friends?”  I was almost afraid to ask.  I wasn’t sure it was appropriate, or how she would react, but it had been four days since I’d talked with Shina, and I still had much to say, especially about Zarkov. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea nodded.  “You can talk with me about anything you wish.  I listen well.  I have good ears for listening.”  She smiled and flicked her ears, which made me laugh, and it felt good to laugh.  I crawled up into the bed and gestured for her to join me.  Dreea hopped onto the soft surface and scrambled across to lay down next to me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I leaned into her.  She was warm, firm and safe.  I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  Then, for the first time in a long, long time, I began to tell my whole story, and the story of the friends I’d lost along the way.  All of it, including the most secret parts.  
    

    
      
    

    
      When morning came, Dreea and I rose and headed to the outfitting department to gather our things.  We both got a pack stocked with travel supplies and a few essentials, and then we were moving out.  I felt closer to my willifen companion then I ever had before.  After I’d told her of my life, she’d told me more about hers.  She’d talked of her sister and “Friend,” how they’d grown to love each other, and how that had made her feel as though she didn’t quite belong there with them.  She spoke of how afraid she’d been when the other willifen had come and things had changed.  They’d wanted to live differently, and had been unhappy about the proficiency with the human language that Dreea had attained.  She talked of longing for little ones of her own, and of having to fight off advances by the males that were mean, violent, and prone to taking what they wanted.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Her life had been easier than mine in some ways, and much harder in others.  Her story was one of never quite finding a place to fit in.  She wasn’t really welcome amongst the willifen, and she was always the outsider with “Friend.” It was all interesting, and just a bit sad.  Though we’d both had sad stories to tell, we agreed that it felt better to have told them, to have at least one person we could confide in.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We were headed down the tunnel through the wall, on our way to the stable, when a figure stepped out of the clinging shadows along the wall and blocked our path.  I almost drew weapons on him before my eyes caught the familiar dark smile that I’d come to associate with the man.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ghoul.”  I said his name, the word cold on my tongue.  I was never sure how I felt about him.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Warden Lillin.”  He answered, bowing his head a moment.  “You’ve come far, done well.  I heard you were returned and I wanted to see you again.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “
      Compelled
       to see me once more?”  I asked dryly, not really in the mood for this meeting.  I certainly didn’t hate the man.  I didn’t really believe he’d used his Will to force me to make the decisions I’d made, but he was always just a bit unsettling.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, not compelled this time.  I just wanted to.  I thought we should meet once more before things start to fall apart.”  He laughed in that terrible way that he often did.  “Things are changing, Lillin.  The dark is bleeding in faster, rushing towards us quickly.  I suspect you know why.  I’m fairly certain it followed you here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      A cold tingling sensation ran through my body. “I don’t know what you mean.”
    

    
      
    

    
      His burst of laughter was loud.  “You’re getting better.  I might have almost believed you that time.  Lying is so unbecoming, though.”  He clicked his tongue.  “Arthos, he brought something back through the door, something that wasn’t supposed to come here.  I felt it the moment it arrived.  It is like the force that draws a compass needle, only what it draws is something dark and damning.  I don’t wish to be like the mad men on the streets crying out that the end is coming, but we both know the end is coming, Lillin.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You can’t be certain of that.  You’ve been hearing dark whispers for years.”  I replied, though in the pit of my stomach I feared his words were right.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Ghoul shrugged.  “We’ve been having this conversations for a while now.  Each time you try to deny what I’m telling you, and each time things progress as I’ve warned.  There is no point in lying to ourselves here. We’re on the cusp of something terrible, and there is a force driving the two of us.  It has forced us into the dark, but I don’t know why.  I don’t know what it wants, but here we are.  We both know things have taken a turn for the worse.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I sighed but nodded anyway. “Arthos wouldn’t listen to me.  We should have left that artifact where it was.  I don’t even know what it is, but from the time he saw it there was no leaving it behind.  That place we were stuck in was pushing us to take the cursed thing the entire time we were there, and he just stumbled into it like he couldn’t see how obvious it all was.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It twisted his mind.  Confused him.”  Drea said, drawing Ghoul’s eyes for the first time.  He looked a bit surprised, as though he hadn’t noticed she was there at all.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’ve made a new friend, Lillin.”  He noted, eyes amused.  “Oh, I like this one.”  He seemed to see more than just the surface with his black streaked eyes.  “What is your name, dear?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m Dreea.”  She answered, her voice steady despite the unnerving nature of the man in front of her.  Of course, I thought, she only knew his deeds through my words.  She’d never seen the darkness in him first hand.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Dreea.”  He repeated her name, nodding to himself.  “I am Ghoul.  I’m a comrade of Lillin’s, though we don’t speak often.  She needs strong friends.  She needs the strongest friends.  Will you be strong for her, watch her when she is out in the world?”
    

    
      
    

    
      His words were strange, and I opened my mouth to tell him as much, but  Dreea spoke first.  “Yes, I will watch Lillin.  I will stand beside her when she needs me.”  There was strength and conviction in her voice, the kind that felt like it was born of Will, though I felt no stirring of power.  
    

    
      
    

    
      For some reason this made me blush a bit.  “You don’t have to agree to such things.”  I told her, though I was smiling at the gesture.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea nodded.  “I do.  This is what good friends do.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Ghoul looked pleased.  “Good!  You can never have too many friends.  I mean, most people can’t. Friends make you stronger, add their strength to your own.   I don’t keep friends myself.  This place doesn’t harbor such kinships, and I have no life beyond these walls anymore.”  His tone had gotten darker as he’d gone on.  “I’m not sure how much life I have within these walls either.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You could leave here if you wanted.”  I told him, not really understanding what he meant by all of that.  “Maybe you should try teaching for a while.  Certainly there are enough golems in the school.”
    

    
      
    

    
      His laughter was sharp and harsh.  “There are never enough, and they won’t let me leave here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “They?”  I asked, not certain how the Wardens could keep him locked up here.  He was a Warden.  He was powerful.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “They.”  He repeated, and I was keenly aware that he wasn’t going to embellish that.  “It’s important to many that I stay here.  Maybe that’s why we met.  There are things that need to be done out there, but I can’t go.”  He sighed heavily, almost theatrically, and his expression settled into one of near exhaustion  “Maybe.  I can’t really tell anymore.  Whispers, dreams, visions.  I don’t know what any of it means anymore, Lillin.  I’m tired.  Sometimes I think that what I do here has eaten away at my sanity to the point that I am all madness and Will with nothing left between.  Sometimes I feel like I’m part of a great purpose for good, and others I feel like I’m at the reigns of a great wyrm set upon devouring the world.”
    

    
      
    

    
      In that moment I felt sorry for Ghoul.  He seemed deeply disturbed and sad.  He seemed lonely in a profound way, one that I couldn’t even begin to understand.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You should leave here.”  I told him more firmly.  “Maybe no one wants to let you leave, but that doesn’t mean you can’t just escape.  If it’s true, and I think it is, that something bad is coming, you should just walk out of this place.  No one can stop you if you really want to go.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The King could stop me.”  He said quickly.  “He has a terrible Will, Lillin.  You’ve never met him, few Wardens have met him one on one, but I have.  His  orders come down and we obey, because if you disobey him he will crush you.  We talk a great deal of the Iron Will, but it’s difficult to express how strong that Will is.  When he speaks, you do what he tells you.  He exudes command in a way that is inhuman.”  Ghoul grinned darkly.  “I know why.  We’re not supposed to talk about it, Lillin, but I know why he is as he is now.  Secrets.  Do you want to know a secret?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Tension had risen in the air.  The room felt small and close, though really it was quite large.  Ghoul seemed to loom over both of us in the space.  I found myself nodding, though.  I wanted this secret.  I was a fool for wanting to know, and always had been, but I needed this information.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “When the Blackened came back from touching the Everburn they had become monsters inside.  The flame consumed them and what returned was barely human.  They did what needed doing, but then they turned their darkness upon the people around them.  They subjugated and broke everyone who dared come close to them.  The Wardens rallied together, and then we rallied every single human body willing to stand and fight.  The war that came of this was immense.  Millions died here.  Millions.  I don’t think you understand how profound this battle was.  There were so few of them, the Blackned, and yet they were like unto gods.  Worse, we couldn’t kill them.  Instead we restrained them with all of the force we could muster, built small prisons of steel and rock, and forced the Blackened into them.  Then, with them sealed away, we pushed the prisons through a doorway to the furthest ends of reality, to the same place we sent the Everburn.  Then it had to be sealed from the other side, the prisons expelled into the void.  Someone had to go and do this, so we sent one of the strongest remaining of us.  His name was Kelendon.  He volunteered, and we sent him off to die, but that didn’t happen.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We sealed the doors after him and thought the problem gone for good, but Kelendon returned of his own power, ripping open a gate through reality that allowed him to cross back.  At first many of us were happy he was back.  We were astounded at his show of Will, but it was soon evident that he was a changed man.  He was darker inside, and full of an impenetrable Will. He wasn’t like the Blackened, nothing like those who’d bathed in Everburn and returned, but he was still changed.  He hadn’t been suffused in the fires, but it had scorched him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “He seized power from what was left of us.  There were two thousand living people at that time.  That was all that remained of humanity here.  Kelendon took us and shaped us, began building Black Mark and reestablishing humans.  He rewrote our histories, and changed things to suit himself.  We fell in line because it seemed that his decisions made sense.  His Iron Will, as he called it, was allowing us to survive the tragedy that had nearly destroyed us.  The truth is, though, that Kelendon was and is dangerous.  He isn’t fully human, but he isn’t quite a thing of the Everburn either.  He cares little for the people of this world. He just pushes us to grow and expand.  He would have done so unrestrained by the world if not for the rise of the Way.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Ghoul sighed and shrugged. “The King and his Iron Will are a force that cannot be resisted, Lillin.  Even the Way will be worn down if he is given enough time, but I fear that something far worse than King Kelendon is coming.  Something worse than what Everburn was, what the Blackened were, they were a fragment of something larger and more vile.  That something is what is coming next.  It is seeping from one world to another, and now it has a key into ours.  It could creep at the edges before, but now it’s coming.  The black puddles have dried up, and something has changed in the golems.  It all started when you came back.  Time is trickling away from us.”
    

    
      
    

    
      For a while after he finished speaking I couldn’t help but sit there in stunned silence.  Ghoul’s little lesson was a piece of history I’d never heard, and the revelation that the black liquid was just gone now didn’t set well at all.  That the golems were changing on top of everything else felt like too much to comprehend when laid before me at one time.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do the Wardens know about the black liquid?  How will you make more golems?  Is this . . . is it all my fault?”  I had so many questions, the last of which was the one that concerned me the most embarrassingly enough, but I was worried for Ghoul too.  He made golems.  That was what Ghoul did.  I wasn’t certain how he could continue his work without the ichor beneath the school, and what purpose would the Warden’s find in him if he couldn’t?  I wasn’t exactly certain this was all a bad thing.  Not being able to produce golems might be seen as a good turn of events, but what these changes might portend worried me a great deal.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “The others know.”  He said, and I thought I detected some unease.  “They believe it’s a result of the thing Arthos brought back with him.  They think it is some kind of weapon, or something that can be used like a weapon.  I’ve been instructed to determine another way to construct golems, but that is folly.  There is no other way to create what they want.  Yes, my Will does go into making them, but the black liquid, the Will of the Pit, as I like to call it sometimes, that is what binds them to life.  It is what makes them obedient and animate.  Only real darkness can suppress humanity with such pure malevolence.”  He chuckled darkly at this, one of his strange, almost satirical, laughs.  “They might as well have asked me to make a windmill without wind, or a water wheel without water.  I can build the bits, and I can craft the engine, but there is nothing left to power that engine.  They don’t understand because they never understood what it was that I did when I created the golems.  They saw the art, but knew nothing of the medium.  And no, Lillin, this isn’t your fault.  This was bound to happen.  You were unfortunate enough to be there when it did, or maybe fortunate in that you know what is happening.  I haven’t decided whether everything has a purpose, whether fate rules us all, or if everything is just random chance.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      He shrugged and let out a long sigh.  “The dark has been getting closer to all of this time, even before you were born.  You bare no responsibility.  I’m not sure Arthos does either, even if it was his direct folly that brought us here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I felt a bit of relief at that, though guilt still nagged at me.  I thought it was likely that it always would.  “Maybe it’s for the better that the golems can’t be made anymore.”  I said, trying to push my thoughts in a different direction.  “They are terrible things, Ghoul.”  I told him firmly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He shrugged his shoulders again and chuckled.  “They are, but they were my purpose.  They were that which I pursued all of my life, and now I have nothing.  I’m not yet sure how to go on from here.  I will play at doing as they’ve asked me, I suppose.  They still need me for the other golems.  They know that.  Those that exist are tied to me.  There is no telling what would happen if I ceased to be. They might break free of the shackles that bind them, or they might just fall apart where they stand.  If they decided to attack the Wardens, then there would be trouble, but as long as I am connected to them, they won’t be a threat.”  He frowned.  “Hopefully.  We could destroy them eventually, but not with any ease.  They are very powerful.  They have always been very powerful.  Almost Wardens, but tied down by my Will.”
    

    
      
    

    
      This caught my attention keenly.  “Would they become who they were before if they were freed?”  Could Ori come back in some form?  
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes flashed for just a moment, but then he was shaking his head.  “Lillin. I know what you’re thinking, but that is a very bad idea.  The suffering those things live in . . . “  He shook his head.  “You don’t want them free of the bindings they’re placed under.  They are still the people they once were, but they are those people after unending suffering for the extent of the time they’ve been in those shells.  If you think that I am mad, then you know nothing of the minds that exist in those steel bodies.  My experiments have proven that they are best left as they are.  At least, best for those of us as we are now.  I can only imagine the wrath with which they would attack us if cut loose.”  He hesitated a moment, as though he’d had a different thought, something else had occurred to him for a fleeting moment, but then he just smiled and the thought seemed to pass.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Maybe the Wardens deserve that wrath.”  I said firmly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ghoul nodded.  “Of course we do.  We all deserve that and much worse.  We are built on the bodies of our friends and allies.  There is not a one of us who is innocent of stepping over the weak to become strong, but we serve a purpose.  The Wardens do good, even if they are not inherently good. If we were to be wiped out, or if we were to lose a substantial number of our people, this world would fall into chaos.  The Way would push across the Expanse and war would take hold in every major city.  Millions and millions of innocent people would die, bandits would run free in the countryside, and I don’t believe the golems would stop killing at just the Wardens.  Some of them, the ones trapped within those shells for too long, would have nothing left but a loathing for those that were human and untouched.  They would kill and destroy as long as they continued to move.  The Wardens are terrible, Lillin, but the void left by our passing will be filled with destruction.”  He paused again a moment.  “Would that I might undo a fraction of what I have done . . . “
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes shimmered as he gave me a crooked smile. “Soon none of this will matter anyway.  Like I said, something is coming, and it is malevolent and driven by no desire greater than the spread of pure chaos.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “How do you know that for certain?”  I felt compelled to ask.  I was also concerned, and I also felt a sense of impending darkness looming, but what made it more than just a bad feeling?  Why did he believe it with such a certainty?  
    

    
      
    

    
      “If you put your ear to a door you can hear the voices in the next room over.  Well, my ear has been against the door for a long time, Lillin, and for awhile I knew all the voices talking from the other side, but now something else is speaking, and this new voice is getting closer and easier to hear.  Wardens have long sat at the door, waiting and watching.  Blackened, girl, we have toyed with the door, opening and closing it as we want as though that wouldn’t attract notice, but it did! The dark didn’t find us until we began playing with those portals, but it knows we’re here now.  It knows, and it wants to join us.  Now it has a way.  It’s coming.  Everyone can feel it, but some won’t know what they’re feeling. Some can sense it more keenly than others.”  He touched the point between his eyes.  “Some can see that the shadows are alive, and others just see shadows.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “If this is true, then what do we do?”  Dreea asked, she’d been quiet for most of this conversation, which was something she often did around strangers, and Ghoul was not only new to her, but he was as strange as anyone we’d met.  I couldn’t blame her for not having much to say.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “There is nothing to be done.  I’m not sure there is an enemy to fight here.  It would be like fighting the sun.  It will rise despite what we might try and do.  This darkness has found it’s time and I don’t know what we can do about that.”  Ghoul’s response was bleak and foreboding.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What if we stole the item Arthos brought and took it through a door?  We could put it somewhere else.”  I was trying to find an answer.  I refused to believe that things were hopeless. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “That might slow what is happening, but I don’t think it would stop events from grind on.  It might be too late for that now.  The retreat of the Will of the Pit, that’s a sign that things have already progressed.  Whatever it is, whatever twisting force has been seeking us out, it is already here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      In a far firmer tone he went on.  “I think it is far better that you get away from this place.  Become strong, as strong as you can.  You’ll need to be stronger than any of us.  I still believe you need to find a path as a scout.  There are places you need to go, and things you must yet see.  Maybe that is the way you will save us.”  His expression faltered some.  “Or maybe I’m just insane still.  I’m not sure it’s becoming a scout at all that you need, maybe just being on that path, or maybe . . . no, I’m not sure.”  His expression faltered into one of confusion.
    

    
      
    

    
      I felt bad for him in that moment.  “Alright, Ghoul.  If that is what you think is best then I will continue on my path.  I will learn what I can.”  In the back of my mind I was already plotting how I might find that thing Arthos brought here and get it away.  It had to be possible.  I could take it with me when I left, and then find a place to throw it.  No one would ever find it, and it would be away from our world.  I just had to figure out how to open the doors.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lillin, I can see your mind working.  You’re not good at hiding things from me.”  Ghoul said.  “Leave the thing Arthos brought here alone.  It’s in a place you can’t go right now.  They wouldn’t let someone of your rank anywhere near it, and if you took it they’d know very quickly.  If you can’t hide the truth from me, how would you hide it from those trained to look for such things?”
    

    
      
    

    
      A scowl creased my expression.  “I don’t like it when you do that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do what, read you like print on a scroll?  Perhaps if you were better at keeping your emotions in check I wouldn’t be able to do that.”  Ghoul smiled, and it didn’t seem quite as dark as most of his expression.  “We’ve known each other for a little while now.  You have gotten better at hiding things, but your face is still telling when you’re trying to lie.  I can see the hints of your fibbing, the same ones I remember from three years ago.  When you’ve been alive as long as I have that isn’t so very long at all.  I remember clearly.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      My cheeks flushed a bit in embarrassment. “Then there is nothing for it at all?  I just continue my training like nothing has changed?”  Exasperation touched my voice against my ability to try and restrain it.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “That is all there is for us to do.”  Ghoul’s reply wasn’t what I wanted, but there was nothing new about that.  I was trapped on a path again.  
    

    
      
    

    
      13.3
    

    
      
    

    
      Leaving the school behind once more was as much a relief as it was a source of trepidation.  I was happy to see the walls fade into the distance, and to have the memories of all I’d encountered there begin to dwindle, but I was still leaving what had become my home.  This time I was also leaving behind Arthos and the mystery of the strange item we’d brought back through the door.  That worried me, even if there was still no clear evidence that things had changed.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I had it on Ghoul’s word that the black muck had retreated, but that was hard to see as a bad thing.  I should have been less worried than I was.  I was under new tutelage, and the only thing I needed to occupy myself with was learning to use my Will more effectively.  That was the only responsibility I had.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva led us out of the school much the same way we’d gone with Arthos.  I was more than pleased to find Zara waiting for me when we reached the stables.  She’d already been prepared for travel, and was very eager to see me again.  If the bond between us had weakened at all, I couldn’t tell.  Apparently she’d refused two other Wardens since returning, something that really didn’t happen that often.  Korva thought it had to do with the raw force of my Will.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You may well have permanently bent that one to you.”  She noted with a slow nod of her head, as though she was confirming this for herself as she spoke.  “They say you have a particularly powerful Will about you, and I can certainly see that in your bond with the Kie.  We’ll have to work hard to allow you to focus that.  It’s rare that raw power is what you need in any situation, not when it comes to Will.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That began the lectures.  I’d through we would spend much more time actually working on physical practice, but Korva seemed intent upon helping me understand the nature of Will, and the theories behind how it was controlled.  She was a very different teacher from Arthos who’d loved to just throw tasks at me.  I wondered what he was doing, or if he’d managed to gather his senses back to him since returning.  I didn’t like that I had been unable to see him before being sent away.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We traveled for two weeks before reaching the edge of the Expanse.  In that time I was lectured on so many different intricacies of Will that it felt like I was in school all over again.  The exercises we did were nothing likes the ones I’d worked on with Arthos.  We didn't spin rocks, or juggle sticks.  Instead I picked up individual threads of different colors on command, lifting them and putting them back down, changing their order, and then trying to tie them into knots with just my Will.  That one stopped me.  Picking them up was hard enough, especially without disturbing all of the threads laid out in front of me, but actually tying them was more difficult still.  
    

    
      
    

    
      While I fought with this seemingly insurmountable task, Dreea kept up a steady discourse with Korva, her speech getting clearer, and her questions focusing on the nature of Will and it’s application.  She was like a dry sponge exposed to water for the first time.  She took in everything she could.  The line of her questions worried me.  It made me think she was still strongly considering becoming a Warden.  I didn’t want her to pursue that goal.  It was selfish of me, but I didn’t want her to go away, or to start something that could be so dangerous.
    

    
      
    

    
      One night, as we made camp and Korva slipped off to gather wood and herbs for tea, I sat down near Dreea, knots in my belly.  “How are you doing?”  I asked, afraid to get directly to the topic that I really wanted to discuss.  
    

    
      
    

    
      She smiled and nodded. “I am doing well, Lillin.  I have learned much, and I like traveling with you and Korva.  She is smart and nice.  She answers my questions, and I think she sees me as a person, not as an animal.”  Dreea had changed outfits after we left the school.  She was wearing clothes much like a warden would, though not in the shades of gray, and with no insignia.  Her clothes were green and black mostly, pants and a shirt.  She even wore a binding for her chest over her upper breasts, the only set that really protruded to any degree.  She seemed eager to be seen the same as anyone else.  I wanted her to remain the Dreea that I’d known all along, and it worried me that I could see her changing.  I was afraid, and I wasn’t even sure of what exactly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I thought that it was perhaps unfair of me to desire she remain unchanged, when change was apparently what she wanted.  Well, my desire wasn’t unfair, but pushing her to conform to my desires would be.  Dreea had to be who and what she wanted to be.  However, letting her join the Warden school was like letting her walk into death, or that was how it felt.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The words that fell next from my lips seemed to spring of their own accord.  “Dreea, I don’t want you to become a Warden.”  I spoke firmly, and with a determination that I was surprised to find in my voice.  I wondered if I could use my Will to press this command on her.  I knew how that worked, though it was complicated for me.  It took a finesse I still lacked, and even considering the possibility of doing so made me feel a bit queasy.  Bending someone like that was a terrible thing to do.   
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea’s eyes opened wider in surprise, and her expression slid from her happy, contented one, to one that was clearly upset.  “I don’t understand, Lillin.  I want to become stronger, better, like you.  I want to be accepted as I am.  It is important to me.”  I could tell I’d managed to hurt her with that single sentence, blurted out in a rush of concern.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s dangerous.  The training is very dangerous.  Most of the people who start it don’t survive until the end.”  I tried to explain.  “I don’t want you to do it because I don’t want you to die.  You’re my friend.  You saved my life.  You’re already strong, and I accept you.  You’re a person to me.  Stay with me.  We’ll travel, and explore, and get stronger together.”  It sounded selfish to me as I said it.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea blinked at me, her expression still hurt. “We’ll grow stronger, but you will always be Warden Lillin, and I will always be Dreea the willifen. We won’t be equals.  I cannot stand beside you as I am now, only below.”  Her expression, which I had gotten better at reading, was still confusing to me.  It looked pleading, like there was something she very much wanted from me in that moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re not below me.  You’ve never been below me.  I don’t see things that way at all.”  I blushed a bit darkly and looked down.  “I might have at first, but that was before I got to know you, to understand you.  Please, Dreea, I’ve lost so many friends.  I don’t want to lose you too.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Instead of looking pleased at my words, Dreea gave a soft whimper and her ears laid back. “You don’t believe I can do this?  You think I will fail if I try to become a Warden.”  The first was a question, the other was a statement of realization that seemed to come with a terrible sorrow.
    

    
      
    

    
      Those words struck at a nerve inside of me.  It was as though I was a bell and she’d just swung the clapper.  I’d had to say something incredibly similar to Zarkov once.  He hadn’t believed in me then, and I’d really wanted him to.  Now Dreea was sitting across from me, and that look in her eyes was the one that I knew I’d had in mine when I spoke to Zark.
    

    
      
    

    
      My heart sank.  I wasn't sure whether or not she could handle the training, but if it was what she wanted, should I stand in her way?  “I . . . “  My words faltered.    “Dreea, I just . . .”
    

    
      
    

    
      She stood up and turned away from me.  “I’m going for a walk.  I’ll be back later.”  She said, her voice husky and heavy with emotion.  She took off then, slipping down onto all fours as she went from a walk to a run, vanishing into the woods.  I wasn’t afraid that she’d get lost.  Her nose would always lead her back, but I was afraid she wouldn’t come back.  I should have supported her.  What kind of friend was I?  
    

    
      
    

    
      Well, that was obvious enough.  I was the kind of friend who had lost too many people, the kind who was afraid of losing anyone else.  I was the kind of friend who was confused, and afraid, and not ready to take risks with the people . . . the one person that I had left whom I really cared for.  
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a little while longer before Korva returned carrying a great deal of wood and a pouch full of supplies.  She looked around as she entered the camp.  “Where is Dreea?”
    

    
      
    

    
      She must have seen me wince because she nodded.  “Oh, you two had a bit of a lover’s spat.”  She gave a soft chuckle.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I blushed and shook my head.  “It’s not like that, we’re just friends.  I mean, I’ve never really been with a girl, and she’s not really interested in me like that.”  I somehow managed to stammer over every word in those two short sentences.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva smiled.  “I was joking, Lillin, but you might want to investigate why you were so quick to deny that notion, and why you took it so seriously.”  Before I could respond to any of that, Korva looked out into the woods.  “She’s alright?”
    

    
      
    

    
      My eyes went after and I felt a knot settle in my stomach.  “I think she’s alright.  She . . . “  I found it difficult to find the right words.  “I don’t want her to go through the Warden training, and she believes it’s because I don’t think she’ll make it through.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh,” Korva’s voice was soft.  “And you don’t, of course.  Your experiences have taught you that people you care about will eventually leave you, and it’s usually death that takes them.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I was surprised at how apt her words were.  I gave a nod, almost afraid to speak in that moment, as though doing so would give my fears a life of their own.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You might be right, Lillin, but it’s not your decision.  Dreea needs to decide for herself what she’d like to do, and as her friend you must either stand beside her, or accept that you can’t be close to her anymore.  Dreea is strong, and the other Warden school isn’t like ours was.  It’s still hard, but far fewer of the students die.  Their Wardens aren’t the same as ours, not as powerful in the Will, but they are still strong.  I think Dreea has what is necessary to become a Warden, and I’m not just saying that to ease your worries.  She is stronger and smarter than it seems at first, well, smarter.  Her strength is evident.”  Korva smiled, the expression just a little strange on her pale, deathly features.  All the Wardens seemed to have that problem about them.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea did look strong. Her body was lithe and muscular. Willifen were stronger than humans as a matter of course, but she was strong in other ways too.  I gave a small nod. “You’re right, she is strong, and it’s not her fault I doubt her.  I’m just afraid of losing another friend.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’re all afraid of losing those we love.  It’s how we stay good at heart.  Our training tries to beat that out of us, but Wardens are still people.  Some of us keep more of that than others, but every one of us has loved, and every one of us knows what it means to lose that.”  Korva sighed as she took a seat near the fire.  “I was foolish enough to fall in love with a man who was afraid to love me back.  Now he’s alive and well, but he does everything he can to stay far, far away from me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I was surprised to hear this.  It wasn’t that it seemed impossible to me, or that it felt wrong, but Wardens never talked about this kind of thing.  I came forward and sat nearer the fire myself.  “How do you cope with those feelings?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sometimes I don’t.”  Her voice was a bit pained.  “Sometimes I mourn what might have been and it’s hard to see through those feelings, but mostly I just try to remember that it was wonderful while it lasted.  He was wonderful for my heart, and I get to keep those good times.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I was a bit afraid to ask the next question, but I found that I wanted to know.  “Did he love you back?”
    

    
      
    

    
      She paused for a moment, but then nodded.  “He did, but he is a Warden too, and he saw his feelings for me as a weakness, one that could be exploited.  He asked to be moved to the front line, and then he was gone.  He didn’t say goodbye, at least not in person.  He left a note explaining it all, five handwritten pages telling me that we had to be strong, and our connection took away from that.”  Korva snorted and shrugged.  “He was wrong, of course.  Love can hurt you, but it never takes away from your strength.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Another question slipped into my mind, and I gave it voice as it found its way to my tongue.  “Those who are gone, people you love and they die, do you think they would want us not to feel things again?  Sometimes I feel like having other . . . friends,” Was that the right word?  Well, it was close enough.  “It’s like betraying my friends who have fallen.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well, the thing about real friends, Lillin, is that they want you to be happy.  Even if they’re gone, you have to know that they would have wanted you to go on and be happy.”  Korva answered.  “I have had 
      friends
       in the time since Rendan left.”  She shot me a small, playful smile.  “We’re friends, after all, not just master and apprentice.”  The smile slipped away, and her voice grew more serious.  “It’s okay to care for people again.  It’s okay to love, even if it means you might eventually hurt. Love is accepting vulnerability, but at the reward of finding true solace in someone else.  Love is the most important thing we have.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Quiet settled between us, and I found myself looking out into the forest again.  The Expanse was an untamed wilderness that stretched on and on for a long time.  The paths through it were barely existent at all, and mostly a connection of game trails created by animals.  You navigated by a special kind of compass, or by starlight when it could be seen through the trees.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I was worried for Dreea, but my talk with Korva had left my head in a clearer space.  I would need to support my willifen friend in whatever course she decided to take, even if that meant there was a chance I might lose her. She deserved that from me, and she 
      was
       strong. I needed to give her credit for that.  I’d scolded Zarkov for not believing in me, and I wouldn’t do the same to Dreea.  When she came back, I’d tell her.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea, though, was a long time in returning.  The night wore on and the campfire flickered out.  I was growing increasingly concerned when she finally came quietly back out of the woods, walking on all fours.  I had been laying down when I heard her, but I sat upright as soon as I saw her slip back between the trees.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Dreea?”  I called to her softly as she entered, not wanting to wake Korva who had been asleep for a while.  I knew I didn’t have to be loud.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea’s ears turned to me, and then she stood up and came over, quietly crossing the camp until she reached me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What is it, Lillin?”  She asked softly.  She looked tired, and her eyes seemed a bit red and glossy.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m . . .”  Apologizing wasn’t easy for me.  In fact, Warden training had set a hard edge to my personality, a cruelty and firmness that allowed very little room for compassion.  “I’m sorry, Dreea.”  I forced out the words, and strangely enough, they felt good to say.  “I was wrong to doubt you, wrong not to stand behind whatever choice you make.  You are incredibly strong, and whatever you need to do, I will be your friend and support.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea looked surprised, and her expression and stance softened visibly.  “Thank you.”  She responded after a short moment.  “That means much to me.  Your opinion means much to me.”  She looked out to the other side of the fire where her bedroll had been laid out.  “It is late now.  We should rest before morning.”
    

    
      
    

    
      On impulse I reached out and gently grabbed her arm.  “Dreea, would you . . .”  A flush ran through me, starting in my cheeks and rippling all through my body.  “Would you lay with me for the night?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea’s eyes came back to mine.  They shone in the light reflected by the fire.  She hesitated, looking back at her own bedroll, than over at me again.  Her tail swished once, then twice at her back and she nodded.  “Yes, I will lay with you, but is my watch.  I will need to wake Korva in a few hours.”  She said, and together we slid down beside the fire.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That is fine.  I just . . . “  Instead of going on with words I drew closer to Dreea.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was warm and soft, and having her body pressed next to mine made me feel safe.  I put an arm around her, and she did the same to me, and soon enough we were tucked close together beneath the stars.  I remembered Zarkov, and the memory stung, but in that moment it stung a little less. Laying there with Dreea felt a little like coming home, and that was a feeling I hadn’t had in a very long time.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Sleep found me quickly.
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      The Expanse had well earned its name.  It really did seem to stretch on and on forever.  We traveled for ten weeks through the endless woods, sticking to a path of waypoints set by the Wardens long ago, seeing nothing of modern civilization in all of that time.  My training was increasingly vigorous, both in combat and in my use of the Will.  I was getting better at both. I’d thought my fighting skills were already fine honed, but Korva’s method of teaching stuck with me in a way that Arthos’ hadn’t.  She was firm, but understanding, and she seemed better able to gauge what I was doing wrong and to get me focused in the proper way.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea and I had become closer than before.  We were still just friends, close friends, but we often shared a bedroll, and I’d come to rely on her in a way I hadn’t relied on anyone other than Zarkov.  It was exciting and new, delightful in a way that I had little experience with.  It scared me a great deal knowing that we were getting closer and closer to the Warden school, and closer to the moment where I might have to say goodbye to her, at least for a time.  That just made it more important to savor the time we did have together, short though it was. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Zara made the days of travel go much faster than they might have otherwise.  If it hadn’t been for our kea, I could only imagine we might never have made it through the Expanse at all.  The Expanse, from what I understood of our our history, had once been humanity’s home.  There had been cities and towns spotting the area for a long, long time, but when the skolbala had pushed humanity to the edge of the sea, it had left all of the area destroyed and empty. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The armies of the skol had killed anyone foolish enough to stay behind, and burned most of civilization to the ground.  We passed a few such husks, though they were overgrown to the point of being almost unrecognizable now.  After they were defeated, humanity was forever changed.  We lost our desire to spread out and explore the world.  We concentrated our masses in high population cities, focusing on larger, more fortified establishments that would allow us to come together quickly if necessary.  There were a few villages and towns beyond our cities, and they were slowly spreading now, but the Expanse was what happened when an entire people were forced to change the way their entire way of thinking.  Humanity was living in the shadow of its own defeat.  
    

    
      
    

    
      There were,  of course, settlements beyond the Expanse.  As we’d been taught in school, the cult of The Way had set out to make a place of their own, and they’d crossed the Expanse in the process.  We’d been told that an army was sent after them and eventually destroyed them, though that part I now knew wasn’t true.  Since becoming a Warden certain things regarding our history had been clarified.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The Way had set out, but not because they were chased out.  They set out because they saw the Will as a tyranny, and one that they wouldn't live beneath.  During this era in time nearly half of our people were followers of the Way, men and women disenfranchised by the harsh rule of the Iron Will.  The exodus hurt us badly, and it probably hurt them as well.  Crossing the Expanse with so many people had to be terribly difficult, and to make matters worse, we sent an army after them, a massive one.  
    

    
      
    

    
      That army chased their flanks all through the Expanse, and eventually would settle and become the basis for the second Warden school.  They had a portal door there, several actually, but it was traditional for recruits to make the trek through the Expanse so as to fully understand the distances involved, the history that stretched over the area.  You could feel the harsh reality of the past in every step you took through that forgotten place.
    

    
      
    

    
      The remnants of cities and towns were all but invisible now.  The trees and underbrush had swallowed everything up leaving a landscape that was barely recognizable as having once been settled, and yet at times you could almost hear the echoes of carts traveling over ancient cobblestone, as though memory had become a ghost that haunted this seemingly endless stretch of countryside. Occasionally you’d encounter a wall that was a piece of some massive structure in the past, or the remnants of a stone building that now was little more than a nest for moss to rest, and every time you couldn’t help but be lost in wonder at what we had once been.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why did we never establish waypoints, or other cities in the Expanse?  It is peaceful here now.  It seems strange to leave it all abandoned.”  I asked as I thought of the history the kea tread upon as we wound through the area.  I knew the answer, but I needed to hear it from someone else.  We were afraid to try and become what we had been.
    

    
      
    

    
      “At first it was a taboo.  People believed it cursed and haunted for a long time, both by the people killed by the skolbala, and by those who died during the exodus of the Way.  After that it became less about it being taboo, and more about strategic importance.  With the Way established on the on the far side of the Expanse, it would be very difficult for them to move an army all the way through this area.  It’s not an easy trek, even on kea, so the idea of pushing an army through all of this becomes a nightmare logistically.  Even when we first chased the Way it wasn’t easy, and that was only a few hundred years since our retreat across the land in the first place.  It has become considerably harder to pass since then.  Also, humans are afraid to live too far apart anymore.  It’s a fear that is as ingrained as it is irrational.”  Korva explained as we traveled.  
    

    
      
    

    
      She shrugged, then she went on.  “For a while we actively forbid building in here, but over time we didn't really have to enforce it.  People no longer wanted to try.  There are cities and towns between Black Mark and the Expanse, and there are a few cities and towns beyond the Expanse, but after that there is the Desert and the frontline, and then only the cities and towns of the enemy.”  The Desert was what they called the area of land that had been fought over all of these years.  It was a barren wasteland upon which only death grew.  From how I’d heard it spoken of, it was more common to see a pile of bones then a patch of grass.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I thought about the entire situation for a short time.  I hadn’t considered the Way much recently, not with all else that was happening, and yet we were getting closer to them all the time.  It was hard to piece together what I’d learned in school about them, and what I was coming to understand of them since.  It was equally hard to picture them with cities and towns of their own.  There was a large portion of the world beyond our borders that I knew nothing about, an entirely different culture, and one that we had started a war with out of nothing but fear of their ideas.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I gnawed on this information for a while, letting it crawl in and settle in my brain.  It felt like I had very little real understanding of the world.  The histories and lessons of school felt inadequate, and all because the Wardens didn’t want people to know that they were at war.  The Iron Will seemed less stiff when it was shown that there was resistance, and that resistance had been keeping us frozen in place for hundreds and hundreds of years.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva stopped suddenly, pulling her kea to a halt.  “Quick break.  I’m getting a message I need to translate.”  She said, hopping off her mount in a single motion.  She reached to her belt and pulled out the small stone that the Warden’s used to send messages across great distances.  I’d been practicing with a smaller version of that myself and I was getting much better at it. In fact, many of my abilities were getting better.  Focus was still difficult, performing small tasks harder than it should have been, but Korva seemed impressed by the strides forward I was making.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea and I dismounted and stretched our legs, looking around at the local scenery.  There were no signs of civilization in sight, neither new or ancient.  We’d come across a marker stone several hours before.  Those were placed at intervals throughout the Expanse and gave hints as to the most efficient methods of travel, but only if you knew how to read them.  The system was complex, but Korva was explaining it to me as we went.  They were useful for Wardens who understood them, but anyone who didn’t know how to use the stones could find that they were deceptive and dangerous.  The Expanse was full of terrors.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Large predators hid in the deepest parts of the woods, lurking and waiting for foolish creatures to stumble past, and other places were full of hidden caves that one could fall down and vanish forever.  Uncrossable rivers flowed where cities had once stood, and rivers with deceptively quick currents were strewn across the terrain.  The Expanse was quick to remind he unwary that it didn’t welcome humanity any longer.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I like it here.”  Dreea said as we looked around, the world quiet and seemingly peaceful around us.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I had to nod in agreement.  For all that the Expanse was huge and barren of civilization, it was also beautiful and quiet.  It was easy to let your mind wander, and easier to forget that the world we lived in was a complex and confusing place full of dangers that we made for ourselves.  Deep in the Expanse there were no Wardens, and the Way was a distant threat that we didn’t need to deal with.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I do too.  Fending for ourselves isn’t so bad.  It’s almost like we could forget our troubles and stay here forever.”  I added to her musing, wondering what it would be like to do exactly that.  It was tempting in a way, but what about Zarkov and Ori?  My friends deserved to be remembered.  If I did nothing to change the things that had happened to them, then I was failing them.  I had to keep my goals in mind.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea had moved closer to me, and she leaned gently against my shoulder.  “Maybe we will return someday, build a cabin, stay here and be happy together.”
    

    
      
    

    
      This brought a faint flush to my cheeks, but I nodded.  “Yes, maybe we will.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Bad news.”  Korva’s voice shattered the moment as we both looked over at her.  “There has been an attack on the school.  We’ve been ordered to finish our trip to Jinthos and then to return to Black Mark.”  Jinthos was the capital of the Farholds, the lands under the King’s Iron Will beyond the Expanse.  It was the home of the school known as Second, an apt if unimaginative name for the second Warden training school.
    

    
      
    

    
      I blinked in confusion a moment before I could gather my thoughts.  “An attack on the school?  Who would attack the Warden school?”  As far as I knew there was no one who would be that foolish.  It was a base of operations for the Wardens, and even most of the students were well trained in combat.  A regular fighting force would be at a massive disadvantage.  Was it the Way?  How would they even get there to launch an attack?  As far as I knew they didn’t have doors like we did.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “That was my question as well. They’re not sure who started the attack, but they’ve taken the golems, and they are somehow inside the city.”  Korva seemed disturbed at this, and I couldn’t blame her.  Black Mark was considered invulnerable, and the golems were created specifically to be servants of the Wardens.  It was built into what they were.  There was more here then seemed evident on the surface.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “They took the golems?”  I wanted clarification this.  I was thinking back to my talk with Ghoul before I’d left. He’d said the golems were changing.  I had a sinking feeling I knew what was happening, or at least the source of what was happening.  This was the doom that Arthos and I had brought back from beyond the doors.  This was how it was manifesting.  “I thought the golems were little more than puppets, slaves to the Iron Will.  How can someone take them?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva shrugged.  “Your guess is as good as mine, but apparently it is a significant problem.  They say the city is falling into turmoil.  They’re calling back all non-essential positions right now.  They would have had us turn back, but we’re close enough to the other end that it makes more sense to go on.”  Korva seemed a little worried.  “They implied that it’s some kind of secret attack by the Way, but it doesn’t sound like something they’d do.  They don’t generally attack civilians, and from what I understand the inner city is a mess.  People are going crazy in the streets, killing one another, starting fires, all kinds of crazy things.  It sounds bad.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      “What good will it do for us to return?”  I asked, clearly not understanding how a few more Wardens were going to make a difference.  In truth, I wasn’t sure anything could make a difference.  If this was like what had befallen Prosper, what could possibly stand in the way of that disaster?  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Right now the Wardens are trying to establish a safe zone, get people inside of the school and seal up the walls, pushing out anything dangerous.  It hasn’t been easy going.  The students are helping, and the Wardens there are all being utilized, but things are still falling apart.  They want to double their numbers.  They’re certain if they can get enough Wardens in place they can secure the school, and then push out from there and take back the city.”  Korva explained, though she didn't look certain either.  “To be honest the plan seemed shaky at best.  The messages were frantic too, lots of mistakes.  It must be bad there.  I’ve never gotten messages from Black Mark that were clearly so hastily sent.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “How much further do we have to go before we reach Second?”  Dreea asked, clearly feeling some of the urgency of the situation herself.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We were going to stop by the Breeding Pits on the way, it’s not far from here, maybe a day, but now we’re going to cut straight to the city.  That is about twelve hours if we press hard.”  Korva answered, hopping back up on her kea.  “And we’re going to do that.”  She looked over at Dreea.  “There won’t be long for goodbyes.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I felt a surge of anxiety as the implication of our dwindling time settled fully upon me.  Dreea wasn’t going to come with us.  She was going to stay and train. Soon she would be gone like everyone else I’d risked caring for.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I know.”  Dreea said, her gravelly voice soft.  
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn’t say much else as we mounted back up and set our course behind Korva.  The woman was making quick time now, pressing the kea to a full sprint.  The wind whipped past us as we flew through the maze of trees.  Dreea was in front of me, and I wrapped my arms around her, holding her tight to my body.  I wanted to make one last plea for her to come with me instead of staying and training, but that wasn’t fair to her.  If this was her decision, what say could I have on matters?
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m going to miss you.”  I said, speaking the words in a quiet voice against the back of her neck.  A part of me wished I’d taken the time we’d had to get closer.  Why had I waited?  I knew part of it was that I was still uncertain on some level.  Would Dreea have wanted to be more intimate with me?  Did she think of me the way I did of her?  
    

    
      
    

    
      She leaned her head against mine, turning it some so she could speak to me over the roar of wind.  “I will miss you too, Lillin.  I care for you very much.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I care for you too.”  I told her, wondering why neither of us would say what “caring very much” meant really.  Maybe neither of us were ready.  “I know you will be incredibly strong, an amazing Warden, but I wish you would come with me instead.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It would be easier to do that.”  Dreea admitted.  “But then I will always be just Dreea, Lillin’s . . . friend.”  She hesitated on that word.  “I want to be Dreea.  Just Dreea.  I want to be strong enough to stand with you, not below you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I kissed the base of her neck, the first time I’d ever actually kissed her, and then I kissed a bit higher, and she turned into it.  Awkwardly our mouths met for the first time as Zara lead the way through the trees.  The kiss wasn't good.  Dreea’s mouth didn't work as human ones did, and we were both unfamiliar with this kind of thing clearly, but at the same time it was warm and wonderful and intimate, and I knew I wouldn’t forget it.  It was our first kiss, and I knew in my heart it would probably be our last.  Dreea might well succeed, but what were the chances we’d ever meet up again?  Five years was a long time.  I held to her more tightly, my stomach in knots.  It was hard to lose those you loved.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t think of you as standing below me.”  I told her because it was important she know that.  
    

    
      
    

    
      She nodded.  “I know you don’t, but everyone else will.  I am different.  Until I can wear the fist and the flame, I will not be seen like you.”  She nodded to herself.  “I will become stronger.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I wanted to tell her that people would still see her as different. She was different, but different didn’t mean worse.  I was different as well.  With the tattoos on my face I was clearly marked as something different, something lesser than the others, but I simply didn’t care.  For Dreea, I knew, it was important to be seen as more than just a willifen.  Though there was nothing inherently wrong with being what she was.  I thought it might be tied to her time with the man they called “Friend.”  He’d chosen Dreea’s sister to become closer to, probably not out of any malice, but it had still happened.  Dreea had felt left out, though she hadn’t wanted Friend in that way.  We’d talked about it some.  It had still left a mark on her.  She was always trying to be smarter, stronger and more deserving of recognition.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I didn’t have a good answer for her, so instead I just held on tighter.  Our time was dwindling.  In a way, it felt like approaching the water test all over again.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We rode quietly for the rest of the day.  There was little to talk about, and the dreary mood didn’t really put us in a place for conversation.  We skipped lunch entirely, as well as the midday training I normally did, and cut our way through to the city that held the second Warden school, Jinthos.  
    

    
      
    

    
      14.2
    

    
      
    

    
      Jinthos was incredible.  It wasn’t like Black Mark, the great walled city I’d come from, but that didn’t make it less impressive.  The walls of Jinthos weren’t high stretching, but instead they were leaned outward, as though they had been pushed down from the inside.  It was a peculiar design, and looked like it was incredibly hard to make work.  If straight up put the wall at an even ninety degrees, then this wall was hanging at about sixty-five degrees.  It would have been nearly impossible to climb as it was, and the top edge was covered in metallic barbs and spikes, all viciously curved and hooked, intertwined like the brambles on a thorn bush.  I wasn’t sure how they held the wall at such an angle, or even how they managed to construct the thing in the first place.  I could only guess that Will users had been involved.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The wall was built in such a way that before long we found ourselves walking under it, the sky filled with the imposing stone and metal structure.  This was the third most impressive wall I’d ever seen, though it might have been tied for the one around Black Mark.  The one in the strange city I’d seen through one of the doors, the seamless metal one, that was still the wall that had most awed me, but this also seemed quite the technical feat.  It was remarkable the lengths that humans would go to in order to keep others away.  
    

    
      
    

    
      When we reached the base of the gate we approached a large door with armed guards to either side.  The door was sealed shut, and the guards didn’t move to help us as we arrived, though their eyes did shift in our direction.  They drew weapons as we closed the remainder of the gap.  I almost felt an urge to do the same, but Korva held up a hand in a sign to tell me to hold my place.  A moment later a surge of Will flowed from her, an intricate pattern that struck the door and passed into it.  I could feel the tiny pulses and swirls of effort as they washed through the surface and for the first time I wondered if I might be able to replicate what was being done.  Had my control grown to that degree?  It felt possible, though I certainly wasn't in a position to try just then.
    

    
      
    

    
      The door was plain, solid metal with an image of the fist clenched over Everburn, our order’s symbol, etched into a metal disk embedded in the greater structure.  As Korva’s Will hit the door, the disk spun in a full circle and the door clicked on the inside before then splitting into two halves, the disk attached to one of them, as it began to swing inward and open.  The guards at the door stood down, returning their weapons to their sheathes.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well met, Wardens.”  One of them said, bowing slightly.  “Your arrival has been expected.  Tellitonnas is waiting for you at the Gears of Second.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva nodded.  “Thank you.  We’ll report there immediately.”  We rode through the gate, our kea looking uncomfortable as they passed into the city.  They didn’t like places like this, and I was surprised we were bringing them inside at all.  I put a hand on Zara’s neck and she seemed to settle some, glancing back at me with her large bright eyes just to be certain I was confident in our path.  I smiled at her, and she turned her focus forward again, taking my smile as an assurance that we’d be alright.
    

    
      
    

    
      The door we passed through, I realized, had been a challenge to those who would enter the city.  Only a Warden could open it.  Had we been imposters we wouldn’t have been able to get the gate open, and then the guards would have dealt with us. I could see arrow slits above and around the gate, and guessed that there were others hidden around the entrance, probably at least one Will user to open the gate in case of expected company that didn’t have the capabilities to do so.  It was a clever system, and intimidating with the walls looming over you because of the angle they’d been built to hang.  The gate would always be masked in shadow.
    

    
      
    

    
      As we cleared the walls I soon realized why we’d brought the kea with us.  The first building beyond the gate was a stable, and even as we approached it handlers were coming forward to take care of our mounts.  Korva slid from hers and handed the reins to tall man with a scarred face who took them from her while eyeing the mount carefully.  The reins attached to kea were different than those one would put on a horse.  They were designed to allow you to keep a grip, but they didn’t really pull on the creature.  Training kept the kea in line, that and Will.  Korva’s mount looked back at her, and then at the man as he started to lead it away.  Korva gave the creature a nod and it went along with him, but didn’t look certain.  Will binding was really the best way to be certain the kea stayed docile.  Without the bond, they were always a bit unpredictable.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea and I dismounted Zara.  She was clever.  She’d seen the handoff of the other mount and she wasn’t happy.  She leaned her head into me and gave a huff of agitation.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I know, I’ll miss you too, but we’ll see each other again.  They’ll take good care of you here.”  I assured her.  To this she nuzzled me again, and then huffed louder, her great head knocking me back a little with the force of her push.
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva chuckled. “They were right, you really did break that one.  I don’t think I’ve ever seen one that attached.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I gave a small shrug.  “I didn’t mean to.  I feel guilty about it.”  And I did.  Zara’s life was more complicated because of what I’d done, because of my lack of control.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “See that she is well taken care of and sent back to the stables at Black Mark, alright?”  Korva told the younger man who came forward to take Zara inside. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, Ma’am.  We were sending a group down the way later this week anyway.”  He assured us.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I handed over the reigns, giving Zara a last pet on the head.  “Be nice to them.”  I told her.  “I’ll see you again soon.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Zara made a soft cooing sound, but she let herself be lead away, looking back at me twice as she was taken off, her eyes just a little hurt. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “That is very cute.”  Dreea said, leaning close to me so she could speak softly.  Her voice was colored by an amused chuckle. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I shot her a smile, though it was hard to put in place.  Soon we’d be doing the same kind of thing. That thought didn’t make me feel good.  “I don’t do cute things.”  I assured her. “It was probably just your imagination.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Willifen have terrible imaginations.”  Dreea told me with a nod.  “That was cute.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That did manage to make me laugh, and on impulse I leaned in and kissed her cheek softly.  Dreea’s ears turned pink inside and she tucked them down.  “That was also cute.”  She noted softly before turning to fall in with Korva.  “We should go.”  She said, but her eyes held fondness when she looked back at me. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva had watched the whole exchange with amusement dancing in her expression, but she didn’t say anything as we began walking towards the school.  The city was well built and constructed.  It was laid out in a very orderly way, as though every block had been meticulously planned.  Navigating was easy, and the streets were clean.  There were more guards like those we’d seen at the gate patrolling, and they all saluted us as we walked past.  I’d heard of them.  I recognized them by their uniforms.  The Grim Guard were those from Second who didn’t quite make it to be Wardens. They weren’t killed so they, instead, became an elite guard for the city.  They were very well trained, and exceptionally loyal.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Seeing them reminded me that Ori and Zarkov would have both made fine members of the Grim Guard had they been given such an option.  Instead their lives were wasted because the school of Black Mark didn’t allow for failure. 
    

    
      
    

    
      This place, Second and Jinthos in general, seemed almost like a better version of the Wardens.  Further from the Iron Will it seemed to me that the Wardens had become something more honorable and less callous.  Maybe it wasn’t the Wardens that needed reshaping, but the King’s view of the world, and his insistence on his Iron Will over Black Mark.  Of course, I still had much to learn of this place.  I knew only what Korva had taught me on the trip, and what little I’d learned in school, which had mostly been information about the city, Jinthos. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It was about twenty minutes before we crested a steep hill and the grounds for Second came into view.  The school was different than the one in Black Mark.  For one thing, I could see their Rift training ground from where I stood.  It was a place that actually existed.  A massive sprawl that stretched across the middle of the school.  I couldn’t make out all of the details, but I knew that training field well enough to recognize its features.  This one was a bit different, but the opening hill, and the wall of tunnels were easy enough to see.  I couldn’t make out the beams from where I was, and the area with the pendulums looked just like a small stretch of wooded ground from our vantage. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “They don’t use the doors for training here?”  I asked, a bit surprised at that.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “They don’t have as many here.  They have one they use for challenges, but it can’t open onto the different Rift yards.  It’s not that kind of door.  Rift training is handled on that course.”  Korva answered.  “Things are very different at this school.  I think you’ll be surprised by the Wardens you meet here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      She was right.  I was quite surprised by the first Warden I met at this new school.  He met us at the entrance to Second.  I recognized his uniform, it was much as ours were, but everything else about him was a far cry from what I thought I knew about Wardens.  His skin had some of the familiar pallor I’d come to expect, and his eyes were a bit faded, but he was nowhere near as dead-eyed as most of our number were.  He looked closer to me than Korva in appearance.  In fact, one not sure what to look for might not even notice his differences.  I was suddenly abuzz with questions, but I found myself not in a good position to ask them.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Korva.”  He nodded to my trainer as we approached.  He was tall, well built, with black hair that was still completely black, and brown eyes that were warm, even if they were a bit a hazy.  “We’ve been expecting you.  Lillin, Dreea.”  He greeted us as well, giving a short but polite bow of his head.  “I’m sorry we couldn’t meet under better circumstances.  I’m Teeamit, and I more or less run things at the school here.”  He smiled easily.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We were instructed to move quickly.”  Korva said, not sounding pleased.  “Have the golems here been a problem at all?”
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked over our shoulders at the people milling about in the street, and then nodded back towards the doors behind him.  “Come inside.  We’ll talk about it as we walk.”  He looked at Dreea.  “I’ve heard you might be staying with us.  We’d very much like to have you in the training program.  We’ve never had someone who wasn’t human.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea nodded.  “I do intend to stay and train.”  She said firmly, and my chest clenched tightly.  We hadn't really discussed it again, and I’d hoped she might change her mind, but that sounded conclusive.  “I wish to become stronger.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’ll be certain of that.”  He answered as the doors closed behind us. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I suddenly was having trouble finding the world around me of much interest.  I tried not to let my emotional distress reach the surface, but I felt it keenly.  My whole body seemed to thrum with it, and yet there was nothing left for me to do.  Dreea had made her decision, and I had to accept and support her or risk losing our closeness.  It wasn’t easy.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “The golems have stopped working.”  Teeamit said as we walked.  “Last week they just stopped moving, fell down where they were.  We collected them and locked them away, but they haven’t started up again.  We don’t know what is happening, but it has to be related to what is happening back in Black Mark.  Coincidences like this don’t happen.  It’s the same out on the front lines.  Our golem units have just stopped.  It is causing us some serious trouble, and now with this recall of Wardens to Black Mark we’re in a rough place.  We’ve called up more units from the Breeding Pits, but they can only provide so many bodies”  He shook his head, looking unhappy.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva didn’t look pleased either.  I’d heard the Breeding Pits mentioned a few times, but people tended not to talk about the place.  I knew it was a city, but that it also served a purpose in the war.  That and the name of the place gave me cause to think that it was a city built to churn out human lives for war.  I didn’t like that idea at all, but it was hard to come to other conclusions, and this talk wasn’t changing that.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are the front lines slipping, then?”  Korva asked.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Teeamit shook his head.  “No, not yet.  There was a surge forward when the golems went down.  The archons came on in force, but we cut them back quickly enough.  We lost two Wardens in the ensuing chaos.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva froze for a moment and I remembered that Rendan, the man Korva loved, had come to the front to get away from her.  “Who fell?”  She asked, and I could hear her attempt to carefully control the fear in her voice.  Wardens might act as though they felt nothing, cared for nothing but the battle, but it wasn’t true.  We were still people.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Two from Second.  I don’t think they were anyone you knew.”  He said, not picking up on the reason for her distress. Clearly her story about Rendan wasn’t one she told everyone. “Yarvick and Jinnia.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I saw the relief in Korva’s posture, though she just nodded her head.  “I didn’t know them, but it’s always a dark day when a Warden falls.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Especially dark when two fall.”  Teeamit added.  “They were both very skilled.”  We walked in silence for a bit before we reached a small office and Teeamit opened the door.  He turned to Dreea.  “This is your stop if you wish to join our training.  Normally I would show you more of the facility, and then you would wait until a new year was started, but things are strange here at the moment, and you’re not a normal candidate either.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Wait, already??”  I blurted the words out suddenly, and had to drag myself back in check.  I hadn’t imagined it all happening this fast.  I thought there would be more time.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea also looked surprised, but Teeamit was nodding.  “We have to get moving.  I need to send you and Korva back through the door, and that means this is where you say goodbye.”  He looked between us all, oblivious to the distress the moment had suddenly inflicted on us.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I turned to Dreea, stifling my sudden and almost overwhelming desire to plead with her to stay with me.  This was it.  I wouldn’t see her again for at least five years, and that was if she survived the training.  Even if she did, what were the chances we would end up in the same place?  This was it.  This was the end.  I looked at our time together and found myself full of regrets.  We could have been more to each other.  We could have been closer.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’ll do well.”  I said, the words coming out surprisingly clear, though my throat felt like it might clench closed.  
    

    
      
    

    
      She nodded.  “I know I will.  I will look for you when my training is over.”  She said.  “You will always be . . . my friend.”  Her voice had more gravel and growl to it then normal.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I wanted to leave things dignified and simple, but instead I came forward and wrapped my arms around her tightly.  Very softly, so softly I knew only she would hear it, I whispered, “I love you, Dreea.  I will miss you.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Her eyes were a bit glassy as we pulled apart. She nodded.  “I will be strong, Lillin.  We will see each other again.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Teeamit wasn’t completely oblivious, apparently.  He stood aside and pretended not to see or hear our exchange, but as we finished speaking he nodded to a man sitting at a desk. “Hindle will get you situated here.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreea and I looked at each other for one last moment, so much unsaid and unfulfilled between us.  She nodded, and then she turned away.  A part of me knew that was the last time I’d look into her eyes.  I swallowed hard.  Dreea began to speak to the man at the desk, but Teeamit was leading us out the door and I didn’t hear anymore.  
    

    
      
    

    
      It was so sudden that I felt stunned as though I’d been delivered a powerful blow to the head.  It was almost like I’d watched her die, but I knew she was alright.  She would go on living.  She would fight and train and become incredible, though I might never see her again.  That was something.  This school wasn’t like mine.  More people survived.  I wished I’d had time to see more of it, to understand more of how it worked.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m afraid there isn’t any time for refreshment or relaxing.  I know it’s customary to take a day to see the city when arriving here, to visit the museum and talk to some of the people who helped found things here, but we have orders.  We’ve sent fifteen back already, and a few more are still coming in.”  Teeamit sounded uneasy.  “News has been coming in sporadically.  Sometimes the stones work to send messages, sometimes they don’t.  There isn’t any reasoning to it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We rounded a corner and approached a set of large double doors that reminded me a bit of the Rift gate back home, but these weren’t tarred black, and I could see that the flagstone, the key to the doors working, was only under the smaller sub-door on the main structure.  These double doors probably did lead to their version of the rift, but the smaller door was the one that could be opened onto other places.  
    

    
      
    

    
      This was something I took in while still floating through my haze of numb indifference.  I wanted to refuse to leave, but I couldn’t do that.  That would be trouble for myself and for Dreea.  It would also show a keen lack of faith in her, even if that wasn’t what the gesture would have truly meant.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “The Wardens are securing the school room by room.  They’ve set up an emergency hub in Forge.  You’ll want to head there when you arrive.  Stick together.  They don't like people traveling alone.  People get lost for days, weeks at a time when they’re alone, and then just reappear later, some of them damaged inside, and others dead.  The ones who have their senses back claim that they went other places.”  Teeamit shrugged looking confused.  “I don’t understand it all.  These are just the reports I’ve been getting.  I haven't seen any of it for myself.  Officially your orders are to go through the door and head to Forge.  Stay together.  You can report there for the King’s orders.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva nodded, and I forced myself to do the same.  I had to stay focused.  We were going into something dangerous.  I was so worried about Dreea that I was letting myself lose sight of the fact that she was safer than I was right now. She wasn’t going back to Black Mark.  She wasn’t going back into the place that Arthos had cursed by bringing that Blackened bag back through the doors.  I would have words for him next time I saw him.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I felt a surge of Will, an intricate dance of power directed at the door, and it opened.  I recognized the hall of the school.  It was the door leading out of the Rift at Black Mark.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Good luck, and stay safe.”  Teeamit said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You too, my friend.  We’ll get this taken care of quickly.”  Korva spoke firmly, and then she was hopping through the door.  I followed after her with little more than a nod.  I was still struggling to keep my thoughts on the immediate threat.  I kept thinking about Dreea, wondering if we’d ever see each other again.  At least, in the end, I’d told her how I felt, though she hadn't’t echoed the words.  I knew that would likely haunt me for some time.  What did it mean?  Did it mean anything?
    

    
      
    

    
      I fought back those thoughts again and stepped through the door.
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      I noticed immediately that the air around me was much cooler on the other side of the portal.  There was a shocking chill to it as the door closed in our wake, and it was suddenly very dark.  I thought this might be just a strange perception of the area being brighter on the Second side of the door, but the dark on the Black Mark side was something more than a condition of light.  The minute we stepped through I felt an oppressive weight settle on my shoulders, and it was one I was only too familiar with.  This was what it had felt like in that other city, the labyrinth of Prosper. It was an insidious feeling that was impossible to forget.  It crept beneath your flesh and sank its way into your bones.
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva rolled her shoulders like she was trying to shrug off the chill in the air, but I knew it wouldn’t help.  “Come on, we should report in.  Keep yourself sharp, though.  It feels wrong here, dangerous.”  She hardly needed to tell me any of that.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded.  “It feels like the place Arthos and I were lost to for a time on our way back from the Watch.  Things were dangerous there.  The streets didn't fit together like other places do.  Distance and time worked strangely, and I think we can expect the same from this.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva started off in the direction that would take us to the Forge.  “I read your reports, yours and Arthos’, but they didn’t make a lot of sense.  I’ve been to a lot of places through the doors, but I’ve never heard of anything like what you both described.  Even the spaces we have control over can’t shift while people are in them.  It’s not really how the doors work.  To be perfectly honest, I thought you both sounded a bit unhinged.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I gave a short and somewhat bitter laugh.  “It felt that way, and still does when I think back on it, but it was like this, Korva.  That strain, and the tension you’re feeling now, that’s the way that city felt too.  I think we need to be very careful.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It pays to always be careful.”  She said with a sharp nod.  “Normally I can relax here, but even given just what we know from the reports I don’t think it’s a good idea.”  She stopped suddenly, cocking her head to one side, ear raised.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I froze as well, imitating her.  Clearly she’d heard something.  For a time we sat listening in silence, though I couldn’t make out any sound myself, no matter how hard I tried to hear beyond the filling of my own lungs, and the beat of my own heart.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “That was strange.”  Korva said softly, but she started to move again, more slowly this time.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What did you hear?”  I asked her, keeping my voice low.  
    

    
      
    

    
      She frowned and shrugged.  “It was just . . . my imagination.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It plays with your mind, your memories.”  I said firmly, not wanting to go into the things I’d seen in Prosper.  I didn’t want to talk about Ori and Zark.  Those were things I hadn’t put in my report at all.  There had been no reason to share those parts of what had happened. “It did the same thing to Arthos.”  I shrugged.  “And me.  Dreea told me she heard her sister calling to her at times, but she knew it wasn’t really her.  She seemed better able to tell reality from the noise.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva stopped and looked at me a moment.  She hesitated like she might not say anything at all, and then spoke slowly.  “I thought I heard my brother.  I had a twin brother, but . . . well, he died over a hundred years ago now.”  There was a shadow of pain on her features for a moment.  “It’s strange, but I was never closer to anyone else in my life.  When he died it was one of the hardest things I ever went through.  It’s still painful to think about.  It felt like a piece of me ceased to exist.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You can’t trust the things you see or hear.”  I said firmly, unable to fully understand what that kind of bond must be like.  I had a brother and a sister, and I’d cared for them even if I hadn’t been a good sister to them.  Still, we were different ages, and we’d had our own lives for the most part.  Twins were often much closer entwined.  “I saw people I cared about too, people that were gone.  I don’t think they were really there.”  I thought of Ori’s warning.  It had been right.  She hadn’t been trying to sabotage me at all, so had she not been sent to interfere with things?  She couldn’t have really been there since she was still here, somewhere.  Or perhaps her connection to the darkness, the way she’d been created, had made it . . . “  I shook my head.  No, I couldn’t allow myself to consider such things. Letting in the madness of the dark was a bad idea, even if it seemed easy and comfortable. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, logically I know that, but it hit me in a deeper way.  It was like it was beckoning to the very core of my being.”  She forced a small laugh, though it held little cheer.  “For just a second I thought that I would give up anything just to see him again.  I wanted it to be real in a very poignant and painful way.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I felt a pang of sympathy for the other woman.  I could see the hurt on her face.  “Just be careful, Korva.  No matter how badly you want it to be real, it can’t be.  We can’t get back the people we lose.  They’re gone.”  Ori is gone.  Zarkov is gone.  I won’t get them back.  That reminder to myself was an awful weight to lift when taking my next steps.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We walked on in silence for a bit before we rounded a corner that should have taken us to the hallway with the Forge door, but we instead turned down the hall in front of the barracks.  Korva stopped after a few steps, looking around in confusion.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “This . . . I must have gotten turned around.”  She spoke quietly, almost to herself.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, we went the right way.  Here nothing is constant, nothing sits the way it should.”  My heart was hitting a bit harder in my chest.  This was exactly like Prosper, only I didn't think we’d used the doors incorrectly.  This was where we were supposed to be, but the school was changed.  The darkness was firmly in our world now.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s impossible.”  Korva said, walking over to a nearby door and opening it up.  There was a room there, one of the guest rooms that would have housed visiting lecturers.  She stepped inside, looking around as though doing so might change the reality she was seeing.  “It just can’t be here.”  She said, then she turned back to me. “If this is . . . “  She paused, her eyes seeming to look through me.  “Lillin?”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Korva?”  I was confused.  She was acting like she couldn’t see me.  She took a step forward and the door between us swung shut violently, cracking so hard in the frame that it seemed the entire wall shook.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Panic struck me and I sprung forward, grabbing the handle of the door and trying to turn it.  It wouldn’t budge.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lillin!”  Korva’s voice came from the other side, followed by the pounding of a fist on solid oak, and then a moment later I felt a wall of Will building and realized that Korva was about to strike down the door.  I ducked back and to the side, trying to clear the path, but the surge never came.  I stood up and walked to the door again.  It was still.  There was no voice on the other side, and no pounding of a fist.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Korva?”  I called quietly, my voice seeming far too large in the suddenly silent hall.  There was no answer.  I reached forward and turned the handle.  It opened easily, exposing another long corridor that shouldn’t have been there at all.  Korva was gone.  
    

    
      
    

    
      My trepidation rose as I spun about and tried to get my bearings, a task that was impossible given the twisting nature of this place.  I wasn’t sure what to do next.  The layout of the once familiar school couldn’t be relied upon at all, but it also didn’t seem safe to stay where I was.  That meant moving blindly through the familiar yet confusing halls.  It wasn’t like holding still made me any safer.  I looked back and forth between the new path I’d opened, and the one in which I was standing.  Neither seemed of particular benefit over the other.  The one I’d opened the door to looked a bit like the passage that ran past the Warden’s rooms near the outer wall, the fancier ones you gained access to after becoming a full Warden.  The hall I was currently in looked like another stretch of barracks hall from the earlier days of training.  That hall should have been closer to my destination.  That was the only factor that made sense to me in my decision.
    

    
      
    

    
      I turned from the freshly opened door and began walking down the path I’d originally been on.  My staff was in hand now, the weapon tapping on the ground as I walked with it.  That tapping was the only sound accompanying me as I moved.  The halls were always quiet here, but for some reason that quiet seemed exceedingly ominous just then.  The tap of my weapon on the ground was a welcome break to the emptiness.  Certainly it gave warning to anything lurking ahead of me, but it also served to center my focus and keep my mind from wandering down dark avenues.  Besides, I was certain that whatever was waiting for me already knew I was on my way.
    

    
      
    

    
      I reached the end of the hall and turned, but only managed one more step before I stopped short.  The hallway ended abruptly, looking like it had been torn directly from the building, and in front of me a section of forest opened up.  It was dark in the woods ahead, very dark, and I recognized the sight even as I was alarmed to find it where it was.
    

    
      
    

    
      I hadn’t seen this stretch of woods in a long time, but it wasn’t easily forgotten.  It was the forest from the very first challenge I’d ever done through one of the traveling doors.  I recognized the lay of the land.  I could even make out a piece of the crumbling temple lying amidst the fallen foliage on the ground.  The season was different.  There was snow on the ground, and the trees had lost their leaves.  The moon hung overhead, lighting the scene more than it had the first time I’d been here, but it was unmistakable.  That place was burned into my mind.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I took a step back.  No, I wasn’t going to just walk out into this place.  The hissing rattle of the skeletal creatures that inhabited that place sounded from somewhere in front of me, or my imagination let me believe I heard such a sound. I turned around and started back up the hall, leaving the forest behind me.  I rounded the corner to return to the hall that had taken me here and stopped again.  The hall was different.  Ahead of me a red light was flashing, illuminating a long and strange corridor.  
    

    
      
    

    
      This new corridor was clearly the design of intelligent people, but I’d never seen anything like it before.  There was no stone or wood, and the floor had soft lights embedded inside of it that put out a steady, flickerless source of illumination, as though a bit of the sun’s glow was cooled and trapped within it.  The red light that flashed ahead of me looked man made as well, though I didn’t understand how it worked.  It looked as though it was turning behind a glass dome, but it didn’t flicker either.  Whatever flame created the light was completely steady.  
    

    
      
    

    
      A disembodied woman’s voice floated through the air, the words a mess of syllables that I couldn’t understand.  It was like I’d passed through a door.  This clearly wasn't the common tongue at all.  There were symbols etched on one wall, writing.  “O D Y S S E Y” I couldn’t make them out.  I guessed that they were letters by the regular shape and repetition, but what they spelled was beyond me.  All I knew for certain was that I didn’t want to be wherever it was that I’d found myself.  This place was strange, stranger even than the forest.  I turned around to head back the other way and found the hallway I’d just passed through missing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Another red light was turning at the end of this new passage and the hall.  The corner I’d just come around was nowhere to be found.  I turned back once more in confusion, but there was only more of this strange, otherworldly corridor bathed in red by the flashing, turning glass light.  Panic was beginning to set in.   
    

    
      
    

    
      The disembodied voice spoke from all around me once more, seeming to rise from everywhere at once.  The phantom that spoke it sounded somewhat indifferent, as though it had no interest in whatever it was talking about.  I began to walk down the hall, not eager to remain in one place.  I had this strange feeling that I was being hunted, though I couldn’t place why I felt that way.  I walked until the hallway split into two different directions, each another identical corridor with red light flashing along the walls, and white lights marking the ground at regular intervals.  There was writing on the walls with arrows beneath them, but again the writing was beyond me, glyphs that looked similar in styling to the ones I’d first encountered.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Galley.” One indicated, and the other “Recreational Deck.”  I frowned at the two separate phrases for a moment as though staring would decipher the symbols, and then finally picked the longer of the two and started walking that way.  A part of me hoped I would run into someone who knew what was happening, and another part of me was afraid to find out what sort of creatures might live in a place like this.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I walked for a bit more and slowed as I saw someone standing in the hallway in front of me.  They were dressed in black robes, their hood drawn low over their face, and though they were facing me, I could make out little about them.  Their hands were held in front of them, each in the flowing sleeve of the other arm.  The person looked like they might belong to some kind of religious order, though I didn't recognize the attire.  I approached carefully.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you speak common?”  I asked as I drew nearer the figure.  I still had my staff in hand, though I was using it like it was a walking stick, and not like the weapon it was.  This was intentional at the moment, an attempt to put whoever this was at ease.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The person in the robe didn’t immediately respond, instead choosing to stand still in my path.  It wasn’t exactly blocking the hall.  I could go around, but seeing this person just standing there took away all inclination I had to go forward.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you speak any language at all?” I asked, guessing whoever it was didn’t know what I was saying.  “Words?”  I added hopelessly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      It shifted the slightest bit, turning so that it was looking directly at me.  It didn’t raise it’s head, so whatever face lay beneath the hood was still cloaked in deep shadows.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I opened my mouth to speak again, but a wave of words struck me then, whispers crawling through the air to swim across my flesh.  I felt like I couldn’t catch the speech with my ears, not all of it, like it was a living thing that was trying to escape me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “ . . . know you . . . seen . . . the pit . . . Wurm . . . “  A terrible screeching hiss sounded and then another flood of words, faster and more harshly crackling through the air.  “ . . . sees you, Lillin . . . darkness . . . the time . . . seeping . . . you will . . . “
    

    
      
    

    
      I recoiled from the second onslaught, and the thing before me stepped forward.  I reacted on instinct alone.  My Will snapped forward and the thing in the robes flew backward, crashing into the wall behind it.  I shifted the grip on my weapon into a more offensive hold and advanced.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What are you?”  I demanded, but my words were pointless.  As the robes struck the wall they crumpled into empty fabric, falling to the ground.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lillin.”  A voice whispered into my ear, the breath from it tickling the small hairs on my neck, and I spun, staff lashing out behind me, whistling through the air as I added the force of my Will to the blow, a wave of spinning energy sweeping from the end of my weapon.  Nothing was there.  Nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      The strange halls were gone.  I was standing in the passageway that should have stretched in front of the barracks again. My mind was skipping, trying to find the moment when things had changed, trying to understand what I was seeing and experiencing, but it was difficult to put it all together.  The impossibility of the situation left me reeling for a moment.  My stomach lurched as though I’d been spinning around for too long and I had a strong urge to heave up my breakfast.  I pulled this under control and took a few steadying breaths.
    

    
      
    

    
      I started to walk again, heading in the direction that would normally take me to the place I’d been told to go.  I just had to find other Wardens.  That terrible sensation of being followed clung to me as I went.  I caught myself looking back over my shoulder frequently but I was making progress.  Two halls connected the way they were supposed to, and then another.  I tried to relax.  If things were going to go back to normal I could do this.  I would find the others, and then I would go looking for Korva if she wasn’t already back with them.  
    

    
      
    

    
      From somewhere distant I heard a metallic scraping sound, two pieces of armor sliding over one another in a rough, grinding way.  Of course I recognized the sound.  I’d heard it before many times.  Once you’d been near a golem the sound of them stuck in your mind.  It was the kind of thing nightmares were built from.  I remembered that the golems were out of control.  They’d been attacking people.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The sound happened again, closer this time, coming from somewhere just ahead of me.  I had to keep going.  My destination lay forward, and as long as I was making progress I couldn’t turn around, even if that meant encountering one of the golems, the old guardians of the school.  I’d dealt with them before.  I’d never had to fight one, but I’d been around them.  I could manage it once more.  They weren't as strong as Wardens, though they had the advantage of being covered in heavy armor.  They couldn’t use Will as a weapon, and they could be destroyed by being dismantled, even if that was very difficult.  Take off their head, and they were as dead as a person left to the same fate.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I reached the corner, the one I knew would put me within range of the noise I was hearing, and I hesitated for a moment.  I once more found myself taking deep slow breaths to center my focus, calming myself and sharpening my mind.  I could do this.  I was a Warden, and this wasn’t something I had to fear.  I rounded the bend in the hall.
    

    
      
    

    
      The golem was standing at the far end of this new corridor.  This passage too was where it should be.  I was not far from my destination now.  The golem was facing my way, and as soon as I rounded the corner it took a step in my direction.  I popped the latch on my weapon and split it into two parts. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Stand down, golem.  I am a Warden of the Iron Will, and that is an order.”  I said, my voice sounding firmer than I expected it to, though I was backing it with Will, letting the guardian know clearly that I was a Warden.  The golem stopped in place.  That was exactly what should have happened.  It was supposed to acknowledge my orders unless it was on a task of higher import as designated by the King, or one of his high ranking advisors.  “Go to the Rift and don’t come back until someone orders you to.” I commanded.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The golem didn’t move.  Instead a terrible, rasping noise spilled up from inside of it, echoing out of the metal body and rolling down the hall, careening from the walls.  It took me a moment to realize I was hearing laughter.  This was the laughter of the golem.  It was a sound I’d not only never heard, but had never expected to hear.  I wasn’t even sure it was a sound that could exist.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We take no orders from Wardens.”  It rasped in its metallic voice, and then something black and terrible slid up behind it, stepping out from one of the doors next to it.  At first I didn’t know what it was.  It moved in a strange way, body jerking and lacking grace, but yet with surprising speed.  I wasn’t exactly sure what I was seeing until my mind latched onto an unwelcome memory, a fragment of time I’d frequently revisited, but never willingly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “They’re what came before the golems.” 
      Ghoul’s voice drifted from my memory.  
      “They’re named as I am, Ghouls.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Remembering helped me to make out the details of what I was seeing, the ichor covered body, the skull with flesh peeled back to expose the bone, the long, curved horns rising up and back from the crown of its head.  This was a horror from long ago, one that was even worse than the golems, one without sense or reasoning, just an unending desire to destroy.  
    

    
      
    

    
      It roared then, a scream that would have rendered a person’s throat to blood and torn flesh.  The sound was close enough to human that the tone and inherent wrongness of it were disturbing on a fundamental level.  It was just enough amiss that it struck at the mind in a worming kind of way, eating away at my expectations of what was possible.  The ghoul came on fast.  
    

    
      
    

    
      My training with Korva had prepared me to fight with both Will and weapon.  I didn’t wait for the thing to come to me, to engage me on its own terms.  I leapt forward, a pulse of my Will thrashing forward ahead of me.  I didn’t bother to direct it, which might have been more effective, but would have also taken a focus I couldn’t quite muster.  Instead, I let the wave of power crash into the ghoul even as I swung my first strike for its horned head.  That too was propelled by Will, and all the strength I could muster.  The blow was devastating.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Black muck and shards of skull exploded away from my weapon, sending the creature staggering to the ground, most of its head a mess of putridity upon the floor.  It twitched where it crumpled and I took a step back from it, surprised at how effective the blow had been.  I didn’t take my eyes from it, however.  I remembered Ghoul warning me that these things didn’t really die.  They just kept going.  To destroy them they’d been torn to pieces and the pieces taken far away from each other and disposed of, but even then they’d continued to move.  Even as I watched it, I could see it coming back together.  The splatter of bone and blackness crawled quickly back across the floor, and the monstrosity was already staggering back up despite the fact that half of its head was gone.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I came forward and struck again, focusing a powerful blow on the back of it’s spine, striking once with a Will strengthened blow, and then two more times until it’s head was torn from its body by the power of pure blunt force.  My hands were ringing from the effort of the blows even though I’d used Will to counter some of the impact.  I was using what Korva taught me as effectively as I could.
    

    
      
    

    
      The ghoul kept on standing up, it’s head, what remained of it, hanging by just a few scraps of flesh.  One of its clawed hands struck for me, a lightning quick slash in my direction that I only just managed to dance away from at the very last instant.  It staggered towards me, the first step uneven, but the second more sound.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You can’t stop us.  The Wurm is coming, and he will not be stopped.”  The golem in the hall’s voice echoed down the corridor as I was forced to backup again, pushed away by the ghoul’s new violent onslaught.  I attacked it time and again, delivering powerful sets of blows that tore at its body, and broke its bones, but it wouldn't stop coming for me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Despite all of my training, despite how incredibly powerful I’d become, this was an enemy that I couldn’t defeat.  I was fighting a battle in which my opponent would never tire, and would never stop.  Death was the only possible outcome.  I had to get away, and I had to do so immediately.
    

    
      
    

    
      I sprang forward, launching the most powerful attack that I could, aiming every single blow at the thing’s legs.  I hit them time and again until the ghoul was crawling on stubs across the ground, the pieces quickly trying to right themselves, but it didn’t matter.  This last attack was just buying me time.  I ran.  I didn’t go back the way I’d come.  That wasn’t where I needed to be.  Instead, I charged for the golem at the other end of the hall. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I jumped, strengthening the movement with my Will, and also using the power to grab the walls as I hurled myself forward.  I’d been warned about doing this.  Applications of Will to your own body were dangerous.  Small uses, like adding a push to your hand as it swung a fist, or speeding up the motion of your legs during a jump were alright.  They could still be risky, but the chances were a Waren wouldn’t break themselves.  Grabbing yourself as a whole and propelling yourself bodily with Will could break you to a state that repair would be difficult.  Your Will was a part of you.  You couldn’t use Will effectively on itself, but that was what I did.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I felt like I was flying for a moment.  I shot through the air so quickly that things became a confusing blur.  My body screamed in protest, and my Will tore through me in a terrible way, a way that left my mind reeling.  I didn't so much land on the other side of the Golem as I did hit the ground hard, rolling across it as instinct took over and tried to help me recover from the impact.  It had to be instinct because I couldn’t draw my mind into coherent thought at all.  I was dazed, and I hurt everywhere.  It was like falling from a great height and landing on your back.  It hurt to draw breath for a moment, and I wasn’t sure I could at all.  I thought I might black out.  Somehow I was running.  As my focus on the world came back into place, I was pushing with everything I could muster, the hall speeding by me.  I’d made it past the golem, though I couldn’t remember all of the details.  I’d tried to throw myself over its shoulder, and I supposed it had worked.  I didn't want to slow down or look behind me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I made it to the end of the hall and took a quick left down the next branch, careening off the wall which I used to push myself around the corner.  I almost ran face first into a Warden standing in the hall just a few feet from the door to Forge.  He drew his weapon, startled by my sudden appearance, and another Warden to the other side of the door drew her weapon as well, though when they saw me they stood down.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I didn’t recognize the woman at all, but the male I knew very well.  “Gaveech.”  Relief washed over me, though I turned around then, looking back down the hall, my weapons still in hand.  “I was being chased.”  I said, my eyes scanning the halls behind me.  It was strangely silent.  I peeked back around the corner, but that was still as well.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lillin, we thought . . . you’ve been missing for three days.”  Gaveech’s tone was strained, and he looked more than surprised to see me standing there.  
    

    
      
        
“I’ve only been here for maybe a few hours.”  I told him, turning around, my face no doubt a tapestry of confusion that echoed my inner distress.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, you’ve been here for the last three days.  Korva showed up not long after you were supposed to arrive and said that you’d taken off down a hall while she was investigating a room.  Everyone thought you were dead.”  He replied, his eyes scanning down the hall as well, though not as seriously as mine did.  “What happened?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I opened my mouth to answer, but then shut it again.  I couldn’t explain what had happened. I didn't know, and now I wasn’t sure how much of it was real and how much of it was some confusing knot of delusion that had settled in my mind.  It didn’t feel like I’d been out there for three days.  I wasn’t hungry or thirsty, and I wasn’t tired beyond what I should be.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t know.  I was with Korva and then the door slammed shut between us.  After that I tried to make my way here, but the halls weren’t in the right places.”  I gave a helpless shrug.  “I just kept trying to get here, and then I was attacked by a . . .”  I wasn’t supposed to know about the ghouls.  “By a golem and some kind of monster.”  I finished lamely.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Gaveech’s look of concern was evident as he nodded.  The other Warden seemed less interested, but then we didn’t know each other at all.  There was something of a bond between people once they’d cleared the water test together.  After all of our training, and all we’d survived, there couldn’t help but be a bond forged by suffering together.  I wasn’t sure we were friends, but we at least thought fondly of one another.  At least, I did of them, and it seemed Gaveech held me in esteem as well.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “With everything I’ve seen and heard over the last few weeks, I’m no longer willing to doubt any story someone comes back with.  Are you alright?”  He asked, his milky eyes glancing over me, looking for signs of physical damage, though I thought he meant more than that.  I realized that some of the people who came back after being missing did so with part of their mind broken.  It was what being out there amidst the madness did to you.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I think so.”  I answered quietly.  “I should get inside and check in.  Korva will want to know I’m alive, and I’d like to know what’s going on.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Gaveech’s expression seemed to relax a little as he nodded.  “Yes, though you won’t find out too much.  We don’t know much.  Everyone is confused.  Even the King.  He has been here for a week now, talking with the Wardens.  Things are chaotic and unorganized.  There is talk of retrieving Everburn to deal with this.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I froze up inside for just a moment.  “The King is here?”  I asked, shocked by that.  I stepped forward a little, closer to Gaveech.  The door to Forge was open, and as I came a bit closer I could see that the entire yard was full of tents and people walking about and attending to seemingly mundane business.  It was like a temporary town.  There were more Wardens there then I had ever seen in one place, but normal people too.  It also looked like there were students amongst them.  Far off to one side I could see a large tent and there were even more Wardens around that.  Somewhere in the mess of tents and people the King was there as well.
    

    
      
    

    
      Gaveech nodded.  “Yes, he even talked to all of us individually.  The Wardens, that is.”  Gaveech smiled.  “He thanked us for our service and promised us that we would get through this.  He is incredible, Lillin.  I mean, they teach you about the Iron Will at the school, but I didn't know I would be able to feel it just by hearing him speak.  He radiates Will like a fire does heat.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I tried not to let my expression sour.  The King was at the root of the problem that I had with the Wardens and our school in Black Mark.  The school was his toy, his murder grounds.  I had no desire to actually interact with the man, at least not until I could face him on equal footing.  Though, to hear Gaveech talk, there was no way I could ever face him on equal footing.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Thanks, Gaveech.”  I said, giving him a short bow.  “I’m going to head inside.  Do you know where I can find Korva?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yeah, she’ll be in the Warden camp.  It’s the one just around the edges of the King’s tent.”  He pointed.  “You should be able to ask around for her once you’re in the area.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Thanks again.”  I said, and then I started off into the Forge.  It no longer looked like the training ground I was accustomed to seeing.  The tents all over the place and the people moving about their general business made it look like some kind of mobile city.  I set my thoughts to going over what Gaveech had told me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The King was here.  He was talking about retrieving Everburn.  That, from what I knew of it, was a very bad idea.  Everburn was incredibly dangerous.  That was why it had been sealed away in the first place.  Whatever was happening here, it wouldn’t help us to bring even more danger in upon ourselves.  I needed to see Korva, and then I needed to talk to Arthos.  He had to know as well as I did that the stupid artifact he’d brought back with him was the root of our trouble.  We needed to get rid of the thing if it wasn’t too late already.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I strode towards the area of the camp that was home to the Wardens wondering who I would encounter first, or if I would recognize anyone at all.  To my distinct displeasure it turned out to be one of the last people I would have wanted to see.  Before he even spoke my ire was up.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “The rumors are saying you died, Deady.  Pitty.”  Kavack's voice held no less acid than it had when we were both students together.  There was a distinct difference now, though.  I turned on him.  He was bigger than he had been, more muscular, his back stiffer with confidence.  His knuckles were scarred and scabbed.  He’d been fighting, though that wasn’t really a surprise. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m a Warden.  I’d recommend you address me, and all others of my station, as a superior.”  I told him, keeping my voice calm and cool despite the fire welling up inside of me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’ll never be better than I am.”  Kavack answered, a cocky grin sliding into place.  “You can pretend you’re special all you want, but I know . . .”  My will had been surging through me, waking up in a terrible, fiery way, but it wasn’t me who silenced him.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Kavack hit the ground like he’d been crushed by a hand from the sky.  He let out a gasping shriek as he hit hard, and I felt the roar of Will around me as he was pinned forcefully in place.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Students have been expelled for less than the way I just heard you talk to Warden Lillin.”  The voice that spoke was cold and impassive.  I recognized it, though.  I turned a bit and saw Kine standing not far behind me.  Kine was an inquisitor of Will, the same one who had questioned me when I’d first passed the water test.  I hadn’t really seen him since then.  “As we are now there isn’t time to go through the proceedings necessary to have you expelled, but believe me, your teachers will hear of this.”  Kine flicked his hand in the air and Kavack went tumbling back across the ground.  I felt the surge of his Will.  It was strong, but the real trick was the intricate way he used the power he had.  It was incredibly precise, aimed and fired like an arrow from the bow of well trained archer.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I watched as Kavack picked himself up, shooting me a venomous look before he turned and began to limp away.  All of this time later and he still held his grudge against me.  Kine’s voice pulled me from my observation.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We did think you were dead, or at least missing indefinitely.  It’s uncommon for anyone to come back from void.”  Kine said, his tone more casual.  “Are you still sane?”  Well, that wasn’t exactly a polite question. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I offered a shrug in reply.  I was a little bitter that I hadn’t been allowed to deal with Kavack on my own, but perhaps it was for the best.  Lashing out at him in anger would have been a bit immature. It might have felt delightful, but the power difference between the two of us was such that it would have been too easy.  Power could become incredibly easy to abuse.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m no worse than I was when I first finished my training, but I suppose it is up to others to decide whether or not my sanity is still in place.”  I added to my initial shrug.  “I wasn’t aware that I was gone for days, so I suppose that doesn’t bode well.  It felt like maybe an hour to me.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Kine was nodding. “And have you been speaking in tongues anymore?”  I could feel his interest rising at this, and for a moment I couldn’t recall what he was talking about.  Then it came back to me. When he’d interviewed me he’d pushed too hard and he’d woken something in my mind, some weird locked away part that had spoken to him in a language I hadn’t known.  I’d done my best to put it entirely from my thoughts, but there it was again.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I frowned and shook my head.  “No, I haven’t.  I think I’d prefer not to.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That is a shame.  I tried to petition the council to allow me to study that strange slip further, but they really just wanted you gone, off on your training.  They didn’t even care that we’d touched on something very special there.  Do you remember what you said?”  And before I could answer he went on.  “. . . teotic fisva nu antowen miak.  Tiam vit nu covek tranian ruthova.”  The words rang in my head like the sound of a bell chiming, though they seemed a bit off, his inflections wrong.  It was a strange thought to have since I had no idea what he was saying.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He smiled.  He looked almost excited. “It took me a long, long time to find anyone who could figure out what that meant, and even then, even with references, and a giant library of books, they weren’t certain.  What you said, Lillin, was ‘This shell is our instrument.  Her purpose is ours and you will not interfere.’  I wonder what that might mean.”  His voice was almost reverent.
    

    
      
    

    
      A chill passed through me.  Those were strange words, and I wasn’t happy not to understand why I’d spoken them, or how.  “What do they mean?”  I asked, aware that I sounded a little lost in that moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t know!”  He sounded excited.  “I really want to find out, but I don’t know, and right now no one is interested in finding out.  If you ever want to learn more, though, you can come see me again on your own time.  We can explore what I found.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He seemed honestly curious and not hostile, but the thought of hearing anymore of that language coming from me scared me.  “I’ll keep that in mind, but there is still much that needs to be done.  Do you know where I can find Korva?”  I asked, trying to push the conversation on to different territory.  I’d had enough unsettling experiences for the day.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He nodded and pointed to a tent not far from where we were.  “She’s on her rest period.  She didn't take losing you well.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Thank you.”  I answered with a quick bow, but then I was off in a rush.  I didn't really want to talk to Kine anymore than I had to.  There were so many things to consider, so many problems all around us.  I would have to try and deal with one thing at a time.  First, Korva.  I wanted her to know I was alright. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I went to the tent Kine had indicated and found the front flap open.  Korva was inside working at a desk, probably writing reports of some kind.  I cleared my throat.  “Korva.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Her head snapped up and around quickly.  “Lillin?”  She was frozen in shock for a moment, and then she stood up and rushed over to me, reaching out to give my shoulder a firm squeeze as though to assure herself I was really there.  “By the Blackened, Lillin, you’re alive!”  I could see the relief clearly on her features. She let out a sigh and shook her head.  “After you vanished I thought you were gone for good.  I searched for you for a time, but there was no trace of you at all.  One minute we were talking, and then you just vanished.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I was right behind you and then a door slammed closed in my face, and after that I couldn’t find you anymore.”  It was difficult to put what had happened into words.  “I wandered the halls, but they weren’t ordered correctly, and I couldn’t make any headway getting back here.”  I didn’t know how to explain the rest of it without sounding crazy, so I left parts of it off.  I did mention the golem and the ghoul, though I kept it all vague.  “When I finally did manage to make my way here they told me I’d been missing for days, but it only felt like maybe an hour or so.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva’s expression was still one of relief.  “It sounds like those kind of things have been happening a great deal since this started.  I’m just happy to see you’re alive.  I’ve never lost a trainee under me before, and I rather like you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      This made me smile despite myself.  “Thank you, I rather like you as well.  I hear the King is with us.”  I said, deciding to see what more I could learn from Korva.
    

    
      
    

    
      She nodded.  “Yes, we’ve set up a control center here.  It made sense since the Wardens were already established here.  Inside the yard things are mostly safe, and not too many strange things happen, but beyond this place it’s all chaos.  We were sending out patrols to fight the golems and try to determine where this is all coming from, but despite having been at this for a while now we haven’t learned much of anything.  The patrols seem to go alright as long as they’re four or five people in size, but any less than that and people tend not to make it back, or come back changed.  We’ve had to restrain a few Wardens who have become unstable.  Times are desperate.  The King wants to gain access to Everburn, to use the eternal flame to banish the darkness that has fallen here, but there is some resistance from the older Wardens.  They are sitting in a meeting over it now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I thought that over for a bit before speaking again.  “Where does Arthos stand on things?”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I haven’t heard anything about Arthos.  If he is here at all I haven’t seen him, but there is another group of Wardens who are forming an opposition to the King.  They have threatened to stand down from their positions if he chooses to take up Everburn.”  Korva looked a bit uneasy.  “The King hasn’t used his Will yet to compel anyone to agree with him, but he is steadfast in what he wants to do.  I’m afraid it won’t be long before he expresses his desires as Iron Law, at which point we will all obey him.  If we don’t, he . . . “  Her expression turned even more dour.  “Well, the King can compel even his own Wardens if it suits him.  There is a reason we call it the Iron Will.  What he wants, he gets.  The fact that he is letting deliberation go on means he hasn’t completely decided what he wants yet.  Those who won’t follow him now will when he makes a decision, all threats aside.  Speaking out at the moment is just a show of empty bravado.”
    

    
      
    

    
      This new information had me worried.  Arthos going missing was strange , and this divide between the Wardens was troubling, but I also wasn’t sure that claiming Everburn was a good idea.  That was a dangerous path unto itself.  I found myself wondering where Ghoul stood on things, but I wasn’t supposed to know him.  I couldn’t exactly ask.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The older Wardens are resisting using Everburn?”  I asked, deciding that this might be the best clarification I could find.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva nodded. “Most of them are siding with the opposition.  Some of them remember the last time Everburn was used and they don’t like the idea of exposing our world to that again.  Things have been strange here, Lillin.  I mean, clearly what is happening is strange, but the Wardens aren’t acting themselves either.  I’ve never seen them so divided.  No one is certain how to handle this situation, but things are getting dire.  We have to make a stand somewhere.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Where do you stand?”  I decided I should know.  
    

    
      
    

    
      She was just a bit hesitant before answering.  “I was all for the King’s idea of getting Everburn at first, but the reluctance of the older Warden’s worries me.  Some of them, not all, but some of them lived through the first use of Everburn.  The fact that they seem unwilling to grasp it again concerns me.  Even the King, who believes it is necessary, doesn't seem excited at the prospect.  I feel as though I’m not seeing the whole story, either from the opposition or from the King, but in the end, the Will of the King is our Will.  We can’t deny what he wants, even if it’s dangerous.  We can certainly question what he says, but . . . ”  She gave a helpless shrug. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Her perspective was a nice change from Arthos who seemed to have an unwavering opinion of the King and the Iron Will.  At least Korva was willing to question, even if she wouldn’t resist in the end.  It was the stubborn acceptance of the King’s Will that was most troubling to me, but perhaps I lacked the proper perspective.  I’d never met the King in person.  It was hard to imagine someone with a Will so powerful that you could always feel its pressure upon you.  Most of the others, I’d learned, could only feel a direct application of Will anyway, and only when it was directed at them.  That made me different, though why I wasn’t certain.  I thought it had something to do with the pressure that Ghoul had applied to me, but why was my awakening different than those who awoke at Second?  They didn’t have to awaken in a life or death situation either, though I didn’t understand the process they used.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Thinking of Second made me think of Dreea again, and a wave of sadness passed over me.  Some small relief followed shortly after.  At least she wasn’t here.  She was far away from the dangers of this place, in a controlled environment.  She would do well in her training.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I realized I'd been quiet for perhaps too long.  “Sorry,” I offered.  “My thoughts are wandering.  It has been an eventful day.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva nodded. I could read some concern on her face, but it seemed fleeting in light of everything else that we were dealing with.  “You should report to Shaw.  He is in charge of organizing shifts here.  Normally I’d keep you with me, but since everyone thinks you’re dead at the moment, it’s better if you get your directions from him.  He’ll probably send you back here.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Where can I find Shaw?”  I asked not eager to be back out amidst the others.  I wanted quiet time to think and figure things out, but it would be difficult to find such time here I realized.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “He’ll be at the tent in the center of the camp right now.  He’s handling most of the organization for our actions, and that means he has to work with everyone; students, Wardens, and the common folk.”  She explained, pointing back out of the tent and further away into the field.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The common folk are here as well?”  I knew this from what Gaveech had told me when I first arrived, but it was still unusual. As far as I knew we didn’t let people from Black Mark into the school.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It was deemed an emergency . Those who fled here were let inside.  There are a few thousand people taking refuge right now.  I don’t think the Forge has ever been quite this busy.  There are a few guardsmen, but for the most part the Wardens are having to play the part.  People are scared and acting foolishly, so we’re wasting time policing them and keeping them in order.”  She sighed and shook her head.  “It’s just one more problem on top of everything else, but the strong have to protect the weak.  It’s the natural order.  Those with Will must control those without.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ll head over and see Shaw then.  I’ll talk to you again soon.”  I said, bowing my head.  “I’m glad you made it here alive.”
    

    
      
    

    
      She smiled warmly at me.  “I am equally glad, Lillin.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We parted ways then, and I slipped back out amongst the tents.  
    

    
      
    

    
      There was a general chaos to the area beyond the Warden’s section of tents.  The students were housed next, and they seemed lost with the break in order.  Many of them were clearly frightened and confused.  They looked at me as I passed amongst them, whispering quietly to one another.  I recognized a few faces, though it was strange seeing them now.  I was a Warden, and they were still students.  I’d never thought to encounter them again.  A few bowed and scurried out of the way as I passed.  It made me uncomfortable, even more than it had to get the same differential treatment in Evelsmoth.  In Evelsmoth it had felt like a natural outcropping of their expectations, but here it felt like a facade put on because of my uniform.  I remembered how I’d seen the Wardens that walked amongst us while I was a student, but I didn’t think these ones saw me the same.  They knew me, or knew of me, all but the latest year.  They also knew what it meant to be a deady.  I was the first to have worn the skull and become a full Warden.  There was distinction and separation in that.  I wasn’t like the others, and I never would be. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In many ways I didn’t yet feel like a full Warden.  Of course, unlike the students, I could bring my Will to bare, and it was a power that made for a massive difference between us.  With my Will I could jump over a building, or run twice as fast as without it.  I could force a man to his knees, and if I could ever learn finesse, I could command a man to his knees by pressing on his Will with mine.  I still wasn’t great at finesse.  Being a Warden, and the strength that came with it, changed the fundamentals of who I was.  I had to remember that being powerful didn’t make me right, and it didn’t mean I could do as I wanted.  Will was easy to abuse, and those who taught us how to use it certainly didn’t do a good job of teaching us the importance of restraint.  I’d almost forgotten that when faced with Kavack.  
    

    
      
    

    
      It didn’t take long to find Shaw.  He was giving orders to two other Wardens that I didn't recognize when I walked in.  He finished with them before turning to me, though his surprise at seeing me there was quite short lived.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s good to see you alive, but I can’t say I’m entirely taken aback.  Nothing here has been normal in a long while, and I had a feeling that you wouldn't go missing so easily.  You want to be placed for a shift?”  He asked.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded, that seemed like the best course of action for the moment.  “I’ve spoken with Korva and she says you’re handling the organization of things right now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, Korva . . . “  He paused for a moment.  “Do you know why we sent you with Korva last time?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Because Arthos was busy, and you needed someone to look after me for my training.”  I answered, though there was a hint of uncertainty in my voice.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “That was part of it, yes, but we could have chosen others.  Arthos insisted that we send you with someone who could train a knight, but his report indicated you had an aptitude for scout work, or would if you could master your abilities.  He said it was what you wanted, but he didn’t believe it was what you should do.  Some of us saw training you as a scout as a good way to get you far away from us, and that felt like the easiest way to deal with your differences.  We sent you with Korva because she is very good at training scouts, at training independent Wardens, but the truth is we don’t need anymore scouts right now.  We needs knights.  We need men and women who can fight above all else.”  He looked consideringly at me.  “We typically don’t even allow people to train for scouting right out of school.  It’s difficult and it takes a strength that has to be proven over several years, but we’ve been making exceptions for you because of the way you passed the water test, because some of us would prefer you to be as far from the rest of us as possible.”  This made him laugh for a moment.  “If I didn’t know better, I’d think they were afraid of you.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I was surprised to be hearing all of this from him.  I wasn’t that surprised to hear Arthos had recommended me to the Knights.  I’d known that, though I hadn’t known he’d originally thought I’d make a good scout.  The end of our time together had been strange and I wasn’t certain what he’d thought of me. 
    

    
      
    

    
       “I wish to continue my training to become a scout.”  I said, trying to keep my voice confident.  I hadn’t even known that was what was happening, but I liked Korva, and I liked the way she taught me.  I felt like I was actually improving myself under her teaching.  “I can learn to scout and to fight at the same time.  In fact, Korva’s style of teaching has improved my skills a great deal.  My control over my Will has never been stronger, and my fighting skills are growing with every training session.  I’ve also developed a bond of trust with her.  I have confidence in our ability to work well together.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Shaw considered me for a moment, his cool dead eyes searching mine.  Finally he simply shrugged.  “I might reconsider this later, but for now you can continue with Korva.  I will be watching her evaluations, though.  If you falter we will change your training and get you on a more appropriate course.  There is no glory in scouting, Lillin.  When they do something incredible, very few ever hear about it.  It’s hard work, and the payoff is only what you can make out of it.  Keep that in mind.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Thank you, sir.”  I answered, offering a formal bow.  The truth was I didn’t care about the payoff that might come from my work.  Ghoul had first told me to follow this course, but now it felt like the only way forward.  Firmly gripping this endeavor felt like taking a step from the dark and into the light.  It was difficult to explain any of it, and I thought it might have just been a case of me setting my mind on something and refusing to let go of the goal.  In any case, this was the way things were going to be now.  There was no going back for me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Korva has her orders already.  Report back to her and . . . “  A loud horn sounded outside the tent, a single, crisp note that seemed to crack through the air like a snap of thunder.  Shaw’s expression turned cool.  “Well, you can report back to her later.  It appears that the King wishes to speak to us.  That was his call to the Wardens.  Come with me.  We don’t keep the King waiting.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      With that he headed out of the tent and I rushed after to keep up with him.  I was going to see the King.  This realization sent a gale’s worth of gusting worry and fear tumbling through me, a rising storm of panic that felt like it might overwhelm my senses.  I needed to remain calm.  Something important was about to happen.  Whatever the King had to say, it would decide our future course.
    

    
      
    

    
      Other Wardens were already on the move.  We all walked quietly together, more of us than I’d ever seen together in one place.  It was like a march of the dead, all of us in our similar uniforms, an army of men and women with fire clad fists emblazoned upon us.  I thought it was just me who was fighting with fear at first, but I could see the same feelings etched upon the faces of the others.  We were all worried.  None of us wanted to go meet with the King.  What kind of man was it that could command such fear from the Wardens?  
    

    
      
    

    
      I wasn’t certain, but I was about to find out.  
    

    




    
      
    

    
    
      Chapter 15
    

    
      
    

    
      Awakening
    

    
      
    

    
      15.1
    

    
      
    

    
      It was strangely quiet in the group of Wardens.  No one spoke, whispered, or otherwise made any noise at all.  There were maybe a hundred of us or more gathered in the clearing near the King’s tent, and it looked to me like the dead had risen from their graves to attend the meeting with the Iron Will.  There were a few of the Wardens from Second there, sprinkled in amidst the others.  They stood out for looking more alive than the rest, their appearance closer to my own.  
    

    
      
    

    
      From what I understood of our order, there were more of the Second Wardens then of the Black Mark variety, but most of the Second Wardens were sent to the front line to fight.  Very few of them ever came to Black Mark at all. That I was seeing so many of them now was another indication of just how precarious our current situation was.  They’d called in everyone they could spare, and now here we all were, about to meet with the King.  This was almost exactly how I’d pictured the Wardens before actually joining the school.  An order of stalwart fighting men and women who had private meetings with the King where they were given orders.  It was almost enough of a parody of that original vision to be amusing, but my concerns pushed any amusement from taking hold.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Distantly I could see that there was a massive fire burning far to one end of the Forge.  Where it was positioned looked almost uninhabited, and that made it quite strange to see a pillar of smoke rising up into the air.  The smoke was black and sooty, strange to see.  I wondered why it burned, and what it was being used for, though I only had time to consider it passingly.
    

    
      
    

    
      I felt a keen tension as we all stood waiting for the arrival of the King.  This was it.  I was going to meet the man responsible for making the Wardens what they were.  He was going to come here and talk to us.  In my mind he was a tower, ten feet tall and massive across the shoulders.  He glowed with golden light, and his voice boomed, rumbling so low it made your guts turn when he spoke.  I realized that this was all impossible, just the fancies of an overactive imagination, but it was difficult not to think of him as some kind of demigod when all of these very powerful people respected him, looked up to him.  Blackened, most of them feared him.  I feared him.  
    

    
      
    

    
      A small wooden platform had been constructed in front of his tent, and as the flap opened and he emerged, he stepped up onto this so that everyone could see him.  He both was and wasn’t what I had expected.  He wasn’t ten feet tall, but he had to be nearly seven, and he was dressed in incredible armor, the kind used by warriors who didn’t have the Will to protect them.  It was scalemail, but the links of the scale were so fine that they shimmered like fish scales in shades of blue and purple.  I wasn’t sure by looking alone if it was delicate or indestructible. He wore a cloak with the hood back, and on the cloak was the depiction of Everburn clenched in a fist, but the detail on his symbol was much more intricate than those we wore.  The hand clenching the flame was charred and skeletal, the flame was stitched in purple and black, just like the actual fire.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He had long black hair that was loosely tied back with a gray ribbon, and deep blue eyes that almost seemed to glow.  He didn’t look like a Warden, and that fact surprised me.  He was somehow more impressive than my imaginings, and at the same time he was more human as well.  At least he looked more human, but perhaps that was what made him spectacular.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he spoke.  It wasn’t deep and resonant like the voice I’d imagined for him, but it was sharp and clear, and the words struck at me like hammers.  I winced as every word he spoke wove his Will into the air.  It was like power flowed from him on the back of his breath.  He wasn’t using his Will.  He didn’t need to.  His Will was a miasma that spread as spoke, a weapon that swam in the air and cut through the world around him assailing everyone close enough to hear it projected.  In that moment I understood why no one would speak up against him, why no one dared to challenge him.  As he spoke to us, I could think of no avenue to resist the Iron Will.  There was desperation in this realization, panic like I’d felt when water had flooded into the chamber during the water test.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Good Wardens, I have deliberated long on what must be done to assure our way of life going forward.”  He began.  “I have spoken with many of you, listened to your concerns and warnings, and considered them all before coming to a conclusion.  The truth is, however, that this threat is the greatest we have faced since the skolbala, and if left to persist it might even surpass that dark time in our history.  We face an enemy that fights not with arms and shield, but with fear and shadow.  We have no weapon with us that can turn back such an assault.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I knew where his words were going, but I could hardly believe it was really happening.  I wanted to say something, to scream that it was a mistake, but I couldn’t do anything.  I could only listen.  That was all any of us could manage.  How had he gotten so powerful?  How could any one man have so much Will?  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I will go and commune with Everburn, and I will bring back a portion of the eternal flame to burn away this darkness that is taking hold in our land.”  The King continued, confirming what I’d suspected.  I knew the truth of the old stories.  I knew what Golem had told me, and this was a mistake.  We would be fighting one terror with another, and no matter which one won, we’d be left to deal with the other.  “I do not do this lightly.  Everburn is powerful.  There is a reason we keep it far away from us, but if ever we needed the strength of the eternal fire, it is now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I clenched my fists at my side.  We would all be destroyed, and there would be nothing we could do to stop it.  It was like being crushed between two mountains.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ll be leaving in the morning.  I must make preparations to open the great door and it will . . . “  He was still speaking, but a voice broke through his, a single, small voice.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No.”  It said, and it was so shocking to hear that all of my spinning thoughts came to a halt and I found myself looking around.  Everyone else was as well, but their eyes were falling on me.  Why were they looking at me?  It took me a moment to realize that I was the one who’d spoken.  It was my voice that had broken in on the King’s. Fear jumped up my spine and my legs shook.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Who was that?”  The King’s voice cracked, and suddenly the group of Wardens was spreading, their attention all turned to me.  All of the world’s focus was on me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      How had this happened?  I hadn’t planned on speaking.  The King strode towards me, cutting through the Wardens as easily as a keen blade parts flesh.  He stopped in front of me, his icy blue eyes falling on me.  “You have reservations about my choice, Warden?”  He asked.  “I don’t recognize you.”  His words had weight, and each additional one he spoke sat heavier and heavier upon my shoulders.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I opened my mouth to speak, but a small breath was all that I could manage.  It felt like I was laying on the ground and he was pushing on my chest, pressing the air from me.  Panic was rising up inside of me.  Would I die?  It felt like I might.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It is a mistake.”  I said, my voice small at first, but getting louder by the word.  I took a deep breath, and in the calm moment of that breath I could feel my Will surge around me, a thrashing storm of power whirling to life, pressing back against the constant pressure of energy coming from the King.  I hadn’t even noticed it before.  It was like being so surrounded by noise that you stopped noticing how loud it was.  His Will was so great, that I’d stopped seeing it, feeling it moving about me, but now, in this shell created by my own Will, I could gather my senses again.  “Introducing Everburn to this world will just put us between two forces that we can’t hope to control.  There will be nowhere for us to escape.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Who are you?”  The King asked, his voice surging against the my Will, causing it to flicker for a moment, making me stagger.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I am Warden Lillin, Your Majesty.”  I answered, struggling to get a grip on the situation I’d forced myself into.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ve never met you before, Lillin.  Why is that?”  The King asked, and I was speaking before I could even think about the answer. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ve only just become a Warden.”  His Will was compelling my answers, cutting at the resistance mine had woven between us.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He laughed, though it wasn’t a sound that held any mirth.  “You are a fledgling, girl.  You know little of what we face, or what we must do to stand against this threat.  I have lived so long that I was ancient when your grandparents were on the cusp of conceiving your parents. I have seen Everburn’s effect.  I know what I’m doing.”  A frowned creased his features as he seemed to take in the tattoo on my face for the first time.  “Your kind don’t often come so far.”  Then, after he’d spoke his part, his Will hit me hard.  My meager resistance broke, shattering as his will suddenly roared to life with an impossible surge of strength.  I collapsed and clutched the sides of my head, and then I was lost.  It was like my mind was broken from my body.   Pain and darkness welled up around me, creating walls that I couldn’t hope to climb over, and there was no getting back to myself.
    

    
      
    

    
      I couldn’t be certain how long I was like that, but when my body finally came back into focus I was cold, shivering, and my hands hurt.  I felt a hand on my arm and looked over to see someone staring at me, his eyes concerned.  I didn't recognize those eyes at all at first.  I looked around instead, trying to figure out where I was.  There were people around me, staring and laughing, though the man with me turned on them and roared “Leave!” in a voice that shook the air, and the onlookers went slack jawed and left.  
    

    
      
    

    
      It was only as they left that I realized I was entirely nude, kneeling in the mud with my hands caked in dirt.  “Where . . . what happened?”  I asked numbly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You spoke out against the King, Lillin, during one of his speeches.  He punished you.”  The man answered, and it was his voice that brought home who he was.  I’d never really looked at him closely before.  His skin was pale like most Wardens, streaked with black where his blood had once run red.  His eyes might have been green once, but it was hard to tell now, and his hair had little of its original brown remaining.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I tried to stand up, but it wasn’t easy.  My legs were aching and Ghoul had to help me to my feet.  Ghoul.  “He is wrong.”  I said, thinking of the King. “He is going to make things worse.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I know.”  Ghoul answered, and then he reached up and took off his tattered cloak, hanging it around my neck. “Most of us know, but he has commanded it done, and there is no resistance.  The Iron Will is . . . well, you’ve felt it now.  He wasn’t even that hard on you.  He went easy because you’ve only been a Warden a short time.”  Ghoul scowled.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why are you here?”  I asked, confused by this whole turn of events, disoriented, and feeling keenly violated.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I heard you at the meeting, but I couldn’t come straight from there to find you.  People would have noticed.  I came as soon as it began to get dark though.  You’ve been here digging for four hours.  Come along, we should talk.”  He put an arm around me, not in a familiar, lecherous way, but in a guiding manner, and in that moment I let him lead.  I didn’t know where we were going, or why, but that was just how things were with Ghoul.  At that moment it felt good to be with someone familiar.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “He is inhuman.”  I said after we’d walked a bit, heading further into Forge, far out into the back fields.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, he was changed long ago.  He is a bit like the Blackened, but not as bad.  Yet.  He will come back worse, though.  Still, you surprised him.  You surprised everyone.  Being able to say anything while he was giving a speech was an incredible show of Will.  I dare say he hasn’t been surprised like that in a very long time.”  Ghoul laughed, the sound as unhinged as ever, but somehow less dark than it had once been.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why am I different, Ghoul?”  The question bubbled up from inside of me.  I’d considered it many, many times, wondered what this all meant, but it was the first time I’d given voice to it out loud.  “Why am I like this?  Why did I survive the water test?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Ghoul’s expression dimmed a bit, the mirth fleeing his eyes.  “I don’t really know.  I don’t know why you are so incredibly strong, or how I knew you would be, how I knew I had to press you to make you this way.  I don’t know why I could make golems and no one else could, why my Will has taken the form that it has.  I dream of futures we might never have, and sometimes they hint at things that might really happen, or things that should happen.”  He gave a helpless shrug.  “Sometimes I think I’ve dreamt something important, but then it turns out to be just a dream.  I wish I had answers.  I think there are forces at work that have purposes too vast and unknowable for us to fathom.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I thought he might stop, but he went on. “There are driving elements that have existed forever.  They underpin creation and existence, but they aren’t sentient.  They have purpose and drive, but they don’t work like we do.  Everburn is such a force.  It is a flame that wishes to consume, and this other thing, this darkness that assails us now, it is another force.  It exists to twist and madden.  Something else drives my dreams, and drives your Will.  That, though, is just a theory.  It’s the mad ponderings I’ve struggled with for years.  It might be no more accurate than the things in our history books, just bits of truth strung together into something desperately wanting to be a whole.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I let my shoulders slump.  I’d hoped for real answers, but apparently there were none to find, at least not here.  “I’d hoped you knew more.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I thought I did for a time, but things change, and the world is far more complicated than any of us could imagine.”  He sounded as tired as I felt.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Something caught my eye and I stopped in my tracks.  I’d seen the fire from further away, but we’d drawn nearer now and I could tell what was burning.  The metal bodies were piled high, massive beams of wood laid out like some giant campfire beneath them.  The flames popped and hissed as the bodies of golems roasted on the pyre and my stomach twisted in horror and revulsion.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Is this what I’m here to see?”  I asked, my voice a bit thin.  I didn’t need such a horror just then.  I wasn’t sure I could take it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ghoul looked over at the fire and shook his head.  “No, this is just something that is happening.  The golems are out of control.  They’re killing people in the streets, Wardens too if they can get their hands on them. They have to be destroyed now.”  He didn’t sound happy.  “I can feel them coming unwound in the flames, the vestiges of used Will slashing out from their bodies and trying to find me again.  Some of it makes it back, but more of it is simply destroyed.  Each one that dies takes a toll on me.  Each one adds to the burden I’ve created for myself.  It’s like I’m recovering the clarity I lost while doing this for years.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked over at Ghoul and then up to his face which had a haunted expression etched upon it.  I felt a desire to offer some kind of comfort to the man, but I didn't know what to say.  He did terrible things, and this was the result of that, but he did them with no other choice.  I wanted to like him, but it was so hard to do when I thought of Ori.  
    

    
      
    

    
      My eyes snapped back to the fire.  “Ori.”  I said her name, wondering if she burned there with the others.  My heart ached in my chest, but maybe it was for the better.  It had to be for the better.  At least she wouldn’t suffer anymore.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ori isn’t there.”  Ghoul said, and strangely I felt relief. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “How do you know?”  The question slipped past my lips.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I know them all by name.  They are like children to me, small pieces of myself brought into the world with the help of another.”  He shrugged.  “I know them all.  Come along, there is something I need to show you.”  He said, and he reached out and took my hand, leading me on again. 
    

    
      
    

    
      15.2
    

    
      
    

    
      I followed after Ghoul, finding it strange that I was being led naked through the Forge by a man I barely trusted, and had frequently hated in my time as a student here.  He was easy enough to hate, but he also seemed possessed of a sense of compassion hidden beneath the madness he’d brought upon himself.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We reached an area in the very back corner of the Forge and came upon two Wardens standing guard at the entrance to a stone walled area with a large gate.  They snapped to attentive positions as we neared.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ve brought a consultant for my project.”  He told them.  “Stand aside, we have work to do.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The guards simply nodded and moved out of his way as he lead us past them towards a small hut that was stationed against the wall of the Forge, hidden by the shorter stone wall that had been erected around it.  “This is where they have me working now.  They think I can find a way to fix everything, bring the golem's back under our control.  I’ve told them it’s not possible, but they don’t listen, and perhaps they’re right not to.  I can bring the golems back.”  He laughed at this, as though it were a great joke.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You can bring them back?!”  I asked, shock evident in my voice.  “Ghoul, why aren’t you doing it?  You could save lives!”  I’d just been considering not hating the man for a moment only to be faced with this.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh, don’t misunderstand me, Lillin.”  We’d reached the hut. “I cannot bring them all back.  I’m weakening, and what goes into this process is almost impossibly hard.  Then there is the matter of time.  Each one takes a very, very long time.  I have to put so much work into it, and more . . . “  He gave a half smile.  “Without the darkness to fuel their lives, to spark their existence, they need something else.  I only have so much of that to give.”  He opened the door and stepped inside, and I followed after him, as though unable to stop myself.  The last time he’d taken me to see one of his projects had not been pleasant.  I wasn’t sure I wanted to see this new one, but I also couldn’t turn back.  I was too far into this.  I had a way of stumbling into things apparently, a curiosity that drove me at the worst of times.  
    

    
      
    

    
      This thought lead me to look back on my time with Zarkov.  He’d been even more curious than I had, the sweet damned fool.  He’d always had to know.  Every doorway we’d crossed was another mystery to him, and I knew that not knowing about those other worlds had been hard on him.  I missed him very much, and thinking of missing him made me think of Dreea, who I missed in a similar way.  My heart felt leaden in my chest. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The room we walked into looked like Ghoul had been spending a great deal of time there.  There were bits and pieces of equipment everywhere, tools I couldn’t recognize, and intricate little mechanisms of unknown origin lined the walls, some tucked away in wood boxes and others just sitting on shelves.  All of this was of course secondary to the sight that drew my eyes to the center of the room.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ghoul, what is that?”  I asked, tentatively approaching the table that sat at the middle of this chaotic workshop.  There was a golem atop it, or something that looked a bit like one.  It was very different in many ways.  It wasn’t as large or as hulking.  It was just a little bigger than a person might be, and the design work was intricate and precise.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The metal was brightly finished, a polished white that seemed to shimmer blue in the light, and the detail work done in intricate gold offset the white nicely.  I gave it a second look and wondered if it wasn’t a golem at all, but maybe just a suit of armor, the kind a guardsmen might wear to protect himself only of much better quality.  Wardens didn’t wear this kind of armor.  Some of us wore chainmail, but it generally just slowed us down.  We relied on our Will to shield us, and if necessary, to heal us.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t wear armor.”  I said, thinking maybe this was some kind of strange gift he’d made for me.  It was touching, but I wasn’t going to learn how to fight in that.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Ghoul gave a short laugh.  “Well, it’s not armor, not for you anyway.  It’s something far more interesting.  I’m calling it the chrysalis.  This is what a golem could be.”  He looked over at me, his faintly green eyes meeting mine.  “This is Ori, Lillin.”  A heavy silence settled over us.
    

    
      
    

    
      I was far too shocked to say anything, and he took that moment to go on  “I’ve been working on the ideas here for years and years, maybe close to a hundred, but until all of this mess with the golems going out of control began, I’ve never had time to do more than tinker with bits and pieces, but this is the result of that tinkering, and the hard work of a team of very skilled craftsmen.  I had a hard time locating and subduing Ori, but I knew it had to be her.”
    

    
      
    

    
      A spark of anger burned to life inside me.  “How could you do this to her?”  I snapped, my voice almost shaking in anger.  “Hasn’t she suffered enough for you?”
    

    
      
    

    
      He held up his hands.  “Wait, Lillin, listen and understand.  She is not suffering now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I stopped, about to yell at him, on the cusp of knotting my will into a ball and crushing him with everything I could muster.  It might have done no good at all, but I was that furious with him in that moment.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I took a firm hold of my anger, though it was a monumental task.  “She isn't suffering?”  I asked between gritted teeth.
    

    
      
    

    
      He shook his head.  “Right now she is asleep, in stasis.  The old golems required pain to run.  They were fueled by torment, the gears of the machine lubricated by suffering, but this is entirely different.  This shell will not hurt the one who wears it.  It will give them a second chance at existence.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I was more than a little confused, but the anger was very slowly trickling away.  “What about all the trauma experienced while she was in the other form?  How will she react to finding out she’s just a few pieces of meat floating in a metal shell?”  Some anger did slip into my voice, but if he was telling the truth and she wasn’t hurting anymore, then at least that was something to be happy about. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “I can’t erase that, but the state she is in now will help her rejuvenate.  When I wake her, she will have had time to heal and recover.  I can’t know for certain if she’ll be happy as she is, but she will be better than she was.  She won’t hurt any longer.  She will have a chance to go on.”  Ghoul looked worried and maybe a little excited.  I understood then that this was his chance at a partial redemption in his own eyes.  He was trying to, in some small way, right the wrongs he’d done in creating the golems.  He’d chosen to try this on Ori because she was my friend, and Ghoul felt that we were connected.  He thought that we were friends.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Were we friends?  Perhaps in a way we were.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked down at Ori with a soft sigh.  This new form was feminine in some ways, though they were subtle.  It looked like very beautiful, very well crafted, armor.  Could she be happy like this?  She wouldn’t be suffering anymore, at least not physically, but would the horror be any less to her?  I wasn’t sure if this was better than death.  That would, I thought, be up to Ori to decide.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What of her free will?”  I asked, remembering that Ori had been bound by the Will of the wardens in her other form.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Returned to her.”  Ghoul gave one of his mad little grins.  “The Wardens would be furious if they knew, but I have not bound her in any way.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That seemed like trouble.  “Won’t they be furious with you when they find out?”
    

    
      
    

    
      He shrugged.  “Once she is awake it won’t matter how they feel about me.  This is to be my last work anyway.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Your last work?”  I was surprised to hear that.  “Won’t you want to do others?  There are a great many golems.  I’ve seen the grove.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He raised an eyebrow at this.  “I didn’t think many knew about that anymore, maybe only one or two who actually cared.”  Then he shook his head.  “No, this will be the only one.  I dreamed it, and I think this dream was true.  There are things I’m not certain of, but that part seems set.  It feels real to me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I was quiet for a moment as I considered all of this.  He could have chosen anyone to bring back.  He’d been making golems for a long time, and there had to be others that he’d known.  “Why Ori?”  I asked, my thoughts stuck on that fact.  “There were so many others.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Ghoul shrugged.  “She was important to you.  I wanted to do something for you that didn’t hurt.  A part of me, I think, wishes we were friends and not just two people aligned in a goal through some strange happenstance of fate.  People are what make time worth having, they give live meaning, make it worth something, and I have had nothing for so very long.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      These were shocking words coming from him, more shocking because of how sad they sounded.  I wasn’t used to hearing such somber, honest words from this strange man.  He’d only ever touched on this type of sincerity once before, and that had been when he’d offered to take me away from sights he’d been on the cusp showing me beneath the school.  I pulled the cloak he’d lent me more tightly about my naked body, feeling cold and confused.  He’d given me the cloak so that I didn’t have to walk through the crowds unclothed, even if I was far past embarrassment with my body any longer.  He’d come to help me when no one else had, even knowing that it would not be the King’s desire.  Maybe Ghoul was a friend after all.  He was certainly a strange one, but still a friend.  He was trying.
    

    
      
    

    
      I smiled and nodded.  “Friends, then, Ghoul.  Thank you for trying.”  I looked back at Ori, or the body that would be Ori when she woke.  I had no idea how she would take to being what she was at this point, or how she would deal with what had happened to her before.  “Do you think she’ll be alright?”  I asked.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Ghoul was smiling, a surprisingly restrained version of his normal mad grin.  He gave a small nod.  “I hope she will. I can’t know for certain, but she was strong.  I like to think that she will get better.  She will need time, and a friend to help her, but she will be herself again if she can survive the initial shock.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My eyes coursed over the armor again.  It was incredible craftsmanship, but she would still be confined to a metal shell.  That would change a great deal for her.  She’d had hopes and dreams, things she wanted in life, things she would never get to have now.  I felt conflicted.  I wanted to be happy, but it was difficult seeing the challenges that would lay ahead for Ori.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “When will you wake her?”  I asked, looking back at Ghoul.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Soon.  There are a few more changes I need to make, things that I need to be certain of.  I’ll probably be ready tomorrow.”  His tone was unusually calm.  “I want to be certain this goes as well as it can.  This is my most important work, Lillin.  This is nothing like the golems.  They weren’t even all my creation, not really.  That blackness did most of the work.  This is entirely different, and it’s not something that can ever be replicated.  It has to be right the first time.”  His pale green eyes focused on mine again.  “I need you to be careful, though.  You can’t keep making  yourself a target.  The King will be watching you now, and once he comes back from getting Everburn he will be even more dangerous than he is now.  Please, don’t draw his ire again.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I frowned at this, my anger sparking.  “I was just speaking my mind, and it was the truth.  We both know what he’s doing is a mistake.  He knows it too, but he’s a damned fool who thinks he can succeed despite the risks.  He’s just making things worse.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Ghoul nodded.  “There is no doubting that, but the truth stands, he can destroy you with his Will.  You’re lucky he only chose to humiliate you today.”  He seemed to notice I was naked again, and then he waved me over to the side of the room.  “I have some spare uniforms here.  They won’t fit exactly, but you shouldn’t walk back through Forge with just that cloak on.  It’s cold and though you might not be ashamed to have to do it, you deserve more respect than that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He started opening drawers and pulling things out.  All of his clothes looked worn, though they were clean.  I took what he offered me, taking off the cloak to get dressed.  It felt a bit strange being naked in front of him, but he didn’t gawk.  He waited until I was dressed again in the clothes that were far too loose on me, and then he nodded to himself.  “Yes, you’re looking much more presentable now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I picked up the cloak and handed it back to him, but he held up a hand and shook his head. “No, keep that.  It has been mine for a long time, but I’d like you to have it.  It is of a fibre that isn’t made anymore.  It’s stronger than the cloth we use these days, but much, much more difficult to make.  It’s fireproof, and resists wear.  I’ve had that cloak for as long as I’ve been a warden, and it might be a bit tattered, but it’s still strong.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ghoul, I can’t take your cloak. You’ll need it.” I told him, and attempted to give it back to him again, but he just shook his head and refused to reach for it.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I want you to have it, Lillin.  You’ll be doing dangerous things, and it’s good for you to have some extra protection.  I can get another cloak if I want.  I won’t be leaving this city.  I have much less to worry about than you do.”  That was that, then.  He wouldn’t take it back.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I sighed and wrapped it around my shoulders.  It did feel nice.  It had a bit of extra weight to it, and it hung in a particularly nice way.  “I will wear it with honor then.”  I promised him, though the words felt silly to say.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “More honor than I did, no doubt.”  He gave one of his mad chuckles afterwards.  “I want you to come back here tomorrow evening, just after supper’s bell.  I’ll be waking Ori then.  She’ll need you here for that.”  His voice was firm as he spoke again, crackling with a hint of his Will, though he wasn’t actively using it.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Alright, I can do that.”  I told him.  I was scared of what might happen, but I would be there if he thought it was important.  It felt like it would be.  I would do my best for Ori.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Good!”  He sounded pleased.  “Very good.”  The second sounded almost relieved.  “In that case I will see you tomorrow.  I still have a great deal of work to get done.  I’m afraid I can’t chat with you all night.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I couldn’t help but smile.  Visits with Ghoul were always strange.  I doubted that would ever change.  It wasn’t in the man’s nature not to be strange.  “Alright, then I’ll see you tomorrow evening.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He nodded.  “Goodnight, Lillin.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Goodnight, Ghoul.”  I gave him a short bow, and then I turned and headed out into the evening.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The walk back through the Forge felt long, though it didn’t really take that much time.  I passed the hole I’d clawed away with my bare hands, anger rolling up inside of me.  The King was a bully.  He was a man so used to getting his way that he didn’t hesitate to punish those who didn’t see eye to eye with him.  An inability to listen to others meant that he was a fool, and an especially big one for punishing those willing to speak up when he was making a mistake.  If you harshly silenced the voice of opposition long enough, then it would stop being raised.  At that point, without a wider perspective, we were all doomed.  Black Mark, it seemed, was a testament to the Iron Will, the King’s mad quest for complete domination of his domain. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Well, if he thought that I’d learned my lesson because he’d sent me out to be embarrassed, then he was sorely mistaken.  I would not be so easily silenced.  I would have to rethink my methods going forward, but I wouldn’t let him dim the fire inside of me.  I was too big a fool to do so.  
    

    
      
    

    
      When I reached Korva’s tent I was surprised to see she was sitting inside, nervously awaiting my return.  A look of relief passed over her expression as I entered the tent.  “You’re back.”  Her shoulders seemed to slump some, and she let out a sigh of relief.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, a friend came to get me.”  I said, and I realized that I felt a bit angry with her.  She hadn’t bothered to check on me, or she’d been too afraid of being punished for doing so.  Of everyone who might have come, only Ghoul had done so.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re alright?”  She asked, getting up and stepping in my direction.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I flinched back, though I hadn’t meant to.  “Yes,” My answer came out a bit clipped.  “I need a new uniform.  My friend lent me this one, but it’s a bit big on me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ve had one sent to your tent.  Lillin, there was nothing I could do.”  Korva was a bit defensive.  “The King made the order, and he told us to leave you be, that you’d snap out of it on your own eventually.  It’s the Iron Will.  We had to do what he asked.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh, I keenly understand the Iron Will now, Korva.”  My voice cracked with anger, and I had to take a breath to calm my nerves some.  “Everyone is afraid of the King, and he gets to do as he pleases without recourse.  He pretends that the opinions of others matter to him, and then makes mistakes at whim, and we attempt to clean up the mess.  I understand the Iron Will very well now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s not like that!”  Korva responded quickly, her voice almost angry, but she paused and when she spoke again her tone was much softer. “Not all of his decisions are bad.  Many times he has made the right choice, and Black Mark has thrived under his rule.  He is under a great deal of stress right now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I shook my head, shocked that she would make excuses for him.  I’d seen this kind of thing with abusive relationships.  Anyone who’d ever had a crush on Kavack had ended up in the same predicament.  They made excuses for his behaviour, and apologized for his abuse of them as though it was their fault.  It was almost like a sickness, but one lodged in their minds.  I didn’t really want to hear this from Korva.  I liked her, and I hated seeing her as weak because of this.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I shook my head.  “We both know what he is, Korva.  Let’s not dwell on this tonight.  Where am I sleeping?  It has been a long day, and I need to get some rest before tomorrow. I think it will be an eventful day.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Your tent is near mine.  I hung a red cloth at it’s door so you could find it.  They just finished putting it up an hour ago.”  She sounded sad now, defeated, and it made me think that she did know what the King was, and she understood.  She was like the others; afraid to speak out.  For all of our Will, and all of our training on being strong, we were still all terrified little children when placed against the King.  In a way it was surprising that any of us could muster Will at all.  How could they feel strong and confident enough to draw on their Will with such a shadow hanging over them?  I refused to be afraid.  I was far too angry.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Thank you.”  I said, and then I turned and left to look for my cot.  It didn't take me long to find.  It wasn’t far from Korva’s, and when I saw the red flag I tucked inside quickly, drawing the flap closed behind me with a sigh of relief.  I was alone.  Finally.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lillin.”  A voice behind me.  I jumped and swung around quickly, reaching for a weapon that I didn't have at my back, one that I’d even forgotten to ask about. 
    

    
      
    

    
      As I saw who it was I calmed, my stance relaxing some, but confusion took hold very quickly.  “What are you doing here?”  I asked, and realized that the words had come out sounding quite harsh.  I softened my voice.  “I’m sorry, it has been a long day, but why are you here, Iyavi?”  I hadn’t seen the Fel Cleric in a long time, not since the ceremony where they’d put one of her worms in my arm.  There was something different about her, though it took me a minute to realize what it was.  “Where is your collar?”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Fel Clerics had to wear their collar at all times.  The worms that they put inside themselves to induce suffering would burrough up and into their brains if they didn’t constantly drip poison into themselves.  Iyavi wasn’t wearing her collar at all. In fact, she wasn’t dressed in any of her Cleric’s trappings.  
    

    
      
    

    
      She shrugged, looking awkward and strangely young now, like a girl just into her school years, but I thought it was likely that she was older than I was.  “I’m not a Cleric anymore.”  She spoke softly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I didn't know that was possible.  I thought Fel Clerics were dedicated for life. “What happened?”  I asked, shocked, almost as shocked as I was to find her there.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I got lost in the halls.”  She said, gesturing with her head at some unknown destination beyond the tent walls.  “I saw things, so many terrible things, and I thought I would die.  When I came back here I . . . I just wanted to be free of the Fel Clerics.  I’d seen real suffering, and I didn’t want a part of it anymore.  That was a week ago.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You can just quit?”  I asked, my voice incredulous. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She nodded.  “The order doesn’t force anyone to be a part of it, but the call of the power is very strong.  I don’t know of anyone who has ever stepped away from it before death.”  She shook her head, looking lost and afraid.  “I saw the price of that power, the meaning of pain and suffering like we endure, and it was not what I wanted.  Not really.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well, I guess I’m happy for you.  Are you happy now?”  I wasn’t sure what to say really, or why she was here.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “No.”  She answered quickly.  “I’m afraid now, and lonely, but I heard you were here.  I heard what happened to you today and . . . “  There was very little light in the tent.  A single candle burned on a small table, but I thought I saw color on her cheeks.  “I wanted to check on you.  I asked around and found my way here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m well enough.”  I said, trying to hide my exasperation to some extent.  I was tired, far too tired for company, and I really didn’t know what to say to this woman.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Iyavi stepped forward, bringing herself further into the light.  Her neck was black and blue, scarred from having worn her collar for so long, but her skin was a bit brighter now.  She looked a bit more healthy and vibrant.  She was dressed in a summer dress, the single piece outfit hanging over her in a strange way after having seen her so often in the drab attire of the Clerics.  She hardly looked like I remembered her at all.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I opened my mouth to tell her she should go, but she spoke first, words crowding in before I could say anything.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are you?  You sound worn, and you look tired.  Perhaps I could do something for you?  I brought a little food, and some water.  It isn’t much, but things are being rationed.  I could look after you while you rest and recover.”  There was a certain franticness to the way she spoke, as though she knew I’d been about to ask her to go and was afraid of exactly that happening.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I was hungry, and I was thirsty.  I let out a soft sigh and walked across the room to sit on the edge of the cot.  “Thank you, I could use something.”  I gave in.  What point was there in resisting kindness when it was in such short supply?  
    

    
      
    

    
      Iyavi jumped to bring me food and water, and soon enough I was eating, and we talked about inane and pointless things.  We didn’t speak of loss or death, or the things that could be seen in the shifting halls of the school.  Afterwards Iyavi looked at my wounds, damage from digging a hole with my bare hands, and helped clean and dress them, though they were already healing on their own.  My Will would see to them well enough, but there was something to be said for trained hands helping things along.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I fell into a comfortable, safe place for a few moments, and before I knew it I was unclothed and in bed with Iyavi tucked in next to me in the cot.  I wasn’t even certain how things had gone so far so quickly, or what any of it meant.  It barely seemed real at all, and when I woke the next day she was gone.  I had to question whether any of it had really happened.  If she had been there, she’d taken all evidence with her when she left.  All evidence, that was, but the wrappings on my hands.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I unwound them to see uninjured skin that bore a slight pink tinge where my fingers had been torn before.  A small part of me wished Iyavi had stayed a little longer.  I didn’t feel for her the way I had for Zarkov, or the way I did for Dreea, but what we’d done had been nice, and having a friend close had felt good.  Happiness, however, was transient.  I would have a fond memory to take forward and that would have to be enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      I got up and dressed, pulling on the new uniform I had, though I tossed the fresh cloak aside in favor of Ghoul’s.  The familiar weight around my shoulders was comforting.  I would have a busy day ahead, and it would culminate in the awakening of Ori.  That was an ever pressing weight at the back of my mind.  I had to keep focused and keep moving forward.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The day burned by quickly.  Korva and I patrolled the doorways of the Forge and talked about the plans the King was putting into motion.  He’d already left.  He’d traveled out through a door early that morning and was on a quest to put things in place that needed to be done before the passage to Everburn could be opened. It would take time.  The flame had been well hidden apparently, trapped in a place, a moment, that was difficult to reach.  It was almost impossible to reach, really, but the King could do it, and a few of the elder Wardens knew the way.  It would take days.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I was somewhat relieved to find this out.  We had days left before things grew worse.  I wanted to believe I would think of some solution before our time was out, but I didn't know where to begin.  The King’s Will was beyond me, and just about every Warden was supporting him.  I couldn’t hope to stop them all.  I was one person, with one Will, and I couldn’t hope to deny the greater Will of all the other Wardens.  Without allies, I was lost.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I was still struggling with this when the dinner bell came around.  I’d started off for Ghoul’s place early, eager to be there by the time the last bell rang.  I hoped to speak with him on the matters that were troubling me.  I knew where he stood on things, and he wasn’t afraid.  He might have lived beneath the Will of the King, but Ghoul seemed to fear very little.  His moral compass didn’t always point true, but he was at least an unjudging ear to hear my concerns.  I wished I’d taken more consideration for that over the years.  He certainly didn’t make it easy to get along with him.  
    

    
      
    

    
      When I reached his cabin I was surprised to see that his guards were gone.  Surprise was immediately followed by relief.  I didn't like being seen coming and going from here.  My relationship with Ghoul still felt like a private thing, a secret we kept to protect us both.  I prefered if we could keep it that way for a bit longer, though I had no doubt that it would get more and more difficult the longer we were trapped in Forge.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I knocked on the door to the cabin before entering, and Ghoul’s voice answered from the other side quite quickly.  “It’s open, Lillin.  Come in.”
    

    
      
    

    
       I did, and found the room to be quite a mess.  It had been disorganized the day before, but now it was a disaster in progress.  Ghoul had clearly been working hard since I’d left.  I wasn’t even certain he’d slept.  He turned to offer me a crooked grin as I came through the door.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Good, you’re right on time.  I was worried  you’d be late.  Time is an issue.  The guards will be back before too long.  It’s not easy to get a few moments without them anymore.  I don’t like their eyes always on my work.”  He sighed.  “Such are the costs of working for the Iron Will.”  Then he gave one of his mad laughs.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are things ready?”  I asked, walking over to look at Ori.  The armor looked much as it had the day before.  I couldn’t really see any differences, but there were tools all over the surrounding area.  Clearly he’d been doing something.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “They are!”  He proclaimed, turning to me quickly.  “Minutes ago.  I finished only minutes ago, Lillin.  It was very difficult, but we are ready.  Everything is as perfect as I can get it.  You’re here too, which is important. She’ll need you when she wakes up.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I hope you’re right about that.  I’m not as certain that she’ll be happy to see me.”  I answered.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh no, she won’t be happy to see anything for a bit, but it will be good for her to have a friend here.  You need to comfort her, let her know that things will get better.  Things 
      will
       get better.” He emphasized that second word.  “Time is the one ingredient we can’t push.  It passes as it Wills.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      He walked around the table, looking down at his work with a small, confident smile. “This is it.  This is what I should have made to begin with, something to bring a lost comrade back, not something to chain one to existence.  This is what my work was meant to be.  I can see that now, but it was so covered in darkness before.”  He shook his head before looking up at me.  “Are you ready?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I took a deep breath of my own.  I was nervous, worried what Ori might do when she came back, but I was as ready as I could make myself.  “I am.”  I answered firmly.  “Whatever may come of this, I am ready.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Good!”  He said enthusiastically.  “Very good, let’s begin.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What should I do?”  I asked, uncertain what my role was during the awakening.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Just wait for her.  I imagine you’ll know.”  He said, and then he put his hands on the armor.  There was an intricate pattern etched into one side of the helm, and another over the heart, and he put a hand on each of these.  “Wait for it.”  He said softly.  “Wait.”
    

    
      
    

    
      There was a surge of Will, though “surge” wasn’t the right word.  I surged when I used my Will, but this was like an orchestra taking to song.  Patterns of Will more intricate than anything I’d ever sensed sprang to life around Ghoul.  The details of that pattern were impossible for me to fathom, to even begin to understand.  If power could be wielded like art, this was the only example of that I’d ever seen. It made the manipulation of the doors seem a trivial thing.  There were layers upon layers of perfectly crafted bits of Will, and they all wove together into a tapestry that I could barely look at.   
    

    
      
    

    
      “Incredible . . . “  The word was ripped from my tongue.  I couldn’t see anything.  The world was white like a pure, violent light, and it seemed that my ears were full of sound.  I fell to my knees, not crushed by Ghoul’s Will, but by the beauty of his creation, and then it stopped.  Everything went black.  There was a void after the absence of the masterpiece I’d just witnessed.  Silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      I blinked and found tears running down my cheeks. I wiped them away as I stood back up and looked over to Ghoul.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That was . . . I didn’t know anything like that could exist.”  I said, though the words fell flat as my eyes passed over the space Ghoul had been occupying and found it empty.  I ran around the table, expecting to see him on the ground, but there was nothing.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ghoul??”  I called his name, suddenly frantic as I searched the room, but it wasn’t that large, and there was nothing there, at least no other person.  He was gone.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I turned back to the suit of armor, to Ori, and looked to the places where he’d touched the metal.  The outlines of his hands were still there, faint red lines burned into the white armor.  It moved.  Ori moved.  Ghoul was gone. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It all seemed so obvious in that moment.  He’d said he wouldn’t need his cloak anymore.  He’d known he could only do this one time.  The darkness had given life to the golems, it had put something into them, but the darkness was vastly powerful.  To do this Ghoul had needed to find another source of power to fuel them.  He’d chosen to take that from himself.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The suit of armor sat up with a strange metallic whistle that I realized was the sound of a breath being taken in sharply.  I tried to turn my focus back to what was happening right now.  He’d known this would take everything from him.  He’d known, and that was why he’d needed me to be here. It wasn’t just that I knew Ori, it was because he trusted me to take care of her after he was gone.  I felt tears coming to my eyes.  Everyone went away in the end.  Everyone.  I’d really thought Ghoul would outlast all of us.  I’d wanted to believe he would.
    

    
      
    

    
      I forced the pain back down.  Ori needed me now.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ori?”  I asked softly, hoping that the golem would recognize me, that she would still be there inside of the shell.  What would I do now if she wasn’t? Ghoul was gone, and there would be no more help from him.
    

    
      
    

    
      It turned to me, expression unreadable on the cold metal visor.  Two holes where the eyes would be were cut at sharp angles, giving them a frightening appearance, even in the relatively beautiful armor.  Under that were the slotted gates that would normally cover someone’s mouth.  Beneath it all I knew Ori’s eyes were actually bound inside, wrapped in their metal shell.  How much would she feel?  How much would she really be the person I’d once known.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What is happening, Lillin?” She asked in a voice that was still metallic, but no longer raspy and monstrous.  It sounded almost like a human voice sounded, though played through a lute, but still somewhat like Ori had sounded before all of this.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You were . . . well, how much do you remember?”  I asked, not certain how to explain the situation to her.  
    

    
      
    

    
      She shook her head.  “I remember . . . there was a long and terrible nightmare.  I was trapped, and everything was agony.  I was trapped inside . . . Blackened, it wasn’t a dream.”  Her voice had gotten softer.  “I was . . .”  She lifted her metal hands, the intricate fingers of the golem coming up and into view.  “I am a golem.”  There was panic in her voice, rising horror.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ori, listen to me.”  I said, trying to get her to focus on my voice even as I buried the pain of losing Ghoul.  “You were a golem, but now you’re something else, something with more freedom, something much closer to what you were before.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Closer??”  Her voice had a crack of anger to it, and she got off the table, pushing herself to her feet.  She stood taller than me, though she had been close to my height in life.  “I am a monster!”  Her voice echoed in a hollow, terrible way as it rose in volume.  “What part did you have in this?  Why would you do this to me? I remember, you were there when that monster was cutting me apart and you did nothing!”
    

    
      
    

    
      Her words hit hard because they echoed my feelings in that moment.  I had been desperate to help her, but in the end I couldn’t do anything.  I hadn’t been strong enough. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “I tried, Ori!  I wasn’t a full Warden.  I was a student who was faced with something horrible, and I tried to resist!   There was nothing I could do.  I have made it my life’s goal to strike back against the Warden’s for what they did to you!  For what they did to Zark . . .”  My voice faltered as painful memories flooded to the surface, stealing the words from my mouth.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Zarkov . . .”  Ori’s voice was softer this time.  “I remember now.”  The rage seemed to have fled from her.  “I buried him in the graveyard beyond the school.  I knew you cared for him, so I made sure to mark his grave.  Most are unmarked, but I used one of my metal hands to etch his name into the marker stone.”  She sat back down on the table, shoulders slumped in defeat.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m sorry, Ori.  I never wanted things to end up like this.”  My voice lacked fight as well.  “I wanted you to succeed.  I always thought you would.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I was caught out in a challenge.”  She spoke in a resigned tone now.  “I thought the girl I was with was my friend, but when it came time to return the door she cut my climbing rope and I fell.  When I hit the bottom I knew I was broken inside, knew I couldn’t get back up.  I was dying.”  It was so strange to hear Ori’s voice again, even with its mild ringing and artificial tones.  “I laid there a long time, unable to move my arms and legs without terrible pain, and then a golem came.  It lifted me into the air and I thought I was saved. I thought it was taking me back to the school.  I’d never been so happy to see one of those Blackened things, but it didn’t take me back to the school, at least not through a regular door.”
    

    
      
    

    
      A strange vibration had started up inside Ori, and I hesitantly came forward and put a hand on her metal shoulder.  I wasn’t sure if she could feel it, or if my touch would do anything at all for her, but she did still as my fingers touched the cold shell in which she now resided. 
    

    
      
    

    
       “I’m sorry, Ori.  I tried so hard to stop what was happening, but I was powerless against Ghoul, and against the Wardens.”  Now I was powerless against the King.  No matter how strong I became, it felt like there was always someone stronger than me.  Right now most of the Wardens could beat me, but it wouldn’t stay like that.  I would get stronger.  Ghoul had believed that I was strong for a reason, and to me that reason couldn’t be any more certain.  I would change things.  That reasoning became daunting in light of the King, and the fact that he was going to retrieve the eternal flame.  It would make him into a monster.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We all are.”  Ori said, her words slipping through the strands of my spiralling thoughts and bringing me back to the moment.  “We can’t fight what they want, but there are worse things, Lillin.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The way she said that last part gave me pause.  “Worse things?”  I couldn’t help but ask, and I felt like I had when I’d first started training and Ori would tell me stories. All this time later, she still felt like a teacher to me, someone to admire, even if she was now very changed.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “The darkness, it is alive and it crawls into your mind and eats away at you, ripping apart what you are a strand at a time, handfuls at a time.  You can’t run from it, and it can’t be defeated.  That was the worst part of being a golem.  The pain of becoming one, the pain of existing as one, those things are terrible, but the horror that exists inside your mind, clouding every moment of your life, it’s unbearable.  I wanted to stop existing, but I couldn’t.  I wanted to stop seeing the horrors that came to me whether I was awake or not.  I thought I’d lost my mind entirely, but then I slipped into a quiet dream.”  She let out a sigh that echoed through her shell.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ghoul wanted to try and make amends.”  I said, though I doubted that did anything to ease her hate of the man, and I could hardly blame her.  It would be impossible for her to see that he was as much a slave to the Iron Will as we were.  “He could only save one, and he chose you because he knew you were my friend.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “This is being saved?”  She asked, lifting her hands in front of her and closing them, the white metal moving intricately together. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, this is existing after being saved.  He pulled your mind from the abyss of suffering, though I’m not sure if this was the right thing to do with it.  Maybe he should have let you go, but Ori, I am happy to be able to speak to you again.  I desperately need a friend.”  I didn’t want to be alone anymore, and sometimes it felt like I was alone even when I was with Korva.  Dreea had always made me feel safe and comfortable, and for a time I’d thought maybe Korva would be a close friend as well, but in the end she was just as afraid as the others. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Ori was silent for a short time, clearly lost in thought.  “It is good to hear your voice again, Lillin, but I don’t know if I can go on like I am.  I don’t want to be this.  I don’t think I’m strong enough to live in a shell for the rest of my existence.  I can feel things, but they all seem far away.  Sound is sharp and clear, but it echoes, and touch brings none of the warmth it did before.”  She shook her head.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Life is sometimes pain and fear, Ori.  It’s not always what we want, but that doesn’t mean you can’t find happiness in places.  You have to be willing to look, and you have to be willing to make the happiness you want.  It won’t be handed to you.  I’ve wanted to give up many times, but I can’t.  I won’t give in while the Warden’s are doing to people what they’ve done to you, and what they’ve done to Zark.  Until I die, I have to keep going, if not for myself, then in hope that I can help others.”  The words flowed up through me, and when I heard them spoken, they almost seemed to have been spoken by someone far more mature and strong that I could ever hope to be.  They were firm words, words of a person with a firm Will.  How could they be mine?  
    

    
      
    

    
      I also knew that I was asking a lot from her.  Ori had suffered in ways I couldn’t imagine.  Comparing my pain to hers wasn’t entirely fair, but I wanted to believe that I would always find the strength to keep trying no matter how bad things became.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The slotted metal mask of the armor considered me, dark angular eyes boring into me.  “You’ve changed, Lillin.  You’re not the girl I shared a room with anymore.  You’re stronger, and maybe just a little intimidating. You feel like a storm about to arrive.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      Ori stretched then, seeming to expand as she shifted and spread her metal arms wide, rotating them and lifting them above her head.  The range of motion was impressive, and they moved surprisingly quiet considering that everything was metal.  She let out a sigh as her arms returned to her sides, gaze sliding back over me.  “What do we do now?”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I opened my mouth to answer, but then noticed a letter laying on the table below where Ori would have been.  It was neatly folded, and my name was on the outside.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What’s this?”  I asked myself as I came forward and took it in hand.  I unfolded the parchment and discovered two separate sheets.  The first was hastily written, sloppy, and somehow I knew it had been written by Ghoul. It wasn’t just because it was in his shop, but because it sounded liked him.  I could almost see his crooked smile as I read the words.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Lillin,
    

    
      
    

    
      We got them!  They would be furious with me, but now they haven’t the chance.  I’ve left Ori in your care.  The paper with this one is a final order from me, signed and sealed with my mark.  It can be broken, but that would take process that I doubt they would be willing to undergo just now.  If you cared for me, I’m sorry you might be hurting now, but know that I am content with having lived as long as I have.  There are things I no longer wish to carry with me, and there are wrongs that can’t be righted, even if I had twice the time I’ve already lived.  As grim as I may seem to you, I do not wish to live to see the world fade.  Remember, Lillin, you are a Scout.  You must go where others won’t, and see what others cannot.  Be well, friend.
    

    
      
    

    
      The second letter was a signed and sealed official order of last intent. It gave Ori into my authority to do as I saw fit for her care and command.  He even ordered my rank be shifted from trainee to line command, giving me leadership over up to a team of ten other Wardens.  I knew about final orders.  They were matters of honor for old Wardens who chose to let go of existence, requests that were almost always carried out as long as they were within reason, and could only be rescinded by a majority vote of a sitting council.  I doubted that would be happening soon.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What does it say?”  Ori asked.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It says that I’m a line commander, and you’re under my authority for now.”   I answered.  “Apparently Ghoul wanted to make certain that we would stay together for a time.  I can’t imagine people will be happy.  I’m not all that popular.”  I admitted.  
    

    
      
    

    
      To my surprise, Ori laughed.  “You never really were.  Trouble follows you like the sun chases the moon.” 
    

    
       
    

    
      I grinned back at her.  “Yeah, but now you’ll be following along too.  You’d better get used to dealing with trouble.  I imagine we’re going to find a great deal of it.  The King already doesn't like me, and the world is falling apart just beyond this camp.  I’d say we’re in for more than our share of difficulties.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You made an enemy of the King?”  Ori seemed surprised, and maybe concerned.  It was hard to read her new voice, and impossible to gauge anything based on the blank expression of the suit of armor.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I suggested he was doing something foolish, so he made me strip down and dig a deep hole with my bare hands.”  I said with a shrug.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You don’t talk out against the King, Lillin.  That’s suicidal.”  Ori pointed out the obvious.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, I understand that now, but at the time I hoped he was a man of reason.  It turns out he is actually a small child who throws tantrums if things don’t go exactly as he wants.  We’re going to change that though. We’re going to change a lot of things.”  I thought about that a moment and then added, “Assuming the world isn’t torn apart first.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence settled on us for a short time before Ori spoke again.  “That darkness that is here is . . . “  She seemed at a loss for words.  “When it came into this world fully I could feel it.  It took a hold of me and the little bits of my control that remained were torn away from my grasp.  Everything was a constantly shifting nightmare.  The pain, the agony of existing inside the golem was nothing compared to the fear and madness of what came with the dark.  I wasn’t sure when I was dreaming or if I was awake.  I relived the moment of my fall over and over again, and worse.  My uncle . . . “  She shook her head.  She’d killed the man, thus earning her place as a deady.  He’d been a foul creature, a rapist with no redeeming values, and he’d deserved the death she’d given him.  I could only imagine how the twisting dark would use those old fears to its advantage.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “The King intends to use Everburn to push the darkness back out of our world, but I don’t think it’s that easy. Arthos and I brought it here when he insisted upon bringing back an artifact from a world we traveled to.  I don’t know what the artifact was, but it broke him, made him paranoid and delusional.  I need to talk to him, to see if I can reason with him and steal the artifact back.  I think returning it is the only hope we have of sending this madness back from where it came.”  I hadn’t really thought this all out yet.  Ghoul had thought sending the artifact would do little more than maybe earn us some more time, but I didn’t have any other ideas.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I wasn’t certain how I was going to do the things I had in mind, especially if Arthos refused to help me.  I couldn’t be sure that even with his help we would find our way back to the world we’d been in, but maybe slipping it into any other world would be good enough.  Maybe we could even send it further away, like we had with Everburn.  There had to be something we could do.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Everburn seems like a good idea.”  Ori said, sounding perhaps a bit hopeful.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s not.  The eternal flame isn’t what they taught us about in school.  I’ve learned more about it since I’ve become a full Warden.  The flame changes those who get too close to it.  It turned the Blackened into monsters that were almost as bad as those that they were fighting, and it changed the King as well.  Now he’s going back for it, and it’s likely that he’ll come back far worse than the Blackened were.  He’s more powerful than they were to begin with.”  I kept my tone low, as though speaking loudly might invite reprisal from the King.  I hated that I was afraid of the man.  I didn’t want to feel that fear, but the fact that he could use me as he pleased and I couldn’t stop it, and wouldn’t even be aware that it was happening, that was terrifying.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Perhaps he is strong enough to control it this time?”  Ori still seemed hopeful.  “He has probably grown his power a great deal since all those years ago.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I shook my head.  “I don’t think anyone can control that kind of power.  It’s a force, something primal and raw, and it has a purpose, even if it isn’t one that we can understand.  The King might be incredibly full of Will, but Everburn is a source of power, and no one person can stand against it for long.  He might be able to fight back this darkness that is upon us, but afterwards we’ll be left with whatever he becomes, and that is likely to be just as bad, if not worse.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Then what do we do?” Ori’s question hung in the air while I searched for a response.  I didn’t know what to say, not at first.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We get stronger, and we fight where we can.  We can’t win as we are now, but we can resist and push back.  We’ll have to stay out of the King’s way for now.  We need more help.”  Even as I said this I wasn’t sure where to begin.  I had been trying to find people who would take my side, but most of the Wardens were accustomed to the way things were.  Even Korva, who I considered a friend, wasn’t ready to fight the King, or even stand up to him.  The Wardens had, at one time, resisted the Blackened.  We could be strong when we needed to, but we had to come together.  Right now it wasn’t going to happen. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “That doesn’t seem like much of a plan, Lil.”  Ori sounded a bit skeptical.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s not, but that doesn’t mean we can give up.”  I answered, afraid that even Ori wouldn’t want to take my side.  
    

    
      
    

    
      To my relief she simply nodded her metal head.  “Then that is what we’ll do.  For now.  I can’t promise that I will want to remain like this forever.  I don’t feel like myself in here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a relief to hear she would help, but heartbreaking to hear the sadness in her voice.  “We will look for a way to help you.”  I told her, but again I had no idea where to begin with such an endeavor.  How could I ever really help Ori as she was now?  I didn’t even know as much about her condition as Ghoul did, and this was the best he could do.  I had set myself on a path towards two goals that seemed impossible to reach.  I would defeat the King, and I would help Ori.  I just had to figure out how to begin.
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      The Wardens were not happy about Ori.  There was fighting, and angry demands made, but in the end Ghoul’s last wishes were carried out with the agreement that they would be looked into further once the city was safe again.  I was left to Korva’s care, and Ori was left to mine, with the indication that I would not be receiving command of anyone else in the near future.  I found this agreeable enough.  I didn't really want control of a group of Wardens.  I wanted others to stand with me, but having Wardens under my command didn’t meant that they believed in my cause, it just meant that they were supposed to follow my orders.  That did me little good if they didn't acknowledge my authority, let alone the views I was taking on the way our order was run.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva seemed to find Ori a bit disconcerting, but she was every bit as skilled as she had been before becoming a golem.  She was stronger now and faster.  The new body, and whatever Ghoul had done to it, had made for much more fluid and quick movement.  It was quieter too.  It did occasionally make metallic noises, but the joints had been worked well, and lined with leather in places that made for softer, less abrasive sounds.  She’d never be adept at stealth the way she was now, but at least she didn't give off the same horrifying creaks and groans that the regular golems did.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We ran patrols, never further than the doorway beyond the Forge, but the work remained mundane.  Within Forge one could pretend that we were not surrounded by a creeping horror.  It was as though we maintained a burning light here, one that the darkness could not tread upon, or hadn’t decided to tread upon.  The dreams were the worst of what plagued us.  Nightmares.  I wasn’t sure if everyone was having them, but my nights were filled with terrible visions, things I hadn’t even known to be afraid of.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Most of the dreams were easy enough to shake come dawn, but one stuck with me.  I had it night after night, and each time it woke me in a cold sweat.  It always started the same.  I was on guard duty at the door to the Forge, standing just at the edge of the boundary between our sanctuary and the darkness beyond, and then I would hear a voice calling from down the hall.  I recognized it immediately as my sister’s soft and afraid tone.  I hadn’t heard it in a long while, but I knew it well enough.  I’d spent my childhood trying to elicit that response from her myself.  I’d enjoyed scaring my younger siblings, as that had been the kind of child I was, but I took no joy in the sound now, not in these awful visions.  
    

    
      
    

    
      In the dream I would always immediately go running down the hall after the voice, knowing that I might not be capable of returning from whence I came.  The chase was always long, her voice becoming more frightened and desperate the further I ran, and then I would find her.  One time she was pinned to a tree, massive poles of metal driven through her shoulders, arms and hips as small creatures - humanoid, but with arms as long as they were, and legs that ended in sharpened bone spurs rather than feet - devoured her body from the middle.  The screams would gouge through my mind, stabbing me like daggers.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Other times she was caught by two golems who were ripping her apart, tugging at her arms like two dogs fighting over a scrap of meat.  Sometimes my brother was there too, being tortured, and sometimes he was there doing horrific things to my sister with the demons.  It was different every time the dream happened, sometimes two or three times a night.  Only one thing stayed constant.  I knew that this was happening because I hadn’t gone to help them.  
    

    
      
    

    
      That sat heavily upon me.  My family wasn’t in the Forge.  They were still out there, out in the city beyond the wall of madness, and no one was going out to find them.  At the end of my shift I sat near the door out into the school, gazing at the closed wooden portal and imagining the halls beyond.  Ori was near, a comfortable silence upon us.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You seem pensive.”  She spoke, her voice rousing me from my cycle of disturbing thoughts.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m thinking about my family.”  I told her.  “They’re out there, and the Wardens are all in here trying to hold this little fortress we’ve made for ourselves.  I’m not even sure why this place is safe, or if it really is.  I’ve been having terrible nightmares.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Ori nodded, which was accompanied by a particular sound I’d grown accustomed to hearing when she did.  It was like whispering “Yes” it was so familiar at that point.  It was a mix of leather bending and and a soft scuffing of metal.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “They come when I sleep as well.  It’s always something different, but the theme is much the same.  I’m whole again, with my old body, but then something comes and destroys it.  Sometimes it’s . . .”  She hesitated for a moment, and I wasn’t sure if she would go on.  “Sometimes it’s Shina.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I remembered Shina well enough, and our conversation in the grove.  That seemed like a lifetime ago now.  We’d talked of Ori like she was dead, and in some ways she had been.  Now that she was back Shina hadn’t come to talk to Ori, though it was possible she didn’t yet know Ori was back, or didn’t understand in what capacity she was back.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It uses the things you care about against you.”  I said still looking at the door.  “Shina wouldn’t hurt you.”  My attention shifted fully to Ori. “She is here, you know.  I’ve seen her amongst the tents a few times.”  I had in passing.  I’d even thought of talking to her a few times, though I’d never found the time.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Ori made the motion that was accompanied by her quiet “yes.”  It was strange, but I thought it was her that looked pensive just then, though I was looking at just a body of armor, with no expressions to read as such.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I know.  I’ve seen her as well.”  Ori’s voice was soft.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You should talk to her.”  I said, thinking of Zarkov, and how he was well beyond me ever being able to talk to him again.  I would want to speak to him if I could, even if he was trapped in a suit of armor.  There was much I would tell him.  Of course thinking of him had me thinking of Dreea as well.  How could I love her so keenly when I still felt for Zarkov?  Was that a betrayal of him?  Was that a betrayal of her?  Was what I’d done with Iyavi a betrayal of both of them?  It hadn’t felt like love with her, just comfort.  I hadn’t seen her since, not even in passing.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, I can’t, Lillin.  She wouldn’t want to see me like this.  We both know what I am inside of this armor.  I’m just pieces held together by someone else’s Will.  Besides, she will have already moved on.  We were pulled apart a long time ago, and then I . . . well, I must be dead to her.”  There was a lot of pain in Ori’s tone.  It clawed at my heart.  I stepped in her direction and reached out a hand to touch her.   She was cold beneath my palm of course.   
    

    
      
    

    
      “I would want to speak to you if I was her.”  I told Ori.  “I would still love you.”  I still loved Zark.  I still loved Dreea.  At some point I knew I should tell Ori about my talk with Shina in the grove, but that didn’t seem like the right moment.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Maybe she does still love me.”  Ori’s voice was almost hard to hear. “But I’m too afraid to find out right now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It was my turn to nod.  I could understand that fear, even if I didn’t think it was justified.  It was impossible for me to fully understand how it felt to be in Ori’s situation, but I could attempt to.  I knew she had to be constantly aware of what she was now.  That couldn’t be easy on her.   She would need to learn to accept herself, and hopefully if she did that she would be able to face Shina again.  
    

    
      
    

    
      My eyes returned to the closed door, and my mind to my family.  I was being lured out.  That’s what it felt like.  The darkness was trying to call me back into the void, but was it baiting me with delusions, or was my family still alive out there?  “I’m going to have to find out.”  The words slipped across my lips like prophecy.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Find out?”  Ori’s questioning tone drew my eyes back to her.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I think we’re going to have to go out there.  I need to check on my family.”  I spoke firmly, conviction solidifying with each word.  Perhaps it was a trap, but I needed to know.  If they were dead and gone, then I would have to deal with that and go on, but I couldn’t leave it up to uncertainty.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “This is a foolish thing to do.”  Ori noted.  “If it’s what you need to do, I’ll go with you, but I think it’s very dangerous.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I was remarkably good at doing foolish things.  I nodded.  “Staying here and waiting for the King to bring back Everburn isn’t exactly a wonderful prospect either.  I’m not sure where it’ll be more dangerous when he returns.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You should tell Korva.”  I was surprised that Ori suggested it, but there was a firmness to her voice that made me think she had a good reason.  “She has already thought you were dead once.  It wouldn’t be fair to just vanish on her again.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “She’ll probably resist my going.”  I wasn’t sure I was fond of this idea.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Of course she will, but you intend to go either way.  At least she will know.  You are under her command right now.  It’s only fair that she know what you intend to do. There could be trouble for her if you go missing.”  Ori’s reasoning was well thought out, and she was right.  Korva might get in trouble if I just vanished, and it wasn’t fair to make her worry without at least trying to explain things to her.  Perhaps Ori was thinking Korva might talk me out of this decision.  I thought it likely that she would try. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re right.  Let’s go speak with her.”  My intent to do what I’d planned was not dimmed, but I would try to do what was right as far as Korva was concerned.  I turned back towards the camp with determination well upon me.
    

    
      
    

    
      We reached Korva’s tent quickly enough, but we had to wait for nearly an hour before she returned for the day.  When she saw us waiting inside she paused, and I could see a bit of anxiety in her expression as she considered us before speaking.  I took it to mean she knew we were there for something important. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Something is wrong.”  She cut right to the point.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded.  “I need to go out into the city.  I want to know if my family is alive.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva sighed, but strangely looked slightly relieved.  I hadn’t expected that.  “Well, I have good news then.  The King has ordered the three of us to recon the city.  He says it will be a good test of how our newest scout is coming along.”  She smiled, but it was in a thin, unamused way.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Anger flared to life inside of me.  “You mean he’s still angry with me and is trying to punish me by sending me out to die.”  There was no question in my tone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva shrugged.  “It’s not our place to disobey the Iron Will, even if it is being spiteful.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      I let my anger slide away.  It didn't do any good to hold onto it, and this was what I wanted anyway.  I’d basically been given permission to do exactly what I intended to do in the first place.  I should be thanking the King really.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I gave Korva an apologetic half-smile.  “I’m sorry you’re being punished with me.  I intended to go alone, but Ori wanted to go with me, and now it seems you’re being forced.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva shook her head.  “I wouldn’t want you to go without me.  I don’t intend to lose you again.  I know you are beneath me in the chain of command, but I like to think we’ve become friends in the time we’ve known each other.”  It was her turn to offer an awkward half-smile.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The sentiment wasn’t lost on me, and it did brighten my own expression some.  “I’ll be glad to have your help, but I’m still sorry that you’re being sent somewhere dangerous on my account.”
    

    
      
    

    
      She laughed at that.  “I’m not a Warden because I want to live a safe and easy life.  No, I gave up on that a long time ago now.”  Her expression sobered and she sat down on the edge of her cot.  “We’ve been ordered to go to the castle, particularly the barracks, and recover any able bodied men and women we can find.  We weren’t ordered to go straight there.  If you want to stop and check on your family then we’ll do so.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded crisply.  “I need to know.  I thought the King was gone finding Everburn?”  I hadn’t heard he’d returned, but then no one was speaking of the matter at all.  It seemed a point of distress amidst the Wardens.
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva nodded.  “He comes and goes, taking the door to different places each time he leaves.  The process of recovering Everburn is long and complicated.”  Her expression took on a concerned edge as she waved off talk of the King with one hand.  “You should know that the chances are we won’t find much of anyone alive and well out there.  It’s bad.  The place is full of dark, malevolent things.  Reports are that the streets were running with blood the last time anyone was out there.  You need to be ready for the worst.”  Her eyes met mine, grim and serious.
    

    
      
    

    
      I remembered my dreams with an uncanny clarity.  I had some small idea of what I might encounter.  It was impossible to put it out of my mind.  “I understand, and I’m as ready as I can make myself to face that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva gave a nod, and then our course was set, our destinies plotted.
    

    
      
    

    
      We prepared over the next few hours and then got some rest.  Sleep was a cacophony of disconcerting images and nightmares, and when I woke before dawn I wasn’t sure how much actual rest I’d gotten in the night.  I stretched and tried to shrug off the mental fatigue that was threatening to cling on to me for the rest of the day.  I needed to be sharper.  I gathered my Will and pushed the fatigue from me forcefully.  It was a trick that, much like taking stimulants, could have a toll on you at a later point, but for the immediate moment my mind cleared and sharpened and I felt a surge of determination rise up within me.  I’d deal with the rebounding fog later.
    

    
      
    

    
      The others were up as well.  We gathered our things and headed for the door that would lead us out of the Forge and back into the school beyond.  Korva was equipped for travel again, and Ori had taken a sword from the supplies and was wearing it at her hip.  Somehow this made it easier to tell it was her.  She’d always looked most at home with a blade nearby.  I supposed that was just a side effect of our training.  We were most confident when armed.  
    

    
      
    

    
      With one last look between us, we set out into the halls of the school.  They were much as they should have been.  The corridors were quiet, and they seemed to lead where we expected them to as we made our way through to the courtyard that separated the main building from the wall beyond.  I could feel the weight of the darkness upon my shoulders getting heavier as we approached the door to the place where I’d first set eyes upon the inner workings of the school.  If danger could exude an aura, that was what it would have felt like.  When we finally reached the door out, I was surprised that we hadn’t encountered any kind of trickery in the halls.  We’d walked straight from the Forge to the exit without any corridors twisting back upon themselves, or a single enemy standing in our way.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “That was suspiciously easy.”  I noted quietly as we stood before the doorway.   None of us was leaping forward to push it open.  The ease of our passage reminded me of my trip to Prosper, the way things had been after recovering the tesseract.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I was just thinking that.”  Korva said.  “Either the enemy has moved out of the school, or whatever trap it has for us is outside.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I wasn’t sure this enemy really “moved” in the traditional sense.  It felt more like an entity that simply “was” everywhere the darkness laid.  Perhaps, I hoped, we were currently below its direct notice, or - and this seemed more likely - we were simply not yet at the trap.  I stepped forward and put a hand on the door latch.  “Here we go.”  I said, and then unfastened the catch and pushed the door open. 
    

    
      
    

    
      16.2
    

    
      
    

    
      The courtyard was dark, as though night were full upon us, and a cloudless one at that.  The lanterns, fueled by the school’s intricate system of gas and auto-sparking igniters, were burning bright, but they were like small spots of glow struggling against the oppression of the void that sought to snuff them out.  I could see a small circle of illuminated ground around each of them, but not much else.  They highlighted the paved path down the center of the courtyard that lead to the wall beyond.  This place hardly looked like the one that we’d entered every single year to break in the new candidates.  I couldn’t even make out the sand bowl where we did our sparring.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The stillness upon the place was the worst of it.  The air didn't stir, and nothing at all moved.  There were no bats chasing insects dancing around the lights, and no insects either.  There were no crickets singing to one another in chorus, and no distant voices drifting in from the city beyond the wall.  It was still, and it was quiet.  If I’d had to pick a single word to describe the feeling, I would have picked “stifling,” because it felt like even the air was having difficulty existing in this place.  Breathing seemed a chore.    
    

    
      
    

    
      “Let’s go.”  A hushed whisper sounded next to me.  It was Korva, obviously seeing that we needed something to get us moving again.  It was hard to do anything other than stand there and take in how much the world had changed.  The school, the city beyond, none of it was what it had been when last we’d been here.  It was familiar and strange all at once, and that was very unsettling.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva’s voice had broken the spell of our paralysis.  We started out down the paved walk between the school and the gate, passing down the corridor of light that was struggling to exist in the dark.  “I’m afraid I don’t know the way to your old home, Lillin, so you’ll have to lead the way once we’re out of here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I can do that.  It isn’t far off our route to the castle.  My parents had a home in the merchant district.”  I explained, keeping my voice low since it seemed too loud in the stillness.  The merchant district was just this side of the private community for the council, and that was situated near the inner wall which surrounded the castle which was called Black Mark, though the entire city went by that name as well.  When people spoke of Black Mark from within the city, they were generally talking about the castle.  The stone walls were mostly black, and it was built around a central tower that looked somewhat like a mark scratched into the sky when seen from a distance.  When I’d been little the whole thing had been very impressive to me, though all these years later I had seen wonders the likes of which Black Mark just couldn’t compete with.  It was still impressive, but almost mundane by comparison, or perhaps only mundane because I’d grown up with it all of my life.
    

    
      
    

    
      We reached the gate out into the city soon enough and discovered that it was laid wide open.  There were no guards there, and the heavy crank system normally used to seal the doors was ripped from the ground.  The metal support structure, bars thicker than my waist, were twisted and bent.  I didn’t want to imagine what could do something like that.  The entry door, large enough for five horses drawing carts to enter abreast, and high enough to allow a small building through, was torn outward.  Something powerful had grabbed and torn the wall down around the entryway.  It was probably the same something that had broken the crank for the door from its place, though that hardly mattered with most of the framing gone.  The doors themselves were crushing a building to one side of the road beyond the school.  It was impossible to tell what the building had been before it was reduced to rubble.  
    

    
      
    

    
      As we crossed the threshold of the school into the city beyond, sounds began to drift towards us, gouging into the silence like meat hooks into flesh at the butcher shop.  There was a dull grating of decaying metal on metal that rang through the air at random, the song from a bird composed of old rusted weapons.  Screams punctuated the stage set by the metallic noise, some inhuman, some all too familiar and much more disturbing for the recognizable nature of the suffering they indicated.  This might very well be the city I had grown up in, but it was dressed in such a way that I could hardly recognize what I was seeing.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I had only rarely been out to the Warden’s academy while I lived with my family, so the area nearby wasn’t exactly familiar to begin with, but now it was much worse.  I tried to situate myself, to get a sense of direction, but the imposing dark made that difficult.  I’d lived in Black Mark long enough that I knew the general direction we should go, but looking down one of the dimly lit roads, I could make out no familiar waypoints.  Some few of the torches for the city still burned, small points of resistance amid the black creeping air.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We should go this way.”  I decided, walking around the rubble of the gate that had spilled out into the street.  “I’m not sure of the side roads here, but I’m pretty sure this runs northeast.  That should lead us in the direction of the merchants district.  As we get closer things should become more familiar.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nothing here is familiar anymore.”  Ori noted darkly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Let’s keep attentive.  I haven’t seen any people, and it should be daytime.  This area is normally  heavily inhabited.”  Korva’s voice was tense.  I could see her eyes scanning the ground, and mine followed the course hers took.  The streets were covered in dried blood, black streaks that filled the spaces between the cobblestones, and the reek of decay filled the air, coming from chunks of unidentifiable meat that lay scattered about.  Occasionally a piece would have some feature that was clearly human, but the vast majority was too ruined to recognize.  I wasn’t sure which was worse, though I thought it might all have been worse for the occasional piece of ear, or hand that lay in the wreckage.  Those served to make it clear what the rest of the mess was.  Something had torn through here, destroying everything in its path with a seemingly delighted and macabre energy.  The scope of the death and madness I was witnessing was finally coming clear to me. 
    

    
      
    

    
      With that terrible clarity came panic and distress at the realization that it was very unlikely my family would be alive.  How could they have survived this kind of devastation?  How could anyone survive this?
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lillin?”  Ori’s voice swept through my downward spiral of thoughts.  “Are you alright?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I shook my head.  “No, not really.”  I took a deep breath.  “Sorry, let’s go.”  I forced myself to move as I spoke.  I had wanted this.  I needed to keep my head together and go forward.  It was all we could do now.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We walked for twenty minutes, following the main street of the city until we reached a major crossroad marked by an extravagant fountain.  The fountain still stood, but its waters were choked with bodies and no longer flowed through the piping.  Atop the central spire, at its lofty peak, stood a long tower like protuberance that had once sprayed water in a dazzling, cascading disk. That display was something far more macabre now.  Human bodies had been woven into a circle such that their legs were bound to the central mast at the bottom, and their upper bodies were draped forward as though stopped mid fall.  The bodies lacked heads, necks splayed open like budding flowers, and metal spikes had been driven into them to hold the dead in their falling pose, the arms removed for reasons that were beyond me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      It stood like some kind of twisted art, a display of suffering.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “He brings them low,
    

    
      He hangs them high,
    

    
      And where he goes
    

    
      The people die.”
    

    
      
    

    
      A child’s voice piped up, singing from the other side of the fountain only to be joined a moment later by another.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “He cuts their meat,
    

    
      And bleeds them too,
    

    
      Some he’ll eat,
    

    
      Those lucky few.”
    

    
      
    

    
      And then together they sang a third verse.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Piper, piper play your song,
    

    
      While the dying sing along,
    

    
      There is no hope that you can run
    

    
      Because soon the Butcher comes.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I found myself circling the fountain to see who would be singing such an unpleasant cadence, Ori and Korva in close pursuit. This wasn’t the kind of song children would sing, and this certainly wasn’t the kind of place I would expect children to be playing.  Yet when I circled far enough to see them, it was indeed two children who appeared to be sitting and playing down by the side of the pool.  They’d found a pile of bones and were arranging them into patterns on the ground.  The one nearest us was a little girl dressed in a ragged dress.  She had long blond hair that was streaked with crimson, and her dress was also covered in blood. It looked like she’d been playing in it.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh, hello.”  She giggled the words, looking up at us as we approached.
    

    
      
    

    
      The other child, a boy of near the same age, stood up from his game.  I had to guess them to be no more than eight or nine.  His clothing was equally tattered, though he had dark hair, and a smile that set crooked upon his face and seemed a little too toothy.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You shouldn’t have come here.”  He said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You two shouldn’t be here.  We can take you to the school if you want.”  Korva spoke, her voice soft and concerned.  “Where are your parents?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Parents?”  The boy asked, sounding confused.  “Oh . . .”  He looked at the top of the fountain and pointed.  “We have to stay here.  They’re watching after us right now.”  His smile never faltered, and after he spoke it grew wider yet, giving him an uncanny and frightful expression.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Blackened.”  Ori spoke the curse softly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I think maybe you should come with us.”  Korva pressed.  “It isn’t safe out here for children.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It isn’t safe out here for anyone.”  The little girl giggled.  “The Butcher is coming.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      The boy laughed and began to sing again.  “Piper, Piper, play your song while the dying sing along.  There is no hope that you can run because soon the Butcher comes.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      The girl laughed in delight and clapped her hands.  “He’ll be here soon now, we just need to wait for . . . “  A strange, haunting sound began to slide through the air, crawling across the building tops and dragging itself down the streets.  It was like a flute, but it had a screeching undertone to it that caught at the ear and made my eardrums reverberate in an unpleasant way.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s the Piper.”  The boy said.  “He marks the hour with his song.”
    

    
      
    

    
      A heavy footfall sounded to our right, and as one we turned to look at what had made the sound.  A figure was walking down the street into the square from the right.  It was impossibly tall, two men in height easily, though it was dressed in plain clothing as though some tailor had once crafted clothes for giants.  The clothes looked old and decayed, but were still strapped to it’s misshapen body.  It wore an apron that was clearly stitched together from human skin, the pieces recognizable even as long ago cured as they were, and the apron was covered in tools situated in loops of flesh. There were knives and shears of all different kinds, and lengths of rope as well.  Its arms were too long, and ended in hands that had fingers with four joints per digit.  They were long and spindly like the legs of some kind of massive insect.
    

    
      
    

    
      It’s head was barren of features but for the two massive pits where its eyes should have been, and the hinged jaw that started almost on its neck at each side so that the bottom of its mouth hung open in an unbelievable gape.  It’s tongue hung from its mouth, draped over row after row of tiny, razor-like teeth.  The tongue looked like a bloated, black slug the size of a normal man’s arm.  This monster was headed towards us clearly, one of it’s impossible arms reaching to its apron to draw a very large cleaver from where it hung in a loop of skin.  The fingers crawled around the haft of the tool, seeming to latch onto each other to form a grip around the wooden grip.
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva drew her weapon first, but Ori and I were very close behind.  I was so focused on the monster, this “butcher,” that I didn’t even notice I was being attacked from the other side until it was too late.  The small body of the little girl hit me hard, staggering me sideways and almost knocking me to the ground.  I heard a metallic thud and thought that the boy may have tried the same thing on Ori, but I couldn’t look.  Hot pain exploded in my arm as the girl bit me, laughter rolling up from her mouth as it cut into the flesh of my arm.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I snapped the catch on my weapon with the one hand I could move, dropping the second half of my weapon so I could make use of a smaller section of it.  I didn’t give a second thought before I hit the girl on my arm hard, though not as hard as I could have.  I didn’t want to kill her, just get her off of me.  To my shock and horror she only bit down harder, impossibly hard for a little girl.  Her tiny hands grabbed onto my body, her fingers ripping into my clothes and hooking into my flesh in a way that just wasn’t possible for a child, but then she wasn’t really a child at all. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It took me a moment to really understand what I was seeing.  The skin on her face slid in a strange way, and as it did I saw the seams around the back of her skull, and as I looked at her fingers, I could see the claws ripped through the tips of the human appearing flesh.  She wasn’t a child, but some monster wearing a child.  As she tore into me again, I raised my weapon and delivered a much harder blow to her head.  The result was that her stolen flesh tore, and a clump of her blond hair ripped away and splattered to the ground.  Inside it was all bloody and slick, but I could see the thing beneath the surface now, a creature that looked made of just bone and sinew, like a human child had slipped it’s flesh and turned into a monster.  It bit harder, it’s jaws grinding as it tore at me.  I gave a roar of anger and hit it again, this time using my Will to push my weapon downward.  The metal struck its head with explosive force and there was a loud crack as the skull broke and my attacker let out a plaintive scream that sounded too much like the child it appeared to be.
    

    
      
    

    
      As soon as I felt the jaws release me I summoned my Will and pushed it off of me hard.  It’s tiny body flipped across the space in front of me and slammed into the fountain as I grabbed the other half of my weapon from the ground and went after it.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I was full of horror and revulsion.  It was wearing a child, and it had tricked all of us.  There was something intrusive and terrible about that, a deep, unsettling wrongness that crept into me and made my skin crawl.  I pinned it down with my Will and trained blows upon it, each striking with all the force I could muster until there wasn’t enough of it left to move any longer.  Only as I laid my last blow on a squirming fragment of its body did I realize that there was still a fight going on behind me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I turned to see Ori and Korva engaged with the big monster, the Butcher.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Ori had clearly already dispatched the smaller beast, her sword making quick work of it, and no doubt aided by the fact that she didn’t have any fleshy bits for it to rip and tear at.  I jumped to the attack on the Butcher as well. Korva was battling it hard, her weapon cascading through the air in front of her as she pressed the attack.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The Butcher hardly seemed to notice as her weapon connected with its body again and again, sending chunks of flesh flying away from it with every blow.  It made little effort stop the attacks from landing, but instead struck every time directly at Korva or Ori, swinging its cleaver with deadly intent.  Korva was forced to back out and away, surges of her Will coming into play as she used it to increase the potency of her blows, and to speed the movements of her dodges and parries.  It was strange that she wasn't directly attacking the beast with her Will.  Pinning it down would have seemed a wiser move to me, but then using Will directly on an enemy could take a lot out of a Warden. It was often better just to use your will in small ways to make your combat more effective.    
    

    
      
    

    
      Ori had turned her attacks into massive swings of her sword.  The blade cleft the air in front of her and wedged in the Butcher’s side, though this didn’t stop it from swing back at her.  She managed to dodge a few of the blows, but one or two did land, hitting her metal body with enough force to knock her back and leave a scar on the very well crafted white armor.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I recovered the second half of my weapon as I approached, reassembling the staff quickly.  I wasn’t sure where to launch my own attack.  The other two were in tight with the monster, and that meant there was little room for me to do much of anything.  I got closer and then used a powerful surge of will, grabbing the Butcher and trying to force him down to his knees.  The surge came at my beck and call, but it broke against the cleaver wielding horror. It was like my Will didn’t even hit him.  I reached again, focusing directly on him, on slowing his weapon hand by forcing his arm back, and there was nothing to hold to.   The butcher was a like a solid mass of void, something that I could throw Will into but that never seemed phased by the power.  He wasn't resisting, he just wasn’t susceptible to Will.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Even a dead body could be moved with Will.  If someone was strong enough, they could move the world, but the Butcher was a void.  Dumping energy into it just made that energy fade away.  That wasn’t even a possible occurrence that I was aware of.  Suddenly Korva’s attacks made more sense.  She hadn't directly used her Will on the enemy because it was completely immune.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I shifted my stance and charged the beast, using the pole of my staff to hurle myself through the air at its head.  I divided my staff as I flew towards it, and by the time I hit, I was fully prepared to engage.  I came in with both halves of my staff ready to strike, and I delivered the first two blows with all the force I could muster in momentum, and a push of Will.  Had I hit a human person that hard in the head, it would have shattered their skull and dislocated it from their spine.  The effect here was much, much smaller.
    

    
      
    

    
      A hunk of meat fell away, and there was a dull thudding crack as my weapons split the skull of the Butcher but didn’t penetrate the material this creature had in place of bone.  It did seem to notice my actions though.  It swatted at me with one of it’s freakish, overly jointed hands, the one not holding the cleaver.  It moved a bit slowly, and I dove around it’s neck, landing more blows as I tried to keep out of reach.  My attacks were annoying it, allowing the others to land more of their own, but they weren’t particularly effective.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The cleaver passed within inches of me as it turned the blade on itself, trying to get me away, and I knew I couldn’t stay on its shoulder much longer.  I spun the staff in my left hand to change its grip, and then drove it hard down and inward, aiming for one of the Butcher’s eyes.  I hit my target and the edge of my staff weapon sunk in with a horrible, wet popping noise.  I expected a scream of protest, or a recoil of pain, but instead the left hand finally grabbed me, and a moment later it was whipping me through the air far too fast.  The world blurred and tumbled, and then the impact of the ground was knocking the air from my lungs as I rolled out the momentum of the throw.  I hit something, probably a wall, and came to a stop with a jarring suddenness.  The world was a disoriented mess as I tried to stumble back to my feet and figure out where I was.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Something hit me hard from one side, something solid and metallic, and I went rolling across the ground.  It took me too long to find my feet once more, and when I did, when the ground stopped spinning beneath me, I was looking at Ori and Korva as they cut the last of the life from the Butcher.  It took them several more minutes to get it all to stop moving, but they kept going until it was in pieces.  They looked exhausted. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are you alright, Lillin?”  Korva asked, breathing hard from the fight.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded.  “Yeah, I was stunned when I hit the ground.  My head is still just a bit shaky.”  My arm was also bleeding from the bite of the thing wearing the little girl, but that was slowing, my Will going to work on stopping the worst of that.  It hurt, but I would recover. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “He almost got you.” Ori said.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yeah, if Ori hadn’t knocked you out of the way after he threw you, you’d be in two pieces right now.  It was very close.”   Korva said, still looking concerned.  
    

    
      
    

    
      It had been Ori that had hit me while I was still recovering from the throw, and apparently she’d saved me.  “Thank you.”  I told her, offering a fond smile for my friend.  
    

    
      
    

    
      She gave a shrug, as though saying it wasn’t a matter of importance, just a matter of course.  “What was that thing?”  Ori asked, looking back over her shoulder.  “I’ve never seen anything like it before.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “This enemy seems capable of creating nightmares from familiar pieces.  It takes things that exist and twists and warps them.  That might have been a normal man when this started, or maybe it was something created from pure chaos.  I don’t know.  I don’t think any of us really know.”  Korva’s tone was more than a little uneasy.  There was a panicked air to it that I didn’t like to hear.  This darkness did that to people.  I was sure my voice would be hiding the same building panic.    
    

    
      
    

    
      “We should keep moving.  I recognize this area. I can take us directly to my home from here.” I announced, deciding it was time to move forward or risk becoming too frightened to do so.  The darkness worked at worming its hooks into you, and once it did so, it could be very hard to muster the courage to go on.  I didn’t want that to happen to our group.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why couldn’t I hit it with my Will?”  I asked as I started us forward. “Are there things that can’t be affected by Will?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Void stone, Everburn, and the Immutables.”  Korva answered.  “Void stones are strange black rocks that we found while excavating to build the school.  There were whole caves built of them.  I don’t know what they’re made of, or how they came to be, but you can’t touch them at all with the Will.  Everburn is a force of Will itself.  You can’t affect it no matter how hard you try, but unlike the stone it’s not that it just isn’t there, it’s just too powerful.”  She stopped, and I realized she wasn’t going to go on.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Immutables?”  I asked, deciding prompting might be necessary.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Immutables.”  She said, looking a bit uneasy.  She took a breath and let it out with a soft sigh.  “I’ve only seen one once, and most consider them to be nonsense, more theory than something that actually exists, but they’re real.  They’re always living things, people, rarely animals, and they are possessed of an innate knowledge of their own being that can not be moved or shaken.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Like the King.”  Ori said, nodding to herself.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, not like the King.”  Korva spoke quietly.  “The King can be affected by Will.  He is aware of it, and he can be moved if there was enough focus to do so.  An immutable isn’t really aware of the Will the way a Will user is, they just are unflinching in their notion of self.  The one I met, he couldn’t even speak.  He didn’t acknowledge other people being around him.  I wasn’t even sure how he was alive, but no Will user could manipulate him.  Reaching out to him with the Will was impossible.  He was like a boulder in a stream.  Everything just went around him.  It was very strange, unsettling, and fighting this thing reminded me of that, except this thing was far more aware.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ve heard wardens use the term absolute Will before.  Is absolute will similar to this immutable will?  Are they related?  Absolute Will is supposed to be a good thing, isn’t it?”  I was still somewhat confused.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Absolute Will is a good thing, it’s something to strive for.  Strengthening your Will to a point where it is unbreakable is the highest level of being a Warden, but an Immutable isn’t the same thing.  They don’t have Will, but they are also untouchable by Will.  It’s a contradiction, and one that I think frightens us because it means that there are those out there who are perfectly capable of fighting us.  At least that is how it feels.  I mean, we killed that monster back there, so it’s not as though they’re unstoppable.  But there is something inherently broken in their existence as well.
    

    
      
    

    
      “There is something inherently broken about all of this place.”  Ori added.  “This doesn’t even feel like the same city anymore.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Ori’s words brought on a deep silence, one filled with troubling thoughts. The quiet contemplation of what we’d experienced fell upon us, and we walked shrouded in its clutches.  
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      We reached my neighborhood after several hours of walking.  The trip was remarkable in only that it was unremarkable.  We constantly expected some new horror to stand in our path, but though the city was still clearly twisted and dark, and though evidence of recent terrible things laid heavily upon it, nothing new came to challenge us directly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’re almost there.”  I said quietly, just loud enough for the others to hear.  “My house is down there.”  I gestured with a nod to where I could see it down the road.  It looked much the same as all the other buildings in the city.  It had taken on a decayed look, as though no one had cared for it for years.  The paint was faded, the windows cracked and broken, and as we drew nearer I could see that the door was broken off its hinges, hanging open and off to one side.  A small stone path lead through the yard to that shattered doorway.
    

    
      
    

    
      I swallowed, peering into the darkness beyond.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Let’s go.  We’ll be right behind you.”  Korva said as I stopped in front of my old home.  It seemed so unfamiliar now, and I wasn't certain if that was because it had been so long since I’d been there, or if it was entirely because of the twisting caused by the darkness.  It was probably a little of the first, but mostly the latter.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I shook my head.  “No, you and Ori stay here.  If I . . . if I don’t come out in fifteen minutes you can either go on or come in after me, but I’d recommend you go on without me.”  I told them. This was, I knew, a trap.  The dreams had pulled me back out here and I didn't believe for a moment that this wasn’t set to destroy me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m afraid not, Lillin.  We’re not letting you go in there alone.  We’re your friends.”  Korva’s voice was firm.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I considered trying to stop them again, but I could feel the determination in the two of them.  I nodded, helpless to turn them away, and not really wanting to if I was honest with myself.  I was afraid to go on alone.
    

    
      
    

    
      I took a deep, calming breath, though it did little to help, and then I began to walk forward.  I’d been down that walkway many times before, usually with no attention paid to the way the stones set just a bit uneven, or the careful care taken by my mother who had laid out the beds of flowers to either side.  They were empty now, nothing living left in the soil, but the beds themselves were still carefully placed.  I remembered the mix of blue and purple flowers my mother had always grown there.  They’d been really beautiful, though I had never paid much attention.  I’d been a spoiled brat of a girl.
    

    
      
    

    
      I reached the front door and peered inside.  There was a small mudroom, and the door at the other end of that was closed and looked remarkably untouched.  I’d taken up one half of my weapon and I forced my hand to relax on the grip as I began to move forward again.  An overly tight grip was as bad as one that was too loose.  I needed to be ready.  I reached out to the door handle and it swung inward in at my touch.  It hadn’t really been shut.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Beyond the mudroom the house was in chaos. The furniture was torn to pieces, cast to every corner.  There was dried blood on every surface.  My knees grew week for a moment, and I had to focus to make myself calm again. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Mother?”  I called out as I began to search the area.  The bottom floor of the house was the kitchen the sitting room, and a single bedroom.  I passed from room to room.  There was a pot on the stove, a stench of decay coming from it, but no one else was there.  The bedroom was empty, and the sitting room was as well, so I headed for the stairs up.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I stopped on the bottom stair as I looked up and found my father.  Pain gripped my heart and froze my mind.  The work that had been done on his body was horrifying.  More of his insides were exposed than was the skin that should have covered them.  Only his head and face had been left whole, his eyes stitched into open positions, staring endlessly out at the decaying world around him.  
    

    
      
    

    
      It was difficult to hold my weapon ready.  It was difficult to do anything.  I wanted to run, but I couldn’t force myself to.  I wanted to cry, but  I just wouldn't let myself give in to that need.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lillin . . .”  My father’s voice rose up from his throat, a raspy, rattling thing that was barely recognizable.  I jumped hard.  I hadn’t even realized he was still alive.  “Help us.”  His voice grated, and I could see his exposed vocal chords working to make the sounds.  “Kill us.”
    

    
      
    

    
      There was a pleading in his voice, a desperate call for death.  I was shaking my head already.  “I . . . no, you’re . . . “  This was like when I’d discovered Ori being turned into a golem.  The difference was this was my father, and this time no one was stopping me from acting.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Kill . . . us!”  He pleaded, and it was the “us” that disturbed me the most.  He was the only one I’d found so far, but the other must have been up the stairs past him.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Screaming started from further up the stairs, a horrible wailing that I recognized as my sister’s voice, and it was joined by my brother’s not long after.  Father stared down at me with his horrible, exposed eyes, and it felt like I was falling apart inside.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lillin, do you want me to . . . “  Ori’s voice started behind me, but I held up a hand and shook my head.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m sorry.”  I said, my voice cracking and breaking.  “I’m sorry I didn’t save you.”  I walked up the stairs and raised my weapon.  I grabbed my Will and let loose with everything I had.  I aimed for the mostly exposed ribcage, smashing through the chest cavity and ripping my father’s heart from his opened torso.  He died instantly, his body slumping against the razor edged wire that had been used to hold him to the wall.  
    

    
      
    

    
      My siblings were still screaming above, and I wasn't sure I could go any further.  I didn't know how to find the strength to see more of this.  My mind was recoiling, my senses trying to fall back into me to escape this nightmare existence, and yet my feet knew what to do.  I climbed the stairs numbly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You shouldn’t go up there.”  Korva said. “Let me do it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I shook my head.  “No, Korva, this is something that . . . I can’t just do what’s easy.”  I told her firmly, and I forced myself up the stairs and closer to the screams coming from the direction I knew was my sister’s room.  As I reached the door the screams had reached a terrible volume.  I couldn’t imagine how anyone could scream so loudly for so long.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I reached for the door latch, clicking it down and then pushing it to swing the portal open.  At first I wasn’t sure what I was seeing beyond the threshold.  The room that had once been decorated with dolls and the trappings of a young woman was unrecognizable in its current form.  The dolls were piled in a corner, charred as though burned, and the furniture was broken and wrecked.  It was painted in shades of black and brown-red, and something was hanging from the ceiling not far from where I was.  
    

    
      
    

    
      It took me a long moment to realize it was my mother.  Her hair had been tied to hooks driven into the ceiling, and below it what remained of her body hung.  It was little more than an intact head attached to a spinal cord with some few limbs stripped of outer layers dangling below.  The ribs had been splayed open wide, the legs of an insect from a person’s deepest nightmares, and her actual limbs had been flayed to the bone and sinew and left hanging.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The screaming came from beyond that, and my eyes fell upon that horror a moment later.  I couldn’t tell where my brother ended and my sister began.  They’d been opened up and put back together as one person.  I wasn’t sure how they lived, how anything so horrible could go on existing. Their flesh was black and rotting at the seems, knotted together so that they couldn’t really move, certainly not without their legs, and certainly not with the monstrosity of an arm that was all four of theirs opened and stitched together into something that resembled a tree trunk of human flesh.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I faltered, collapsing to my knees, and gasped for breath, which only served to fill my lungs with the stench of rot.  My stomach turned as Ori entered the room.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh, by the Blackened . . .”  Her voice shook in the armor.  “Korva, get her out of here.  Take her out now.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva’s hands grabbed me and then I was being dragged away as I watched Ori draw her sword.  She was going to kill them. She was going to kill my brother and sister.  All I could think was how relieved I was that it wouldn't be me.  Tears streamed down my face as Korva forced me down the stairs, past what remained of my father.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lillin, hey, look at me.”  She said as we reached the street.  She grabbed my face and made me look at her, but my head was still in the house as the screaming abruptly stopped inside.  They were dead.  Good.  They were dead.  How long had they been like that?  I’d been such a terrible sister to them.  They’d never get to experience life, and their end had been a vicious, lasting nightmare.  How long had they endured that existence?
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lillin!”  Korva’s voice again, and she squeezed my jaw where she was holding my face.  “You couldn’t have done anything to stop this.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s my fault.”  The words dragged up the back of my throat.  “I let Arthos bring the bag back here.  I knew it was wrong, but I didn’t stop him.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You don’t know those things are related.”  She said firmly.  “And even if they are related, you couldn’t have stopped Arthos from doing what he wanted.  He is much stronger than you are, and it was his call.  He was in charge.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I could have fought harder.  I should have fought harder.  This would forever sit on my shoulders.  I knew that, and that thought crippled me.  It struck at my mind like a hammer until it shattered, and I couldn't gather the pieces together anymore.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s done.  We should go.”  Ori’s voice was floating in the background of my blank existence.  “I brought her weapon with me.  She dropped it.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      My hand was empty.  I didn't remember letting go.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Is she alright?”  Ori asked, and then more directly.  “Lillin, are you alright?”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “She’s not.”  Korva answered.  “Coming here was a mistake.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We all knew that before we came.” Ori answered. “Even she knew it was a trap.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I pushed their voices away.  I couldn’t stand to listen to them just then.  I shut off my hearing and closed myself in, huddling into the corner of my mind.  It was dark and silent inside.  It was the only place I could go to truly escape.  I needed there to be nothing for a while.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Inside me was a void, and in that void was a comfortable silence.  I could hear nothing but the the steady beat of my own heart.  Things beyond the void had to be fake.  Nothing that I’d seen could be real.  I refused to accept those truths.  I could still save my family.  I just needed time.  I had to find the time.  We would go faster.   We’d make it before . . . before any of those things I’d imagined could come to pass.  
    

    
      
    

    
      This became a droning repetition in my head.  We could fix things.  We could fix things.  What use was all of the power the Wardens possessed if we couldn’t undo such terrible things?  Then it became clear to me.  This wasn't real.  It was another illusion brought on by the nightmare inducing darkness.  I’d had these visions in my sleep for ages, and they always seemed real. I was succumbing to yet another of them.  I was falling into the real trap this place sought to use against us.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We should hurry if we’re going to get there in time.”  My own voice startled me.  The void fled and suddenly I was with the others again.  Ori looked up at me, and Korva’s eyes flashed in my direction, her expression set in a grim determination.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lillin?”  Ori’s voice was soft.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I frowned at her and nodded. “Yes, we should hurry.  What are we doing waiting here?”  I stood up and tried to figure out where we were.  This wasn’t the place I last remembered being.  Where had we been?  We’d left the school, and then there was a fight at the fountain with the Butcher, then we’d stopped to rest.  Was this that place?  It looked closer to the merchant district than I’d thought we’d been  
    

    
      
    

    
      “How long have we been here?”  I was having trouble getting fixed on time.  Events were broken in my head, and there were  pieces gone, lost entirely to the void.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’ve been here for about an hour, Lillin.  We’re on our way back to the school.  The barracks were a loss.”  Korva spoke calmly and smoothly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “The barracks?”  We were going to stop by my home before we went there.  I was sure of it.  “Did we . . . I don’t remember going there.”  Anger sparked up inside of me.  “We need to go check on my family.  This place is a mess.  We should have gone there first.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lillin, we . . .”  Ori began, but Korva broke in quickly. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “You passed out, and we didn’t know how to get there without you.”  The Warden spoke quickly.  “It was probably stress.  Things have been stressful out here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Then we can go now.”  I said, vaguely aware that they were hiding something from me.  Something wasn’t fitting together right.  Suspicion crept in upon me.  Was this like the situation with Arthos again?  Where they hiding something dangerous?  “Time is important.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’re out of time, Lillin. The King has ordered us back to the school.  We won’t be able to check on your family now, but the next group out will be told exactly what they need to do.  You needn’t worry about it.”  Korva spoke clearly and with a note of command in her voice, but the words hit me in a terse, angry way.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What?!”  I snapped, the waspish word buzzing in the air.  “This was the main reason I came out here to begin with!  I’m not turning away now.  They need me!  There isn’t anyone else out here to help them, and they can’t just wait around for the next group of scouts to come and find them.  They could be dead by then, or something far worse.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Enough, Lillin!”  This time it was Ori, and her voice was cracking and painful.  “Please, don’t do this again.  We can’t keep having this argument.  Everyone is gone.  The men at the barracks were . . . they were worse than gone, and your family was the same.  The darkness has taken them all.  There is nothing out here for any of us. We need to go back to the school.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ori . . . “  Korva sounded both angry and sad.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We tried pretending last time.  It didn’t work.”  Ori answered. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Gone?  No they can’t be.  I dreamed they died, but I’ve dreamed it so many times.”  All the visions flooded back up in my mind, each dream, every single one a horror, but for some reason one dream stood above the others, one that was sharper in detail and a clarity the others lacked.  “No.”  I said softly, shaking my head.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We need to go back, Lillin.  It’s over.  The city has Fallen.”  Korva’s voice fell flat on my ears.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What use was any of it?”  I asked quietly.  “Why did we fight so hard if we couldn’t stop this? In the end I saved no one.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      When Korva spoke it was with a grim determination that made her voice far more coarse than normal.  “Blaming yourself is fine if that’s what you want to do, but you couldn't have done anything.  None of us could.  This wasn’t our fight to win.  We need to get back to the school while we still can.  Things are getting worse out here, and keeping you alive while you’re nearly catatonic has not been easy.  We need you to fight or we’re all going to end up dead, and that is something that will be on you, Lillin.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded stiffly, though I felt myself wanting to drift away again, to let my mind wander back inward to that quiet place where none of this had happened, and it could all be a dream.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lillin!”  Ori roared, the tone metallic and frightening.  It snapped me back to reality.  “You forced me to live like this, and you said you’d be with me.  That we would go on together.  You better not abandon me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Those words hardened what remained of my resolve.  I turned my back to the inner void, the inner safety.  I turned my back on the wall of pain that wanted to fall upon me and obliterate reality.  “Alright, let’s go.  I can mourn some other time.”  The words sounded soft and meek to my ears.  
    

    
      
    

    
      We ran then, full flight through the streets.  Horrors sought us, crawling from the wreckage of what had once been Black Mark, and we tore through what wouldn’t move, and went over and around what would.  It was a full flight.  We were no longer ascertaining the weaknesses and presence of our enemy.  We were fleeing for our lives, tails firmly tucked between our legs.  The war had come and gone and we had lost.
    

    
      
    

    
      The school came into view and then we found ourselves stopping as we reached the main intersection before the gate where stood a single man.  Why this figure differed from the others I didn’t know, but each of us drew to a stop as he turned in our direction.  He was dressed in black, an old outfit that hadn’t been in style for some time, and wasn’t exactly right even for the era that it belonged to.  He had a grin that was too wide on his face, and eyes so black it felt like I might fall into them if I kept my gaze there.  He just stood in the middle of the street.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Two roads cross here, four paths to follow.  One way takes you home,” He pointed to the school. “One way takes you into the calming dark of madness,” He gestured back the way we’d come. “One way takes you away from this place for good,” Here he pointed towards the ports and the sea. “And one way takes you to despair and misfortune.”  He pointed in the direction of Black Mark’s gate, back out into the world beyond that I had only so recently returned from.   He spoke in a dark and rich voice, one that rolled through the air like it was a physical thing.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Of course your home is on fire now, burning and collapsing, and you fear the cool shadow of the dark.  Would you then flee this land and hide the rest of your years away?”  He asked, looking back at the ships.  “That would be the wisest course of action.”  Behind him the sky was starting to turn a strangely disquieting shade of purple, like an angry, bloody bruise.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Who are you?”  Korva asked.  “Do you know what’s going on here?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I am the mouth of the Wurm, hungry and wide, and I devour all that which comes to my side.”  His too-wide smile split revealing hundreds of needle-like teeth before he resumed talking. “Fortunately for you I am still mostly asleep, but not for much longer.  No, soon enough I will wake to this world as I have woken to others.  Nothing will stop me, not sword or spell, not spear or fire.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ve seen you before.”  The words rose unbidden to my lips.  “Your portrait was in that house.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ve seen 
      you 
      before.”  He said, pointing at me. “More times than you remember seeing me.  You’ve caught my eye.”  As he said this he reached a finger up and pointed at one of the black voids in his face, the tip of the finger passing the point that should have been the surface of the eye and entering into the area that was supposed to be his skull.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The sky was red now, and the ground had begun to shake.  “The King is coming to meet the Wurm, and vanquish the dark.”  The man clad in darkness grinned as he spoke.  “The King is coming to wake the Wurm.”  He turned his back to us, and his shape seemed to warp and distort in the fiery glow coming from the school beyond him.  For a moment it seemed he distorted and became a massive thing, a twisted column of flesh.  “I have no more time for you.”  He said, and then his shape scattered like rats running from the sunlight when a cellar door was cast open.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The gates to the school tore wide as a blazing figure approached them and fear sparked in my chest. “We should go.”  I said, a surprising firmness in my voice.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “The King is going to chase away the darkness.”  Korva said, her eyes fixed on the terrible glow coming from the figure of the man at the gates.  He’d found Everburn, and he was coming to purify our world with its fire. I wasn’t at all certain this was a good thing.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Korva,  I understand the nature of Everburn, and I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to be here when the King unleashes it on the city.  We need to leave.”  This moment, this awful moment, was clearing my mind, and one thing was certain.  I didn’t want to be here anymore.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ori was nodding.  “We should get to the port.”  She took a step in that direction but I reached out and grabbed her arm.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, we go out the front gate.”  I said, pointing back the other way.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “But the . . . “  She began to protest.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’re not going to do what that thing told us we should do.  I don’t trust it, and neither should you.  We’re going out the gate.  Come on.”  I started walking without looking to see if she’d follow, but soon enough I could hear her heavy footfalls at my back.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Where will we go?”  She asked.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I shook my head.  “I don’t know, but we can’t stay here.”  I looked back and saw Korva standing in place where we’d met the wurm.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Korva, come on!”  I yelled after her.  “We have to leave now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The King . . . Blackened, Lillin, look at the fire!”  Her eyes were wide and she was staring at the King as he strode down the street, purple flame licking up from his flesh and rolling out around him to consume everything near his body.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Korva, you’re going to die.  Everyone here is going to die!”  I yelled back, but I’d begun to run the other way.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s so beautiful!”   She screamed, and it was a terrible sound.  It was a mix of rapture and pain.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I can’t leave her!”  Ori shouted, and then she was turning to run back.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, Ori, please!  We can’t stay here!”  But it was too late.  Ori was running back down the road the way we came, and my feet faltered as a surge of heat, and an oppressive Will struck me so hard that I staggered.  Ori fell to her knees and Korva had collapsed to the ground.  The King had just exited the school and was still a block away from where Korva was standing.  His Will was impossible.  It was a weight that felt like it could stagger worlds.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I clambered to my feet and with a roar I pushed back with all the Will I could muster, unleashing every piece of what I had inside of me.  It rushed through my body like it had no concern for the physical constraints that held me together, and I directed it at protecting Ori and Korva.  I couldn’t lose Ori again, and that meant I would need to try and save Korva as well.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Ori was back on her feet, running towards Korva.  She swept the other woman up in her arms and then turned to run back as the onslaught of Will and heat hit harder still.  Every time the King took a step it increased the force of his power against me.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You won’t have them!”  I screamed, and grabbed deeper than I thought was possible.  I would not be moved.  Something broke, and then Ori was grabbing me and dragging me with her as she ran by and heat lashed at us all.  My skin burned and my grip on the Will was lost.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Run!”  Ori screamed, and I did.  Ori was carrying Korva, and we were running as hard and as fast as we could.  I had no Will left to push myself.  I couldn’t summon anything.  It was crushed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Somehow, through some miracle, we made it through the front gates of the Black Mark, and then further.  We ran until I collapsed and could go no further.  From the hilltop we’d reached, we looked back at the city and watched as the darkness burned away along with the rest of the city.  It wasn’t a figurative burning either.  The walls and everything within them blackened and smoked as the fires of Everburn reduced everything that wasn’t stone to ash and dust.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, just as I began to fear that the fire would spread further, that it would swallow up everything else, a piercing shaft of darkness cut up through the center of the light and tore into the sky.  It split and fell back down upon the fire like a clawed hand trying to swallow it up.  I didn't know what was happening, but I sensed that I was seeing the battle of two powers far beyond my understanding, and whichever won, the world would be lost.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We need to go.”  I said, my voice hoarse as I tried to stand. “I don’t know how long this will last, but we need to be gone from here.”  My legs were shaking.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Lillin, Korva . . . “  Ori spoke, and I looked over at her for the first time.  The armor was blackened now, the white turned dark by the heat of Everburn, some of the detail melted in places.  I wondered if it could be fixed, but that thought passed as I looked down into Ori’s arms.  Korva was there, though she was still and unmoving.  Her skin was blistered and cracked red and black, her eyes gone from her head.  Smoke rose from her body.  She wasn’t healing as she should have been.  I walked nearer her body and reached out with my Will.  It was raw and painful to touch, as though it was scorched as well.  I could barely tell Korva was there at all.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I took a deep breath.  I couldn’t bring back the dead, but perhaps I could rekindle the dying.  Wardens lived on Will, and maybe I could give her that.  I reached back into myself and pulled at the bloody and torn edges of my Will.  There was almost nothing to grab.  I’d burned so much already, but I found pieces of my determination still left and I bound them to Korva. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “I will not let another friend die today.  I will not let her go.  I will not.  I Will.”  It came on like a rush of water flowing into a loche, braking past me and flooding into Korva.  I wasn’t ready.  I hadn’t thought there was anything left, so there was no way to be ready.  I’d never felt so much raw energy slipping past me.  My intent was manifest, my Will in that moment was absolute, but what I was doing with it was a monumental task.  I was forcing a flickering Will to stand again, and it didn't wish to.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Korva sat up sharply, her mouth opening in a soundless scream as the crackled, blackened flesh on her body began to stitch back together and her eyes burst from the pits in her skull and reformed like clear glass, and then like pools of warm color, more color than they’d had since I’d known her.  Her hands that had crumpled closed, the sinew dried and shriveled by the flames of Everburn, relaxed and her skin looked smooth and flawless.
    

    
      
    

    
      Suddenly I wasn’t watching her from my eyes.  I was floating above and around her, distant.  I was fading away, swept off on a breeze and caught up in the churning Will I’d drawn together to put Korva back together.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Ori was clutching somebody, shaking her, calling out to her, but the body was limp to her touch.  This sent a small spark of concern through me.  Who was Ori so worried about?  Did it matter anymore?  Korva was okay.  That had been what I was trying to do.  I’d saved her.  
    

    
      
    

    
      A surge of pain rung out in my head and I frowned.  Ori had struck the slumping body across the face.  Why had that hurt?  She did it again, and it hurt worse this time.  Blood spattered from across the back of Ori’s hand and up the street in front of them.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Blackened, Ori, stop!”  I shouted, and suddenly I was there.  I was the slumping body.  My jaw was hanging strangely and I felt a terrible cracking pop as it snapped back into place.  Clarity settled on me.  I’d almost lost myself.  I’d almost given up my body, carried away in the rush of Will.  Ori’s hard metal arms went around me and it sounded like she was crying, a strange sound echoing up through the metal armor.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I thought you were gone.”  She said softly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I . . . I think I was for a bit.”  I admitted.  “I’m sorry.”  I looked for Korva.  “Is Korva . . . “  I let the question hang, and Ori pulled away so we could both look at the other woman.  She was laying on the ground, body fine, eyes closed.  She looked serene and peaceful.  So very peaceful.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I reached out a hand and touched her throat.  A staggered sigh slipped past my lips as I felt a slow, steady pulse.  “She’s alive.”  I was relieved.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’re all alive.”  Ori also sounded like a weight had been lifted from her shoulders.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Let’s leave this place.”  I said, forcing myself to my feet.  My legs felt weak and tired, but I made myself stand.  I felt changed.  It was like when I’d returned from seeing Ori being turned into a golem.  Something fundamental about who and what I was had shifted, though I wasn’t certain what that was yet.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Where will we go?”  Ori asked, and her eyes were on the burning city of Black Mark that was wreathed in an angry shadow.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t know yet.  We’ll head for Night Watch.  That is the fallback point for the Wardens, but if that place is as twisted as it was last time I was there, then perhaps we’ll move on to Evelsmoth.  We can’t stay here though.  This whole place is doomed.”  As I said that, I had to wonder if I meant Black Mark, or the entire world.  Whatever rose from the pit of turmoil in the valley beneath us, it was likely to be terrible and hungry.  Perhaps we should have headed for the sea after all, and sailed as far from this place as the winds would take us.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      END
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