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This work is dedicated to those who have always believed in me, those who don’t, and those who will…


 

 

 

Long ago, before the knowledge of a beginning ever stood, there was time; beautiful, endless shrouds of temporal wonder, swirling about in infinity. She was untouched by external forces, guided only by the will to simply be. In a very particular moment, an eternal traveler known as space came to collide with the beauty of time in a burst of pure and inerrant light, resulting in an explosion of life-giving energy…

 

~An Excerpt Translated from the book of Knalatos in the time of Animus A.T. 620
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PROLOGUE

A great figure sat at his workbench attentively molding what appeared to be miniature statues, tiny dolls, each with varying expressions. At his side stood a much smaller person, perhaps an apprentice to his work, who looked on with an immense curiosity. The great figure continued to fuss with a small detail on the nose before leaning back to take in the big picture.

“What do We think of this one?” he pondered aloud. His voice was gruff but slow and deliberate. With one set of hands he stroked his chin while the other whittled on. He often did this as a means of keeping them occupied and out of sight.

“Hmmm,” the apprentice murmured, all the while resisting the urge to touch, “she is lovely, certainly, as are the others. But is she fit to rule?”

The great figure heaved a deep sigh as he looked upon his previous works. Had he taken on a task too great, even for one so powerful? All of the others seemed so perfect in his thoughts, yet he could not fully harness the span of his imagination. For once, he was at a loss.

Again he groaned, allowing the vastness of his voice to slip out into the air. “I believe that I am at once in need of some inspiration. Gans, I have a task for you.”

“Of course, Master. What is your desire?”

“Mind the bounds of Crystasia in my stead. I wish to travel as my father before me, to traverse the darkness which we have avoided for so long.”

“Forgive me if I speak plainly, but Master, you are needed here!”

“I give you my word that I will return. For though I am Great, my sight is so limited by the infernal blackness which surrounds this place.”

“Master, I beg of you. Do not leave us. Without your own light, I fear we may perish!”

The great figure smiled then with the same warmth that surrounded his very being. He placed a hand on the shoulder of his assistant as he remarked, “Do not fear what is to come. I have given my word. That is enough. If you trust in me, then believe and the darkness will not come to harm you.”

In a flash more brilliant than the mark of his origin, the Master departed leaving his assistant alone to wonder. The very heavy and present sound of bootsteps caused Gans to jump with a start. 

He needed not turn to know it was the Master’s only sibling, a foreboding being with large horns like that of a great buck. His eyes were deep and menacing, his stature powerful. He often wore a heavy cloak that rippled and flowed with a life of its own. It would snap as he turned, accenting his departure, and in this case, his entrance to a room.

“Is everything alright, Gans? It is cold here. Where has my brother gone?”

“My lord, surely you would know him to be ever-present.”

“Amusing,” Mikesh snorted. “I am certain he would not liken to hear of the way I am disrespected by his underlings. Unlike he, I will not abstain to strike a blow of intolerance when required.”

“The Master has left me in charge during his absence. If there is any—”

“YOU?! Of all the preposterous notions! Why was I not summoned?!”

Any semblance of confidence had departed the poor fellow at this point. Gans stepped backward, hoping to seek shelter behind the nearest solid object. “The M-Master is not required to give me a r-reason, my lord. He is only to ask and it be done.”

The horned figure stood silent, and the sound of gloved fingers clenching into a fist was all that could be heard. A fine mist escaped against chilled air from the flare of his nostrils. His head turned slowly in survey of the room. 

At first glance, nothing appeared out of place, but once his eyes settled on a view of the workbench, his suspicions were confirmed. Even in his hiding spot, Gans did all he could to stop from shaking. The sound of bootsteps on the move made him queasy.

“What is this?” asked Mikesh, clearly mesmerized by the sight before him. He reached out to poke one of the figurines, gently knocking it over. His voice became soft in a way much unlike him, but this was not enough for Gans to let his guard down.

“That is a p-project, my lord. It is not meant to be seen by others.”

“Secrets and lies and I am worth neither!” He selected another of the innocent figures, clasping it tightly in a very threatening manner. It was this very behavior that had earned him a reputation whereby he was known as Mikesh of the Dark Heart. Under the pressure of his grip, tiny hairline cracks began to traverse the clay surface.

Feeling powerless and very much in regret at being left in charge, poor Gans pleaded with his assailant. Composure returned, the dark lord huffed his discontent. He then tossed the figurine back onto the table before storming out of the chamber. Much to Gans’ dismay, that was only to be the first of many surprise visits in the Master’s absence.

In months that could not be measured by the use of convention, rumors and whispers began creeping about the whole of the Divine Realms regarding the big secret that would soon come to be revealed. When it came to thrills and excitement, the glorious world of Oblivion lacked for nothing but. It was the very definition of perfection. 

Nothing was ever unexpected or out of place. It was this very abundance of splendor and indulgence that made for a rather underwhelming existence. Deities lazed about in a lackadaisical haze often enough to the point that the tiniest shred of gossip sprouted wings and took flight. In this place, excitement was a true commodity always in short supply.

Normally, the Master shared all of his concepts of universal design. He would call for divine council and all had a say, even down to those of lowest rank. This time, however, all was shrouded in secrecy. 

From what Mikesh had gathered about the situation, it seemed the plan was centered around granting life to a series of creatures that resembled themselves, only the modeling was different. Soft lines and sweet smiles gave rise to doubts of their utility.

He knew that should the completion of this special project come to pass, everything would change and by no small measure. His constant protests were met with jeers when they received any response at all. 

Why could they not see his brother’s folly so easily as he had? “He seeks to replace us,” he’d mutter aloud to himself. “That is His true intent, and not one of these fools will rise to stop Him. In the wake of indifference, we are lost.”

As promised, light did again return to the great beyond. Gans made haste to open the doors of the inner sanctum where he patiently awaited the Master’s return after so long. Yardom’s graceful entrance quickly became one of grave anticipation and impatience as he hurried to his workbench.

“Gans, quickly, my tools! There is no time. I’ve got it now!”

The great figure toiled with a speed unseen by the few that had been granted the privilege to watch him work. He was much too focused to take in the musings on his intolerable sibling or the general afflictions caused by his lengthy absence. It was all finally coming together now, and for the first time in existence he was truly excited about something.

“Clearly, Master, the trip has been good for you. Will you tell us of your travels?”

“Gans, I can tell you now that I have seen amazing things, wondrous things!”

He pulled out a small sack and poured the contents into his hand, setting his assistant’s eyes ablaze with a reflective glow. “Are they not fascinating? I call them stars and I’ve learned how to make them. Soon there will be countless balls of energy like these all around us, but you see, I’ve brought them here for a special purpose.”

“Master?”

“Did you bring what I asked of you, before my departure?”

Gans made his way over to a small cupboard and pulled out a rather ornate container. He placed it on the bench with great care and stepped back as he had done many times in service. He did his best to maintain a somber air. The energy of the keep was surging, and he could tell that something incredible was about to take place.

“From the Shores of Time,” Gans said with a bow, “just as you asked.”

“Yardom!” Shouted a voice in a burst so thick that it could have been mistaken for thunder. Mikesh stormed forward. “What are you doing?!” His brother remained silent, toiling away. All of his focus remained on lining up the little dolls one by one in a great circle. 

Nothing of this scale had ever before been attempted. Twelve surrounded one on the brink of their awakening with Mikesh left fuming and ignored in the background. “I will have it known that this project of yours is outright despicable! How could you even think to do something of this magnitude without consulting the others, me least of all?”

The Master spoke without turning, tinkering away and checking his work. “What sun consults the moons of its orbit?”

“It doesn’t need to!” Mikesh spouted, determined to carry on despite the slight. “They work together in a perfect system, much like the one we have here. Or, should I say had here? There are rules that must be obeyed, and order, and to go so far as to make them look as we do, these inferior creatures, ghastly—”

“I wouldn’t exactly call them a perfect match. In fact, I think they exhibit many improvements over our basic design. In any case, I have made my decision. I shall not be swayed. You may of course stop me, if you can manage.” With these words, the great figure removed the lid of the container, revealing a bevy of swirling wisps. Their colors and shades adjusted with the light, revealing the depth of their truest beauty.

He so gently plucked one from its home, wrapping the ethereal thread about one of the figurines. Yardom placed it upon the floor, giving it permission to simply be and it was. She was. And so were they, twelve goddesses brought to life, each one lovelier and more daring then the last. 

Each born of the duty to serve the one known as Bast, the blessed one, crowned by stars and rivaled by none. In the first glimpse of her new world, the fleeting sight of a black cape in a darkened corner caught the curiosity of her eye…
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CHAPTER ONE

 

The rains poured down heavy that night as the caravan made its way across barren fields. Voices of men could be heard above the storm as they labored to free a wagon wheel from its muddy prison. Inside, its contents were being jostled about, mainly a young felani female who cowered in the corner near her bed.

Though she spent her entire life through the seasons, she never cared for rain, especially when it was hostile and angry. For some inexplicable reason, it seemed to follow her everywhere, or perhaps it was all in her mind. She was always scolded for the use of her overactive imagination. Days ran long on the trail, always on the move. What else could she do but sit and wonder?

With a final heave, the wagon rolled forward, and it was time to move along to the nearest town. In a few days, this colorful band of gypsies would be charming the amusement-starved locals into giving them whatever supplies they needed. Sometimes the trade was simple, such as food for a song. Other times, the ending result was a few new hands when runaways signed on at the last minute. Unlike the unwary volunteers, given the chance, this young gypsy would do anything to escape if only she knew how.

A rainbow of color splashed its way across the walls of her small wooden home in the form of belts and veils all sparkling and numerous. Costume pieces that weren’t spilling out of the corner trunk were strewn about here and there. Dolls from many lands were piled on the bed leaving hardly any room for a living occupant, and jewel boxes rested politely on the vanity overflowing with trinkets presented by observers who had come to watch her perform.

The sun began to peek over the southern mountains and the silken yellow curtains adorning her window seat had settled into a gentle sway, signaling the end of yet another storm and the start of a very busy day.

“Azsha, where are you?!” cried the voice of her mother as she peered about what seemed to be an empty wagon.

“I am right here,” the young woman replied in an irritated tone. She hopped up from behind her bed.

Lubekka stood beside her daughter, hairbrush in hand while directing the girl toward the huge vanity. With an aggravated sigh of disapproval, she reached up to brush aside the makeshift curtain that had been put up yet again to cover the mirror. 

Azsha had grown tired of her reflection staring back at her all the time, and was beginning to wonder if it might be plotting against her. Of course her mother would never understand such thinking. She, along with the other members of their camp, would never know the joys of being locked away in a show wagon, both prison and home, for a lifetime.

Lubekka began the work of applying long, soft downward strokes to the lovely lavender tresses, almost as if she were polishing glass. Working on one section at a time, she smiled proudly at the serene form in the mirror. Even among her kind, Azsha’s features were rare, and her beauty considered legendary.

Bright almondine eyes the color of her hair made for a touch of the exotic. She was petite, and soft lines caused her to appear much younger than she actually was. Beneath punctuated lips, a very pronounced set of canines would lie in wait for the scant opportunity that she would smile and catch the unsuspecting off-guard. In the wake of a genuine laugh, however, they could do nothing to detract from her appeal.

Despite the wincing of her charge, Lubekka strained to unravel a stubborn batch of tangles near the base of her neck. “By the gods, Azsha, you worry me so. I thought for a moment you went outside. How can a girl who stays in one place cause so much trouble?”

“With the door to my quarters always locked? I’m only the dancer. Wellis performs all the magic tricks, and poorly at that.”

As she labored to twist a large section of hair into a thick, organic braid, a look of exasperation swept over the woman’s face. “Talk like that is the reason why your door is locked. You are not to leave because I don’t want you getting hurt. Try to imagine a scar on this face. Then where would you be?”

Azsha scowled each time busy hands tugged at her roots. “Bellafont is always outside. Sometimes he goes into the towns and disappears for weeks. You don’t reprimand him. It isn’t fair.”

“Your brother is not destined to become the most beautiful dancer in the realm. You will have everyone desiring to see you. Oh, what am I saying? You already do! You should be happy. Everything you want is brought to you. The gods have favored you, il’sha my lovely.

“Do you not realize your time is coming? Just think of it! One day, a nobleman or maybe even a powerful diplomat will ask to have you for his own. What a proud day that will be! It is what you have worked your whole life for, and you won’t get what you want if you are all bloody and bruised simply because you want to play some silly outdoor games.”

Lubekka swatted her daughter’s shoulder with the flat of the brush before laying out a fresh set of clothes. Azsha murmured something incomprehensible to anything less than a mother’s ear while pulling the remainder of her hair into a ponytail.

“Ma, please? Just one time, it’s right there!” she thrust her arm toward the window. “I want to know what the grass feels like. I want to place my hand in the streams.”

“The next time you wish to know if water is wet, stick your hand in a cup of drink. I’m not going to tell you again. As my daughter you will respect me and what I say. Your half-witted sister, Katrielle went outside and you see what happened to her. She ran off with that– that elf! And here’s a word of advice: Stay away from the Curs. Not sure what Great Mother Bast was thinkin’ when she came up with that nasty lot, but I guess even she can be forgiven one mistake.”

Azsha rolled her eyes. This was one speech she tired of hearing. “Oh, it’s the Curs now is it? Last week it was the Elves and the Humes besides, and the Avi before that. Who can I talk to?”

“You stick to your own kind and be all the better for it. Now your sister lives in a filthy cave to the north of here, but not you. You’ll thank me when your future husband comes to call. Now get dressed. You have lessons in dignity and then you will learn a new dance today! Oh, when I think of all the work I put into securing your future.” Lubekka’s voice trailed off once the door closed behind her.

Azsha flopped onto the bed, peering at her mother’s choice of clothing for the day. It was amazing how something so simple as getting dressed could suddenly become the most tedious task in the world. Once she finally got the nerve, she dragged herself over to the mirror and stepped out of her nightshift.

For a few moments she stared at herself sullenly, palm against cheek. Beautiful, me? She thought to herself. What good is beauty without freedom? The blouse came up and over, one side falling over her shoulder.

Her thoughts rattled on. The sky is beautiful, and so are the grasses and the trees.Oh to be free! Nimble fingers moved across newly donned leggings, quick to smooth any puckers or wrinkles before her mother could get to them. She was careful not to snag them with the pointy nails that were characteristic of her breed-type. 

After a quick inspection, the blouse hung loosely to her dissatisfaction, and so she reached for her belt constructed of many golden pieces that resembled coins which jingled as she moved about. She swished her hip and smiled, enjoying the sound of her favorite belt.

Finally, content with her appearance, she turned and screamed to find her brother looming over her, a rather wicked grin sailing across his face. Bellafont was also rather blessed it seemed. Where Azsha was gifted with looks, he certainly dwarfed her in height. Her five foot stature had nothing on him. The same could be said for almost anyone who had the chance to cross his path.

Azsha’s highly favored older brother stood at a massive eight feet high and two inches. His curly reddish-orange hair, usually stuffed beneath a woolen hood, was perfectly visible today. Despite the foreboding appearance of his gangly, muscular form, pleasant, glassy green eyes seemed to be what gained most people’s trust, especially the local townswomen.

Bellafont discovered at an early age that his brutish appearance could easily be softened by his charm and so he used it to his advantage often. He bowed before his younger sister mockingly and simply because it was just easier than standing in that wagon built for normalcy.

“Oh hail, Princess Azsha! I, Bellafontaine Pershius Daggerwall humbly kneel before you with tidings of gladness from lands afar, and gods-be-willing I have come to take you away! Here, let me shower you with my riches!” With the conclusion of his proclamation, he lifted her clean off the floor and launched an onslaught of tickles on the back of her neck. She immediately burst into a sea of giggles trying to escape without success. As usual, he tired of his sport and bestowed upon his sister the hug she most desperately needed.

“You came home!” Azsha squealed.

“Don’t I always? You know I’d never leave the caravan for good. This is family, and family is for always. Besides, home is where the food is.” Bellafont set her gently in the chair beside her vanity then took his usual, more comfy spot on her bed.

“Bell, when you leave camp, why won’t you take me with you?”

“Azsha, you’re my sister, and I would die for you, but not in that way. The man who last tried to pick your lock was felled by horses.”

“He was not. That is just a story Ma created to frighten me into obedience. You could get away with it one time.”

He hesitated before speaking, desperately aiming to change the subject, “You know Az, you really need some bigger furniture.”

“You could stand to shrink a bit,” she retorted with a smile. She knew he would never give in, and had accepted it. “Well…?! Come on, out with it!” The excitement was almost too much for her to bear and Bellafont knew it. She was waiting for him to regale her with tales of his adventures outside the caravan. 

He always did bring back some amazing stories and most of them included him getting into trouble with the locals. Half the time she didn’t believe the things he told her, but ninety percent of her didn’t care. Even if they were just words, it did a world of good for her sanity.

“I will tell you my latest story,” he quipped, “but first, a joke. What do you call a Felani girl who is of age, but yet to be married?”

“Kitten.” She smiled.

“And what do you call her after she is married?”

Azsha had to think on that one for a bit, but gave up, knowing how badly he loved to deliver the punchline, “What do you call her?”

“Impossible!”

“That was awful!” She guffawed while fighting the urge to roll her eyes, “No more jokes from you. Now, out with it.”

“Out with what?” He enjoyed his fun with her until she started to pout, melting his ego into a puddle. “Alright, alright, don’t do that. Now let me think. Where should I begin? Ah yes, I have a good one for you! Well, it started out like this:

“I had just arrived in Flipans, the town nearest here, and as I was walking around, all these people were staring at me. That’s nothing new, though I noticed something shining on the ground. As I was making my way toward the light, some scufflebutt bumped into me, so naturally I screamed THIEF and took off after him.

He escaped me pretty easily a few times because, y’know, I like the hunt. No matter where I chased him though, he never seemed to get tired, but I was getting there, so I decided to finally take him down. Anyway, once I had him cornered in a blind alleyway, I pounced on him like this!”

Bellafont accented the story with a tackling move on his audience, provoking a scream as one of her jewel boxes fell to the ground, noisily spilling its contents everywhere. Despite his reckless behavior, the suspense was overwhelming, and she begged him to finish the tale. He placed her atop the vanity and scratched his chin for a moment, trying to recall his place in the story.

“What about the shining light?” she pleaded.

“Shining light? What shining light? Ohhhhhh, that shining light! Well, let me finish telling the other part first. It’s good. I win at the end. So I—”

The sound of a door flinging open brought the giant to his feet, then back to a crouch after a nasty bump on the head. Azsha giggled at her brother’s clumsiness while her legs swung to and fro. Lubekka shot Bellafont that unmistakable look and he knew it was time to take his leave. He kissed his mother’s cheek and launched himself through the door. Once inside, she placed a prettily wrapped package on the bed and set to the task of organizing things in the messy trunk.

Azsha always hated when this happened. She seldom recalled a time when she actually heard the ending to one of her brother’s tales. Part of her wondered if he sometimes made up entire stories using the unheard endings of all the others. Her speculation was quickly dismantled by her mother’s voice.

“Oh, Azsha, this is a mess. Though I suppose you shouldn’t have to worry because you will have servants doing these things for you someday.” Azsha remained silent, gazing longingly through the window at people moving about.

Next to stories, Azsha’s window was her second form of entertainment. Attempts to slip out were punished with a locking of the shutters, and the loss of her people-watching privileges. Her mother, always observant of this behavior, made an attempt to distract her as quickly as possible. “Azsha, look at what aunt Ruzebelle made you. She has been working on it for ages. Come here and open it.”

The melancholy kitten slid off of the vanity and approached her mother who acted as though it were her present. According to her, it may just as well have been. Lubekka obsessively fidgeted with her daughter’s mane, unbraiding and re-braiding where she saw fit. 

Azsha placed the large box on her lap and slowly tugged at the gold ribbon. Sheets of paper were torn away to reveal what appeared to be a fanciful wedding garment, yet another reminder of her inevitable future. It took every bit of her willpower not to grimace as she pushed the box aside.

“Now wasn’t that nice of Ruzebelle? I have been to many, many lands, but you will not find such care put into any article of clothing like that one. Perhaps I will take it back just for a bit. I want to show your father. His sister has quite the gift, and to think, you get to be related to her!” She gently lifted the gown from its container, squealing gleefully, but it was not long before she noticed her daughter’s sour expression.

“You do not like it?” Lubekka asked, only to be met with silence. “Honestly, Azsha, it amazes me how you could have been raised with so little and yet become so spoiled. Is nothing good enough for you?”

“Is nothing good enough for you?!”

The swiftness of her mother’s strike took Azsha by surprise. She was always careful not to use the hand which bore her ring lest an impression be made. Though caught off guard, Azsha did not move, even as the sting of her cheek began to spread.

She had only summoned her mother’s wrath in this manner twice before in the time that could be remembered. For them it had always been this way, a constant battle on the line of oppression and independence. Lubekka was hard on her girls, wanting only the best. Anything less was unacceptable.

When all else failed, Lubekka often resorted to reason, “Azsha, you need a husband, a husband to give you shelter and protection from those who are beneath you.”

“Who will protect him from me?” Now back on the edge of the bed, Azsha sounded off with an over-the-shoulder retort. She could hear the sounds of her mother re-packing everything in a hurry.

“That’s enough! For all I do I simply cannot understand what’s the matter with you. For people like us, this is an unbelieving thing! We do not marry. You shun the old ways! Be thankful some brutish oaf hasn’t carried you off.”

“Why should he, when you will carry me to him instead?!” Other members of the gypsy camp continued to mill about outdoors, pretending not to hear the commotion as always.

“Ungrateful!” Lubekka’s voice rose higher, bouncing off the walls in close quarters, “Any girl in your place would be thrilled, but not you, no. Never good enough.” She briefly reminded Azsha to thank her loving aunt the next time she passed the wagon and left the room as though nothing out of place had occurred.

It always happened that way for Azsha. Just when she started to think that life wasn’t so detestable, then came her mother’s mouth and all her hopes came crashing down. The idea of being nothing more than a bride, and even worse an accessory to a man she would not meet until some fated day, frightened her more than any storm that would ever sweep the northern sky.

At best, her existence could be described as smothered and solitary, but comfortable. Though wholly unexamined, it was the only world she had ever known. Azsha’s knowledge pool was filled with details from stories of the fae, Bellafont’s musings, and facts forced into memorization by her tutor. It was much more exciting to swirl them all together, resulting in a child-like concept of reality that was odd for a girl of her age. Of course, Lubekka made it her business to stifle such whimsy, lest her daughter’s future husband take notice and send her back home.

“And we shan’t disappoint Mother.” Azsha said aloud to no one in particular. She rolled over on the bed until her head hung tilted beyond the edge. This time her gaze was set upon the window, and the world continued to pass by through invisible bars.
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CHAPTER TWO

Night came down for the second time since the gypsies made camp, and the air was filled with the scent of roast meat and vegetables. Azsha longed to bolt through the door toward the irresistable aroma. 

The crackling sound of fat drizzling into the fire filled her ear, and in that moment all she could think of was standing before that open flame. She would tear off great scalding hunks of meat, not wasting a moment to devour them. Scalding juices would run down her arms, leaving marks to tell of her edible conquest.

In the midst of her imaginings, a loud whooshing sound captured her attention. Naught for the span of one blink, the fire rose into a raging pillar higher than the treetops before settling back to its original state. The gypsies fell to the ground begging favor of the Hour-Goddess Solera for divine protection. 

One man brave enough to raise his head from the ground stood and pointed toward the meal that had not been singed at all but miraculously preserved through the torrential heat wave.

“Look!” cried a woman before leaping into a somersault, “’Tis a blessing of the Hour, Solera. She has cleansed our meal through fire.”

Another male, bearing traditional kincloth of strawberry red fur, dotted with spots of white and black followed suit. “Praise be to Solera, the 3rd Hour, who has blessed our feast this night!” His yowling cries of joy were joined by others.

Soon, the entire camp was alive with the sounds of rapturous gypsies as they danced around the continuous flicker of the firelight. Azsha bounced about her wagon with the same abandon as if she were outside with the rest, until finally, she fell breathless against bedsheets. Her smile melted away when she noticed a small crowd descending upon the roast, each fighting to claim their share of the choicest bits. A polite knock outside of the window, however, would soon end her cause for sorrow.

“Dinner for Azsha?” said the man who stood before her. He held up a steaming plate of corn and roast okk. Outside, they were still tearing into the newly proclaimed holy meat and feasting riotously. With her smile returned, Azsha ran to the window reaching out for a hug. At first, the man mistook her for wanting the food but laughed a great deal when he realized his mistake.

The man known to be Azsha’s father was Kiro, a burly felani almost six feet in height. His attire was a blend of commonshirt and kincloth, the latter dyed in a pattern of snug stripes all black and light brown. If one were to look closely, the darker hairs were tipped with a shade of brown that created an almost sparking effect. He wore a ragged old hat with two white-lined furry points, both tipped with black. It was the most distinctive part of his outfit, as it gave tell to strangers of his true home.

“Pápka,” Azsha mewled, “I haven’t seen you in days! Please come inside. I want to talk to you.”

A worried look crossed the man’s face as he took the long way around the wagon. Though two children came before her, it was never easy when Azsha became the inquisitive one. There was no telling when her next question would be the one he just could not answer, even if telling the truth was the right thing to do. After all, he had promised Lubekka.

The odd questions such as, Where did I come from? and Why does Bellafont only think about women? always made him squirm. Other times they engaged in simple, happy conversations. He prayed this would be one of the simple ones. Using the lightest touch, he cracked open the door to see her smiling, happy face eagerly awaiting his company. Just as he anticipated, he opened the door to a squealing, fully pouncing young lady.

“Now, now, Azsha, you know your páp-páp isn’t as young as he used to be. You’re a lot older now and pretty soon you might bust my innards,” Kiro smiled proudly through his chuckling.

“Oh, Da, You’re the strongest man in the world. Nobody can beat you in arm wrestling except Bellafont, and that’s just because you let him win. I see you all the time. And remember when those bandits came? You scared them right off!”

The girl spoke a great deal of truth. Kiro was quite a sturdy man, but it wasn’t from divine luck. Years of pulling gypsy wagons gave him a build that was unmatched. During his younger days, gambling men would get the biggest thrill in pitting him against horses, okks, and other people on occasion when one could be found.

As he held Azsha in his arms, a memory of days long gone flashed through his mind. The vision of his younger self stood ready to race. His face was mirthful as ever and his hair was much longer then, worn in a short-form ponytail. His hands were gripping the pulley of a stagecoach filled with bricks. To the right were his opponents, two horses rearing and snorting.

A driver sat proudly on the seat of an equally weighted load, whip at the ready and a sneer on his face. Like many before him, he ignored all the tales. He knew there was no chance in being beaten by a lone felani. It wasn’t naturally possible.

Had a gypsy no honor in his word, no one would ever have raced against Kiro for fear of being cheated out of his money. But everyone knew this felani took the greatest pride in winning by brute strength alone. It was in his eyes and manner. Even the horses felt doubt when he snorted back at them and bellowed with laughter.

Among the crowd of supporters was a stout, brunette, felani femme. Unlike the others who were cheering madly, she had a look of extreme worry on her face. Her demeanor was much softer as a maiden. In fact, at that age it very much resembled Azsha’s. 

Kiro blew a kiss to the young Lubekka in hopes of quelling her fears, but as usual, it only served to make things worse. Surely, she should know by now that he was unbeatable. Of course the win wasn’t the only thing on her mind. Kiro’s safety was always her main concern.

A flare was tossed into the air signaling the start of the race. Both competitors took off with blinding speed and Kiro was left behind in the dust but not for long. Slow and steady always worked to his advantage in the end. It wasn’t long before he sidled up next to the horse-drawn carriage and gave the animals such a fright that they almost veered off course.

The driver cursed and cracked his whip in a frenzied manner, but Kiro only laughed. His muscles tensed and he picked up speed. With the finish line in sight, both competitors shuttled downhill, welcomed by the sounds of a cheering crowd below. Many at the base of the hill ran to keep up with the opponents, but a thick cloud of dust blocked their view.

Feeling a bit cocky, Kiro slowed his pace long enough for the driver to catch up with his horses. To this day, what was said to the driver has remained a secret, but it infuriated the man to the point of assault. Before Kiro could pull away, the whip came crashing down. 

It was not the whip itself that caused the most damage, but the distraction that left the driver unable to dodge a rock jutting from the terrain in time. The driver flew from his seat into the crowd, but Kiro was not so fortunate. He was left writhing upon the ground, crushed between carriage and fallen debris.

The spectators rushed the field just in time to see two horses cross the finish, but when they noticed Kiro’s body lying on the ground, they knew that something was amiss. Lubekka scurried down the hill and rushed to the aid of her beloved. She knelt beside him. The little crystal bell she was so fond of dangled on its choker. Once she discovered the scope of his injuries, it was the end of his career as a professional man of strength. 

While Kiro was laid up in recuperation, it gave him a great deal of time to think on the way things worked and functioned. Every day became a quest to find new ways of making life more convenient for one in his hindered state. He was fortunate to make a full recovery, but his hunger for invention never left him.

When it came to pulling large objects, he was king. Every now and then he was allowed to show off, but only because it was his true joy. Fortunes were made and lost because of this man’s strength, but even then he was aging and that strength was waning. Of course he wasn’t about to let his greatest admirer know it just yet. With a short grunt, he rose and dusted himself off, then proceeded to sit on one of Azsha’s smallish chairs, placing her gently on his lap.

“Those were fun times,” he said. “Don’t see many bandits ‘round our camp these days though, not since the latest wave of young people entering the king’s armada. More importantly, what is troubling my darling daughter?”

“Dá, I know you’re tired of hearing this, but I want to go exploring. Má won’t listen. She’s always talking about husbands and touching my hair. Just once, may I please go outside? You can send Bellafont with me. Then you won’t have to worry. I promise we will be back in a day’s time if you’ll just think about it.”

“Azsha, I understand how you must feel cooped up in here all day, but there is nothing I can do. I want you to be free to run around and kick up dirt like everyone else, but the truth is you’re not like everyone else and you know that. Yes, it hurts me to tell you this, and sometimes I want to overturn Lubekka’s decisions, but there are other times when I think of all the things you could have and the places you could live and I know you’d be happiest there.”

“But Dá I am happy here. I love being gypsy. There is nothing wrong with who we are. I don’t even want a big house and servants. It’s all just silly. Please tell Má. She likes you and she’ll listen!”

“I want you to know that I care for you very, very deeply. Sometimes I doubt you have any idea just how much.” Kiro knew his words were futile at this point. Once Azsha’s mind was made, there was very little chance for change. He stroked her hair gently while he struggled to think of something, anything he could say to make her understand.

“Azsha,” he said with a thoughtful pause, “I believe the gods are an unpredictable sort most of the time, but they usually tell us in their own way when they want something from us. In this case I feel in my heart that you are meant for some great thing. From the moment I first saw you dance I knew. You were such a wee thing then. I had never seen anything like it.” His chest rumbled with purring as he spoke.

“But Bellafont will keep me safe. You know that.”

“The truth is, young one, that we don’t trust Bellafont to do that. Frankly, the boy is a little precocious…err…easily distracted maybe? Standing guard while you perform is one thing, but who knows what he’d do were he to lose you in a nearby town. He does care about you as well, but his recklessness could get you both hurt or worse, killed. Eat now before your food gets cold.”

Azsha bid Kiro a good night before taking up her dinner plate. Despite a sudden lack of appetite, she forced herself to eat half before changing into her nightgown. Just as she scooched in between her dollies and pulled the covers up to her face, a loud, rapid banging against the wall caused her the hairs on the back of her neck to rise.

A chill ran down the length of her spine and she pulled the covers over her head completely. The noise grew and grew until finally, silence. Her brother’s hissy laugh could be heard drifting past the window. Were it not for the nightly locking of the shutters, she would have thrown something at him. Alas, it would have to wait until tomorrow, her mind whispered before she drifted off to sleep.
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CHAPTER THREE

The next morning, Azsha awoke to the same thundering noise as before, only this time it was positioned right over the spot where her head was resting. Bellafont was all laughs and smiles when he came bursting through the door. “Sneak attack!” he yelled before diving across the room.

Azsha, not feeling the least bit jovial, sat upright in mid-pounce. Bellafont’s face met with the retaliation of her angered palm. Hardly deterred by this, as invading forces usually aren’t, they both continued to hiss and wrestle about until their mother broke them up with a swat on each backside.

Bellafont was sent away, still laughing, while Azsha sat dazed and tangled in the sheets. Her hair was a mess and Lubekka quickly set to work brushing and smoothing it out. Reflexively, she scolded the girl as though it were completely her fault.

Still lost in the haze of an early morning rousing, a yawn crept out of Azsha’s mouth. She scratched her belly while watching her mother scamper about, frantically laying out costume pieces and offering last minute words of advice.

A short while later, a final tug at her hair gave Azsha the wake up call of her life and she was now ready to be dressed. Three young girls from the caravan rushed in to assist her. Two were felani, the third, avian, and all of them looked positively frightened. When questioned about their anxiety, they revealed that they had never been in the presence of a princess before and were concerned about making a mistake. A blank look crossed Azsha’s face before she broke into fits of laughter.

“I’m no princess!” she scoffed. “Who told you that?” She rested her hands on her hips as though she expected an actual response.

The avi girl stepped forth to answer. “Of course you are a princess. Kiro is your Da, and he’s the strongest man here. He leads everyone in the caravan, and that makes you the princess.”

“Besides,” chimed the blonde felani, “you’re much too pretty to be like any of us.” Azsha assured them that she held no royal position and politely told them they were free to leave. Despite her protests, they surrounded her anyway sliding a sleeve up each arm.

“It’s alright,” said the felani with brownish skin. “We want to help!”

This time the avi made a move to tie on Azsha’s headwear. “Yes! It isn’t every day one gets to help a princess!”

Azsha sighed while stepping into her aobaba pants, “I wouldn’t know the first thing about being a princess.” She just knew her mother was behind this somehow. This was her first chance to make friends other than her siblings, and it was ruined by awkward games of class and rank.

The girls kept to their diligent work of straightening every tiny wrinkle. All the while Azsha continued her war on the princess perception. Though her words dripped with conviction, Azsha’s posture was straight and proud, not at all normal for one of baseblood stock as herself. It was hardly a convincing show.

Thinking it better to switch the focus of conversation, each of the girls obliged her with an introduction when prompted. The shy blonde came to be known as Lolliny. The brownish girl wished to be acknowledged as Mirelle and the avi girl chirped a hearty, T’ambre!

Azsha had seen the girls many times from a distance at play, wanting only to join in on their fun. It was an odd feeling having them in close quarters now, especially in a position of servitude. Following a brief period of adjustment, she decided it wasn’t so bad having them around. A little company did wonders for the soul.

Once her costume was fully in order, a plump, sulky man with a head rag and ear hoops rapped on the window to inquire about the status of Azsha’s preparations. When given the okay, a group of men were waved over to the other side of the wagon. With a bit of shaking and some unhinging, the entire eastern wall came down and the little chatterboxes inside shielded their eyes from the streams of light that poured forth.

Azsha thanked the men then tugged on a curtain that was bunched in the corner. With a bit of help from T’ambre, they met in the middle, shutting out the light by drawing both sides together. The girls languished in spacious comfort while they could. It would not be long before the wagon was packed to capacity with other performers.

The show wagon was, in actuality, one of Kiro’s crafty innovations. Upon noticing how most had large display windows that came down to showcase wares, with a little carpentry work and some help from Bellafont, he was able to construct a wall that would come down easily on hinges and make a fine stage when propped up correctly.

Along the back wall, a simple curtain rod was positioned for both privacy and theatrical effect, thereby creating a home and stage in one unit. Performers could enter through the rear door unseen then burst through the curtain to begin their spectacle.

While active in their travels, it was quite common for gypsy camps to meet and mingle. This provided Kiro with a forum for sharing his ideas and trading concepts. It was in this way that his skill of design became a highly noted and desired marvel.

There were even times when movement of the caravan became delayed to accommodate one of his building projects. Soon enough, the trademarked wagon bearing his name could be seen rolling here and there across the vast continent of The Pendant. There was no denying it; he had become a two-time legend.

Later that day, when the white sun reached its peak, Azsha’s wagon was overcrowded with her fellow performers. They remained perfectly quiet save for the rustling of costumes as they jostled one another. Now and again, someone would sneak in a pinch or a tickle, followed by a brief, reprimanding hiss.

The sound of Kiro’s booming voice signaled the start of the show. Everyone gave Azsha a good luck kiss on the cheek before exiting through the curtain to the sounds of rampant applause. She remained last to go on, harboring a hint of the pre-show jitters. She knew her craft well enough and enjoyed it, so what was it that always caused her tummy to flutter?

No time to worry about it now, she thought to herself once they finished up the first act. She was ravishing in black silk studded with beautiful purple jewels. Sheer enough for just a peek, and thin enough to live through the heat, everything fluttered as she shifted her weight impatiently from one foot to the other. 

Her lips moved in sync with her father’s speech and she enjoyed a private moment in mocking the laughter of the crowd. Azsha imagined this scene playing out long before she was even born, and now she was a part of its endless cycle, forever.

This was it, the moment she would step through the curtain and into the throng of madness that was her existence. With one last breath, she slipped her leg through the curtain, toe en pointe, as per Katrielle’s guidance. The audience delighted in it every time, but it was never so much for them as an homage to the memory of her estranged sister and friend. Up went her foot, slowly to the serpentine rhythm of a beating drum, rising to the sky until it disappeared behind the curtain again.

Whenever Azsha performed, she reached out to the audience with her mind, trying to feel what they felt. This was how she did her best, by trying to give the people what she would like to see. If she didn’t give it her all then it wasn’t a show worth watching.

The drumbeat took on a heated pace and she burst through the curtain, all smiles as her body twisted and gyrated upon the open stage for all to see. When Azsha whirled about, it was impossible to look away. More than a dance, it was as though the drum and her body were engaged in the most fascinating conversation, and everyone there was privy to it.

The crowd roared in delight. Hats were tossed to the wind. Ladies forgot all manners hopping about in a madcap frenzy. The three girls who had aided Azsha earlier were among the revelers. She just had that effect on people. The way she seemed to enjoy herself on-stage radiated throughout the entire camp with every movement. Even when she remained in one spot, her energy flowed into every crevice of the stage and beyond until it felt like she was everywhere all at once.

Her eyes spied Bellafont off to the side acting as though he didn’t want to join her. He was busy focusing on his guarding duties. She recalled the time he had tried to join in on her practice and found himself swiftly reprimanded. Once, he did lose control and took to the stage. Her mother’s face had been agape with horror at that moment, but Azsha only laughed and welcomed him into her routine. Where was her mother anyway? She glanced at her briefly, then breathed a quick sigh.

Something else caught her attention that didn’t sit quite right. Three men, all dressed in blue finery, stood not far from Lubekka’s side. Every now and then her mother would tilt her head and speak to them. Unlike the people surrounding them, they remained cold and unmoving. Save for the sinister grin on one’s face and the vile lip-licking of another, she would have thought them to be the walking dead. Stories had been told to her of nobility haunting the realm after being sealed in their graves, but she shook it off once several other costumed ladies joined her on the stage.

Azsha turned away from the crowd, almost at the lip of the stage. Everyone watched in awe as she started to bend backward, effortlessly, until her hands firmly gripped the smooth edge of the wooden platform. A quick headstand, a few twists of her body, and she walked along on hands while members of the audience held their breath.

She took her place at the very corner of the stage while the remaining costumed ladies lined up near the front. When an overzealous hand reached out to touch her foot, she kicked at it playfully and offered a terse but saucy warning. Though that was not the first time it had ever been uttered, the unknowing crowd took it fresh for wit and laughed raucously.

With a quick flourish of the hands, in a blur that resembled a spinning top, Azsha twirled her way down the line and with each woman she passed, a scarf was tossed directly into the air. Once she reached the opposite end of the stage, she leaped into Bellafont’s arms for a final lift, yet another ode to the clever choreography of her older sister. It was not only entertaining, but it also made for an easy escape if the crowd should become unruly. Oh, how she missed her lost sibling and the times they shared together.

After such a dazzling performance, the people were giddy and ready to spend money on anything that would remind them of their time with the incredible gypsies. Bellafont placed Azsha on her bed and returned with a basin of water, treated with oil of ever-root, a special preparation insisted on by their mother.

 As with most of her requisite amenities, it was incredibly expensive but a necessary investment to keep Azsha’s skin free of impurities. She lifted the washcloth to her face and began to scrub, but the distraction of her mother’s angry voice brought her actions to a halt.

Azsha hurried to the window and peered outside but the sound source was coming from a different direction. The show curtain served as her secondary means of surveillance. Peeking out from beneath the hem, she spied the three men dressed in blue. Two were large felani obviously acting as bodyguards on behalf of the hume who spoke. She knelt in the corner and perked her ears, a breed-gift that enabled her to hear things at a distance more clearly.

“My lord is prepared to offer you two-hundred slip.” He sucked his lip in frustration over being consistently rebuffed. Lubekka was fuming by now, and it was obvious by the calmness in her voice. The angrier she got, the quieter she would become until she exploded.

“Two-hundred slip? You insult me. If you think my daughter is going to be acquired for a mere two-hundred slip, then you are sadly mistaken. She is worth five-thousand at least! At least!” Azsha strained even harder to listen now. Who were these men?

“The liege thinks it a fair price for one of your ilk.” The hume smirked at his own boldness. “She looks strong enough. Is she even of childbearing age?”

Lubekka became very quiet now, her teeth almost in a grind. “Children?” she went on to say. “My Azsha will produce beautiful sons and daughters. She will be the envy of all the ladies and gentlemen at court. She will take breafkis with lords and sup on dine with princes, easily outshining the queen of any land, and you have the sheer will to present me with a paltry sum such as this while speaking of children?!

“I should like to ask you to leave this place with a message. You may inform the liege that I would pay to keep him away from my daughter as he is obviously not worthy to be pinned beneath her stocking foot. If he cannot offer more than a peasant’s sum for a noble’s treasure, then he would do well seek out the services of a common tart.”

“My lady, and I use the term loosely, two-hundred-twenty slip is what is being offered to you. Beautiful yes but common nonetheless. You may take that offer or leave it, but in either case I have been instructed not to depart without the acquisition of your daughter. It seems my employer has reason to believe that an old score must be settled with your husband. You have until tomorrow evening to comply. Good day.”

Lubekka eyed the man carefully, intrigued though unsure of his meaning. She thought back to that one terrible event in Kiro’s history, but it was far too long ago to be sure. Both felani bowed and the hume known as Lord Daulton replaced his gaudy feathered hat before turning to take his leave.

Fighting dizziness, Azsha thrust herself against the wall, and a wave of nausea overtook her. Would her mother actually sell her to some stranger in a far off place? She had been trained to expect marriage, but never once considered it to be such a vile process. Azsha crawled over to her washing basin and splashed some lukewarm water on her face. “Oh mother,” she whispered quietly over the liquid stillness, “please don’t give me away.”
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CHAPTER FOUR

Cool blues of moonlight washed over the camp coaxing everyone into a gentle slumber. Azsha sighed peacefully, taking in a stilted view of the night sky through slits in the shutters. Not a soul dared to disrupt the natural tranquility, save for the sound of her brother entertaining some of his many lurid acquaintances nearby. She didn’t bother to check the door. Lubekka was always diligent in making sure the bolt was secure on her nightly rounds. 

She closed her eyes and began a silent prayer to the Hour-Goddess Inami, taking in the subtle energies of all that surrounded her. For Azsha, the words held little meaning, but she said them all the same. She was often discouraged from delving deeper into the subject of theology, but the retention of certain facts and rituals were seen as a necessary part of her grooming and refinement. Like everything else she had been taught without question, it was merely more trivia dumped into her knowledge pool.

A hissing sound nearby interrupted her thoughts and she immediately took it to be Bellafont. Her mouth opened wide to unleash a scolding tongue, but her eyes, which had followed suit, began to well up with tears at the sight before her. The depth of her concentration had caused her to miss the slide-lock unlatching.

Azsha shook her head in disbelief. It had to be a dream. A felani girl with slick black hair and light brown stripes around her ankles, wrists and forehead stood before Azsha, grinning. Her hair was an organized mess of dark brown cornrows and frizzy puffs that lay just beneath her shoulders. In her arms was a small bundle. Azsha did her best not to keep quiet lest she should draw their mother’s attention. She could hardly contain herself upon seeing her sister once again.

Katrielle was about five years older than Azsha and one year Bellafont’s junior. She was the middle child in every way, from her height to her wild antics. Though she regretted giving her parents much grief at times, it was simply her nature to flow as water, carving her own course along life’s determined path. The estranged siblings hugged each other in blessed reunion as scores of memories flooded their minds.

“What is that?” Azsha inquired, noting the parcel wedged between them.

“Ahhh,” responded Katrielle with a sly smile, “this is Wynleth, my little baby boy.” She unwrapped the swaddling cloth to reveal a tiny elven child with rosy cheeks, teensy ear points, and a thick head of shiny brown hair. It was very natural for a child to bear the qualities of its father’s breed and mother’s features. Azsha’s eyes grew wide with surprise.

“Did you steal him?!” Her hands reached out to touch the little one’s cheek.

“By glory, no Azsha, he’s mine!” Katrielle kissed the baby’s forehead tenderly, looking up to find her younger sister peering out the window for something in the vicinity. “What are you looking for?” she whispered.

“Tylden. Where is he?”

“Oh, he’s sitting about in the trees nearby.” Katrielle laughed while bouncing the baby softly in her arms. “He wouldn’t dare leave the forest. He’s terrified of our Ma, you know.”

Azsha nodded in understanding, and thoughts of years past came flooding back to her. She remembered the nights her sister and mother engaged in horrible battles of shrieking and on occasion, hitting. It went on and on for years until the day when Katrielle finally came of age and fled the camp with a rogue elf named Tylden. He had no work, no means, and no plans for the future, but his sense of adventure and undying dedication to his sweetheart was enough to convince her that she wanted to leave for good.

Of course she would never admit it at the risk of getting into trouble, but Azsha fancied Tylden as well, and he was the only thing she had ever truly coveted of her sister’s. Everything about him was alluring, from the crook of his smile to the size of his ego. He had cool green eyes that could burn an imprint onto your soul if one were to gaze for too long.

Though he wasn’t considered tall by conventional standards, Tylden exuded an amount of confidence that matched him easily against anyone twice his size. It was this same confidence that gave him the opportunity to steal a kiss before one of the gypsies’ shows. That kiss had been Azsha’s secret treasure for years, not simply because it was exciting and one that belonged to her sister, but because it had also been her first and only.

She then went on to tell Katrielle of all that had occured in her absence, including the inexplicable floating horses and the recent fire that had towered over the campsite. Time moved so quickly in the wake of their enjoyment. Both girls went on talking and laughing about the good old days that were long gone. Inevitably, the subject of the sinister nobles came up, and the conversation took on an icy chill.

Azsha raised a hand to her shoulder, shakily brushing away a loose strand of hair as she spoke. She did her best to relay everything that was said while Katrielle consoled the baby, who was now growing restless after lying still for so long.

“Oh, Azsha, you knew it was going to happen eventually. You never seemed to care before.”

“That was before I saw them. I don’t want to go anywhere with those men.”

“You’re just being silly. It’s like you said, nothing is settled and Ma isn’t going to accept their offer from what you’ve told me. My advice is to just calm down and accept whatever comes your way.” Azsha’s eyes became slits with disgust at such a comment.

The pillow she was holding plopped onto the floor.

“Accept whatever comes?! And why should I? You didn’t!”

“I’m different, Az. I’m the bad-blooded one, remember?”

“Nonsense! There is no such thing as bad blood. You just chose your own life. Don’t tell me you’re making excuses now.”

“No excuses, just the truth. You’re the special one, not me, and I’m fine with that. I’m happy with the life I lead. I have a wild, loving husband and a darling baby to show for it. Maybe she didn’t know what to do with me, but I think Ma is right about you. You are meant for great things. So says the oracle.” Katrielle rested a palm on top of her sister’s and smiled with a hint of admiration. “You always were her favorite.”

“No, I’m not!” Azsha walked over to her drawer of sweets and retrieved a small cookie-biscuit. With a quick snap, she halved a share for Katrielle and took her seat on the bed again.

“Oh no?” she replied, accepting the treat. “You are the only one in the history of our line who has had the privilege of a tutor; a tutor, Azsha!”

“I have known no other world outside of these four walls. How can you compare our lives so easily? All I want is what everyone else has. I want the chance to do what I want and be who I want to be!”

“Aye, me that! Azsha, we’re poor folk. All we have is each other.” Katrielle laughed aloud until her sister’s scowling got to her. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. It’s not your fault you don’t understand. Come here.”

Katrielle held out her arm inviting Azsha to cozy up beside her. She stroked her hair lovingly. “If you’d ever been out there, then would know that there are only two sorts of people in this world: them that do and everyone else. Try to understand. Wealth is freedom. It’s the joy of never knowing hunger. It means safety from the beasts that roam the land, including those like us.

“Ma loves you, girl. She only wants the best for you. That’s why she does what she does, so you can have that chance. You’re both fighting against each other for the same thing, and you can’t even see that. Is it really so bad then?”

Azsha sighed in blatant surrender. She didn’t want to believe her sister’s words, but after letting them sink in, she thought of the possible good that Katrielle mentioned. If the world was truly such a dangerous place, then the thought of her sister out there, fending against it, made her teary-eyed.

She wondered how much money it would take to bring Katrielle back home for good or for the both of them to run away and start a new and perfect life elsewhere, but a quick thump on the head soured that thought. Instead, they opted to turn the discussion into an argument over the sibling hierarchy. The debate ensued for all of nine minutes before it was concluded that Bellafont was the family prize and neither of them had any cause to worry over it any longer.

“You will be staying here tonight won’t you, Kat?” Azsha scrounged beneath her bed for extra pillows as if to show she already knew the answer. Katrielle, always observant and not one to turn down an offer of aid, caught on to this.

“Of course I’m staying. It took you long enough. I haven’t slept in a decent bed since, well, you know. Just don’t be upset with me if I leave early. I don’t want to take any chances on running into you-know-who.” Azsha nodded and helped sister and baby until they were both comfortable. 

With the three of them snuggled up so cozy and warm, Azsha slipped into the land of dreams where thoughts of being a prisoner were completely barred from entry. Instead, she felt the warmth of her focus on family, and how good it felt to be whole again with her sister and best friend close by.
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CHAPTER FIVE

When Katrielle said early, she most certainly meant it. It seemed like mere moments had passed between the snuffing of candlelight and her departure. A kiss on the space between lip and cheek caused Azsha to stir, but the shock of a male’s voice bidding her goodbye was all it took to pull her from slumber.

Covers were thrust aside and she stumbled toward the window, but nothing was left to be seen save for the backside of locked again shutters. Perhaps it was just a dream. Had she really missed the chance to see Tylden again? Unable to bear the thought, she chalked it up to wishful thinking and shuffled back to bed.

It was a lazy day for Azsha. After the joy of seeing her sister again, the thought of any effort was taxing. She especially didn’t feel like practicing in the unbearable heat that was growing more common of late. A group of diviners who passed through on their last encampment made mention of the red sun’s possible early appearance, but assured it to be a benign omen.

Whether evil or not, it made no difference. People despised the Star of Tarsus because it marked the onset of the blazing season. It was a time cherished only by the Saurosi people of Tytos, Gargosh, and Aman’Tir. Given their reputation as known aggressors, for many, that was reason enough not to like it.

When she rolled over and squeezed her pillow, Azsha’s hand swept over a sharp object. To her surprise, she pulled out a knife that was small enough to be concealed within a garter or corset. The ladies’ weapon of choice, she thought to herself with a grin. But where did it come from? 

Azsha sat up and examined the object closely, taking in its features. The letters T.L. were expertly carved into the base of the hilt and that’s when she knew. It truly had been Tylden after all! She really wished he would have woken her before that kiss though.

Azsha’s trio of friends came bursting through the door not long after she had gotten dressed for the day. All three flopped onto the bed chattering away about something that happened in another village not far from camp. Azsha sat quietly in polite confusion until T’ambre took over as head of the discussion.

“—and that’s when there was this huge explosion and a giant cloud of violet smoke could be seen over the trees!”

“What explosion? Was anyone hurt? What happened?!” Azsha was tugging on her hair in a sudden fit of anxiety. She lived for moments like these that made her swell with excitement. It was Mirelle who picked up the story from there.

“There was a dragon, a gigantic sanddragon, attacking the village of Vikorna! Luckily, everyone ran away before getting hurt though. No wait, two people did get hurt, two men who were selling meat at the butchery shoppe.”

“I think it was hungry,” Lolliny added. The others threw her a confounded look, unsure of how to follow such an obvious statement. Before Azsha could ask, Mirelle went on to finish the tale.

“There’s a hermit mage who lives in the mountains far away from the village. Apparently, his dragon broke its binds and escaped.”

“How did you come to know of this so quickly?” Azsha asked.

“Because I was there.” T’ambre puffed out her chest with pride as she spoke, causing the feathered plumage of her blouse to puff. She and her brothers had gone to Vikorna to purchase supplies for the caravan and attract some new visitors. People were always slow to visit the gypsy camp, but once a few returned home with news of their findings, friends, relatives, and neighbors often came out in droves to see the source of their disbelief.

Azsha was tempted to share her own story of the crude noblemen with her friends, but she didn’t want to worry them. Then again, what if they thought her silly for worrying at all? According to everyone in her life, she was meant for this. Her only concern should be the fit of her wedding garments and the number of children she would bear. Lolliny noticed the worried look, but Azsha was quick to explain that she was merely recollecting a black dream from the previous night.

T’ambre was occupied with Azsha’s many dolls at the head of the bed. Always asleep with eyes wide open, most of them had happy expressions while others were sad and crying. Some were made of cloth and others, glass or porcelain. Two of them were handmade and especially primitive looking. These were presented to her by small children who wanted so badly to give her a token of appreciation for brightening their lives, even if only for a day.

One doll with a grouchy expression was drowning in a mass of tight golden ringlets and a dress that was clearly too big for her. Or perhaps it just seemed that way as she laid there, engulfed in billows of satin, lace and iridescent fluff. Her hands were balled at her sides, further illustrating her discontent.

Of all the dolls she owned, Azsha liked ‘mad-face’ the best. She couldn’t help but admire the little moppet’s will to resist her beautiful prison, no matter how long she had to endure it. She was much too old for such things now, but they did give the room a cheery atmosphere.

T’ambre sighed, “It must be fun to have so many pretty things.” The others nodded.

“Things are nice, I suppose, but they do become boring.” A gasp flooded the room at Azsha’s comment. She had to laugh at their reaction. It was quite stunning. “Well, if you like my things so much then you can each take a gift. T’ambre you may pick any doll you wish. I know how much you like them.”

It was now the trio’s turn to be stunned. Azsha walked over to her jewel boxes and searched through them until she decided on a gold chain with a large emerald pendant which she thought highly suited for Lolliny. While T’ambre placed the necklace around the girl’s neck, Lolliny’s eyes overflowed with happy tears.

Last was the gift for Mirelle. Her search ended about seven drawers and two cabinets later with a silver bun cage, encrusted with jewels and a matching pick to hold it in place. Mirelle was quite fond of wearing her hair upswept, so this seemed a most fitting gift, and the silver complemented her dark brown eyes beautifully. Mirelle was awestruck by the way each jewel seemed to capture light, as opposed to simply reflecting it, like several tiny lanterns. She pushed the gift back at Azsha who ultimately refused to keep or exchange it for another.

“No, Mirelle,” Azsha insisted, “I told you I want you to have it.” She twisted the girl’s hair into a tight bun then swiftly affixed the silver pin through the cage. “It looks very pretty on you.”

Mirelle was about to open her mouth in protest, but when the others nodded with tell-tale smiles, she refrained. No one had ever looked at her that way before. Throughout her life she always felt like such a plain thing, completely incapable of drawing anyone’s attention, until this moment. It was all due to one kind act from a girl she thought to be the most beautiful being to ever walk the land. Unable to contain herself any longer, she sprang from the bed and latched onto Azsha, spurting forth words of gratitude. Soon enough, there wasn’t a dry eye amongst them.

Lubekka’s voice was heard behind a rapid knock, and the caravan girls took it as their cue to leave. They each greeted Azsha’s mother before leaping through the door to lower ground. It was lunchtime, and with the rising heat, salads were the order of the day. Still giddy with pride from her display of generosity, eating was the last thing on Azsha’s mind. She longed for the joy of spontaneous gifting to continue.

Lubekka closed the door, eyeing the girls in disgust. It didn’t take her long to find fault with Azsha’s prior act of generosity. While placing a wooden bowl and goblet on the table, she made her feelings known immediately. “I did not send those girls to dress you so that you could become attached to them. They are meant to be practice for your new role, nothing more.”

“They were my things to give away. I danced for them. I earned them, not you.”

There was just something about the smugness in Azsha’s voice that caused Lubekka to stop cold. “What did you say to me?”

Azsha leapt to her feet, Tylden’s knife at her wrist. Lubekka appeared startled but only for a brief moment. She decided it better to let Azsha have her say than to react so quickly. It could be easy to lose the upper hand if one were so careless.

“Ma, I’m going to end this right now. Just one cut and what will I be worth then? All it takes is one scratch and I’ll be ruined. We both know I’ll do it.”

Forever unwavered, Lubekka advanced and snatched the blade from Azsha’s grip. On the way out she advised her feisty daughter to eat and rehearse as expected in the calmest voice possible. Dazed by her mother’s resilience of will, Azsha stood there unmoving. Before her third exhalation, Lubekka came back through the door and pressed the knife’s edge to Azsha’s throat, walking against her until they were both painfully close to the wall.

“First of all,” Lubekka growled, “I do this for you. You think it easy to spend all day, every day, picking out just the right outfits and mending, mending, mending, worrying constantly if you’re going to be kidnapped or hurt, making sure you eat only choice meals and bartering endlessly for the precious oils that allow you to remain young and beautiful for as long as time will allow? Do you?! You couldn’t do my job if we traded places tonight, you ungrateful wench!”

Azsha’s eyelids batted down the tears that would helplessly come. When she swallowed, she could feel the traveling lump in her throat force its way past the knife’s edge. She had really crossed a line this time. Everything said she believed to be true. Maybe she really was a selfish brat. Her mother had gone to amazing lengths to see that she was well taken care of, and she did nothing but ask for more.

“You want a scar?!” Lubekka laughed aloud at this. “You think that makes you a woman, child? I’ll do it myself!” Two pairs of eyes met at close quarters, one hovering above the other. Lubekka’s stare was fierce, but steady, and all the while taunting. Her challenge was met with the best of intent, but Azsha’s nerve was quick-yielding, and she looked away.

Lubekka stabbed the wall directly behind Azsha’s head, laughing again when she flinched. “You are always so quick to spew hot words, but you do not have a warrior’s heart. Spare us all your childish fancy.”

When the door was shut and Lubekka gone, Azsha ran to the table where her food sat untouched. Falling to her knees, she proceeded to stuff every bit of green into her mouth, choking it down while tears fell freely. By now, she was certain that if she obeyed her mother’s wishes, the pain would disappear, the fear would subside, and everything would be normal again. But no matter how fast she ate or how much, the fear only grew as she replayed those moments at knifepoint again and again in her head.

Once her mouth was packed with the last leafy shred, she fell over the table, knocking empty vessels to the floor while she wept. For hours this continued as wave after wave of rage overtook her. She lobbed the empty salad bowl against the door then ran to check the latch, but it was locked as usual. She grabbed onto the window sill and thrust herself forward until the men of the camp thwarted her plan. She was halfway through the opening when Lubekka made the choice to lock the shutters as well, closing off Azsha’s spectacle from the rest of the world.

Dinner soon passed once she assured Kiro that she had no desire to eat. Feeling it best to respect her wishes at this point, he complied and left her to her own devices, opting to scrape her plate nearby rather than feed her by force as he had been instructed.

Later that night Azsha awoke upon the floor with a sudden start. Her hair was matted to the side of her face in a sticky mess of tears and bits of green. Had the tears flowed even while she slept? Weakly, she pulled herself to her feet and slumped onto her window seat. Natural gaps in the casement allowed for the passage of air to seep in and blow cool against her dampened cheek. It was an odd but welcome sensation.

The area around the camp was solemn and quiet, just as when Katrielle turned up unexpectedly, but this night was entirely different. There was something in the air that spoke to her, and when the breeze flowed against her face and neck it felt more like a hand that beckoned her hither. Azsha closed her eyes and focused, but all she saw was the moon piercing her eyelids, a big grin stretched across its mottled, round face. An intake of air and her lips parted, once the image in her thoughts had fully materialized.

“Inami...” she whispered aloud.

The 10th Hour-Goddess stood proud and statuesque in a gown of silvery ice, all flowing and resplendent. One would assume it was not the moon at all but her eyes that set the world aglow at night. Milky white hair fell to her waist, offsetting shimmering skin of pale blue. Again, her hand lifted with crooked finger beckoning Azsha to come forward, and that familiar breeze danced against her chin once more.

She opened her eyes to the world around her where everything was just as before. It was so still and quiet, that anyone wandering through the area would most likely have suspected the wagons to be deserted. She so longed to escape the confines of her hutch if only for a few moments. Toying with the loose shutter blade was when it hit her, and she ran to the corner where Tylden’s gift had been discarded. She picked it up and examined it closely, noting the fine degree to which the steel had been hammered.

It may not have looked like a key, but she was eager to try it all the same. The lock outside was a simple hook and eye mechanism that would dislodge easily with the right tool, and she finally had it. Azsha jammed the blade between the shutter doors. It was a tight fit at first, but a bit of scraping helped to loosen things, aiding the dagger’s progress in sharp bursts. Wood chips scattered, the lock popped, and the way to freedom blew open with a gust of breath-stealing wind.

She quickly grabbed the doors to stop them from banging against the wagon walls, heart beating wildly out of control. When all had again returned to a calmer state, Azsha tilted her body forward into the world outside her window frame. Overcome with disbelief, it was like slipping into a painting made real. She cupped her hand below the sill as one would scoop water beside a boat. Now face to face with an impossible opportunity, the only thing left to do was act.

Azsha surveyed the area once more, just to make certain everything was clear before placing an additional hand outside. With her safety threatened so often by the force known as mother, she hadn’t the will to take any chances, until now. 

The task at hand proved more difficult than she’d ever imagined. Her breathing quickened while she attempted to psych herself up for the jump. How could something so light as air suddenly be as thick and solid as the wagon walls themselves?

Her hands gripped the windowsill firmly in preparation for a basic tumble. Her head fell forward, the tips of her hair brushing the ground. With a push of one knee, her torso was leaning dangerously forward, slowly… carefully …this had to be done just right. She feared taking her eyes off of the caravan window directly opposite her own, even for a second. 

Azsha swallowed hard and tightened her grip, almost ready to fall fully, but the pillow that supported her other knee was ready too soon. With a lurch, the whole of her body fell forward and she fought to squelch the scream that was lodged in her throat. Her heels scraped against the side of the wagon in a panicked frenzy, eyes swiftly returning to the sight of that window. The glow of candlelight meant that Lubekka could still be awake and vigilant as ever. 

There was no going back after this point. The only direction possible was down. Azsha’s teeth clenched and her fingers loosened, but instead of careening to the ground as expected, she alighted softly upon the grass.

She searched about wildly for the inexplicable threads that would not show. She didn’t claim to know everything, but she knew how to fall, and something abnormal was at play. She lifted her hands to her face, which was contorting into many strange expressions while she tried to make sense of things.

Surely, there was magic in this place. Was it the Hour-Inami coming to her aid after all her prayers? Her eyes opened even wider as she came to realize that her legs were actually touching the solid earth that she longed to stand upon her entire life.

 

She was free, but that would not last long if she remained careless. This was the time to make haste. Azsha scrambled to her feet and unlocked the bolt to her door with shaky hands. It would be one less thing for her to worry about when she returned, but then she realized she wouldn’t have to return, not unless she wanted to.

Azsha’s heart was thumping against her chest. Her mind raced with thoughts of the possibilities now at her disposal. Wasting no more time, her feet carried her in one direction, straight ahead into the forest with no turning back.
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Around this time of night, Lubekka could be found working on her personal knitting projects. She had given up all the others which required a fine needle as her hands lost more of their strength. Her eyes had also weakened considerably, but she never let on to others. She looked up when the door closed to see Kiro crossing the caravan floor. He settled down onto the bed with a groan.

“What’s the matter?” she asked before concentrating once again on her handicraft.

“Ohh, she’s at it again, and I for one, feel terrible about it.”

Lubekka emitted a heavy sigh, annoyed by Kiro’s show of concern. “Nobody ever listens to me. I warned you about getting attached to her.”

“Yes, yes, I know,” he went on while slipping beneath the covers. “Remind me again why you even nabbed her in the first place if all you wanted was that crummy necklace. If I keep hearing it, one day it might actually make sense.”

“Because I’ve always had an eye for a good investment.” The clicking of needles accented her statement. “Such thoughts are the work of an idle mind. Maybe you too should take up finger-weaving.”

“I’d rather fish. That would be nice with you there beside me.” Kiro took in another deep breath before closing his eyes. It was obvious his thoughts had traveled to some far away beach amid the foggy dew of mist-laden waters. “I’d rather go home, back to beautiful Irinii. It’s been years since I’ve tasted the succulent flesh of a catch from ice cold seas. We were never meant for the gypsy life.”

“You know good and well I have plans.” By this point Lubekka had already started to put away her project, fumbling in the process. “Oh yes! We’ll marry her off to the liege, grab the purse, and steal her away before she’s said a single vow. A few more stops on the way and we’ll have enough for passage clear across the seas, maybe all the way to Eternal Harbor. We could even take the wagons! How do ya like that? Besides, it would be foolish to stop now. We’ve come all this way.”

Kiro turned on his side, his expression now one of disgust. “And will you be a goddess then? Or shall we embark on a secondary journey once we’ve lost all the funds from this mad hunt? Why stop there? Maybe if we cross our eyes and count backward, we can go back in time to the place before this started.”

“I have the bell! And if that is real enough, then the rest of the story must hold true.” She paused to clutch the crystal bell upon her neck. She was trying hard to mask the look of defeat that was tugging at her jawline. “This is the lost remnant of Bast’s power. I can feel it. Kiro, I know you took a chance on me. I had so many foolish notions in my head back then. I believed all the stories. But how could I not? If everyone believes in a tale, then there must be some truth in it, yeah?”

“I’m just as much to blame. We both know that.” He reached over to console her, taking on the task of massaging the palms that now ached her. “I’ll never forget the look in your eyes when you laid it all out on my father’s table: the maps, the lists, the notes. It was the first time I had ever seen stars dance that close,” he paused, and a modest smile crept across his face. Lubekka’s eyes caught sight of it, and soon her lips too were affected. He continued, “In that moment, who could have denied you? I think we were both young, bored and stupid.”

“I think you mean young, in love, and hungry for adventure,” she said.

“That too.” He grew silent as a hand moved to toy with the ring on her finger. The wooden band was old and worn and not at all fancy, but it did its job well.

“Lubekka, you know I stand by you in all that you do. I treasure every moment and all the moments yet to come. We will do what we must to find them, even if I have to seek out every piece myself.”

“My noble Kiro, such a sweet sentiment. You know, when you talk like that it makes me think on words the Master might have said to Bast. Or then again, perhaps maybe it was Mikesh who uttered such tempting phrases.” She leaned forward to kiss him but pulled back, drawing sharp breaths between clenched teeth.

“Ohhh, my sweet, said Kiro, “is it your head again?”

“You don’t touch it!” she snapped, the summer in her voice suddenly frozen without warning. “It’s everything day in and day out and it only gets worse, the pain. Some days I swear it feels like my whole body is boiling in a cauldron all because of this thing! I’m not sorry though.” Lubekka started to sob, signaling the ebb of that deep freeze. “No, no, but I am sorry. I am sorry for all I have put you through and our children. They could have had a better life.”

“You’ve always meant well.”

“All I wished for was something greater, for all of you, and to be free of this wretched curse. But now I’ve sinned and been made to pay for it and every day it hurts. It hurts and I just want it out of me.”

“There is no need for that. I came willingly, remember? Think on the days before all of this when you were happy. Think back to the time before we donned our rags and traded our names for gypsies. Is it so far-fetched? We can go back and you can rest and get well.”

“Do you not listen to my words at all? How many times do I have to remind you? Without her I’m lost. She’s lost. I’ve been entrusted with a sacred duty.”

“You’ve had a bit of bad luck is all and now you’re determined to see what you want to see.”

Lubekka flung the covers aside and de-bedded, casting her feet into tattered slippers. “Don’t you ever presume to know what it’s like to be me. You wouldn’t know what to do with the pain that consumes you. I have to protect her! It’s not my choice. It is the price I pay for avarice.”

“Lubekka, I’m sorry. Where are you going?”

“For a walk in the air. I’m restless. Going to check on things. It’s no good staying here.” She stormed out of the wagon leaving her cloak on its peg. Kiro returned to his original position, head on pillow with one arm behind and a deep sigh in his quavering belly.
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CHAPTER SIX

The moonlight was barred from piercing through the trees for all the lush thickness of their branches. Azsha’s eyes instantly adjusted to the darkness, yet another of the breed-gifts Bast had seen fit to bestow upon her children. Any other in her surroundings might have made sport of leaping through the colossal timbers with ease, using powerful legs to soar, climb, and fall gracefully, but not Azsha. Captivity prevented the chance to develop her own abilities.

Hardly at the forefront of her thoughts, she was too busy gazing in awe at her current settings to think about shortcomings. Towering trees gave off a rich, fresh scent, inviting her to breathe in deeply. Not far from her left was a giant chirping insect. It hopped in approach to sniff her, then bounded on its way, antennae curling in delight.

In a scrap of brush nearby, Azsha heard a set of tiny little breathing noises, but she wasn’t bothered by them. She was more distraught over the identity of the eerily fast creature that had managed to slither past her foot. Feeling less than secure in only her nightgown, she took off running in the hope of distancing herself. Be it friend or foe, in her position, she didn’t care to find out.

A light ahead piqued her curiosity, and she took it as the signal to run on until a stitch in her side forced her to fall back a bit. Her body was used to performing a solid set of movements, but a full sprint proved to be quite taxing. In the present environment, space was limitless. Her stamina, however, was not. Leaning on a nearby tree for support, she wheezed a bit but recovered quickly. There were indeed limits, and she would learn them in time.

Her efforts to press on brought her to a most splendid clearing, bathing in starlight and housing a lake of still water. Azsha beamed brightly, her steps quick and eager. She was moved by such a beautiful sight; nature untouched, allowed to grow and flourish in peaceful bliss. 

Tall grasses tickled her calves on her way toward the lake. Her fingertips longed to pierce the water’s smooth surface. Kneeling upon the lake’s edge she did just that, feeling the water, still lukewarm from the heat of the day, envelop her hand as it sank in deeper.

This was all too much! No longer able to contain herself, Azsha sprang into a wild dance, shouting and hollering at the velvet sky. A few hoo-birds flitted off, clearly disturbed by this commotion. She dashed around the perimeter of the lake with arms wide open, a high pitched squeal of delight ripping through the air. 

At the opposite end of the lake was a huge boulder with many smaller ones surrounding it, forming a natural sort of staircase. Azsha scurried up to the top and surveyed her surroundings. She was now the ruler of this place, and not one moment would be wasted.

At this point, she abandoned all thought of right or wrong and stood proud, still in her nightshift, looking down at the water. Raising her arms in the air, she crouched and leapt into a dive. The lake was deliciously receptive as it swallowed her whole. Kicking and thrashing, she started to sink. In her excitement, it never occurred to her that she posessed no knowlege of how to swim. As far as she knew, it was just something that happened naturally, much like walking or breathing.

The water was shallow enough that she could touch bottom and walk to a higher point, but it was a daunting venture, and one she was certainly not prepared for. It was a slow, but successful trek that left her shaky and gasping at the water’s edge. Her lungs felt the burn of a hard strain that would morph and roll about in the pit of her stomach. 

As she glanced about with eyes half-open, things didn’t look so beautiful anymore. Azsha started to pull herself up thinking it better to be on solid ground in her weakened state, but a rustling noise on the path ahead caught her attention.

Footsteps shuffling through the leaves indicated either one creature with many legs, or a small band of people on the approach. Azsha squinted, still propping herself over the bank, trying to determine what was headed her way. 

Three large bobbing feathers made an appearance through the clearing, and she realized it was Lord Daulton and his cronies on the way to her camp. Being that they were too close for comfort, Azsha sank beneath the water up to her nose, hoping they would not see her.

It seemed now was the time to pray, but to whom? Such matters had been overlooked in the scope of her education, and it seemed wrong to burden one spirit with all of her troubles. 

The Hours governed all things of land, wind, sky, and sea. There were many possibilities, but she had to appeal to the right entity. Manasa, a pleasant prospect, was linked with the turning of tides and there was one that should be avoided entirely. Was it Nyara or Ovalicin? Oh gods, no time to worry about it now, she thought to herself. Once more, she filled her chest with air and slipped out of sight below.

It appeared that deaf ears on high heard nothing of her pleas for resolution. The trio altered their course straight in her direction. She locked on to the sound of their footsteps, which finally came to a halt mere feet away from the spot where she was pressed against the earthen wall. Tiny bubbles made sporadic journeys up from lungs that were already achy, but breathing was not her only concern. She was also engaged with the trial of keeping her hair and gown from floating up into view.

Thinking they might move on if there was nothing spectacular to be seen, she gulped another breath of air before a complete submersion. Peering upward, the world above was blurry but still visible, and it was difficult to make out their words with the sloshing sounds of liquid banging against her head.

The dark gray felani who had licked his chops at the sight of her days ago started climbing atop the huge boulder while the others laughed about something. Twenty seconds passed and Azsha’s chest was growing terribly uncomfortable. As if things couldn’t grow worse, something began to spatter against the water’s surface like raindrops followed by a heavy stream. Once she put all the signs together, she realized this man was relieving himself…in her lake!

Much to her dismay, Azsha’s proximity to the vile fluid made her want to fly into a stroke of disgust and fury. Her lungs were starting to burn again, but now her heart was achy as well. Breaking the water’s surface meant certain doom, but her options were few and the situation, unbearable.

Unable to stand the thought of swimming in the tainted lake any longer, she launched herself up and onto the grass, too dizzy to run. The blue nobles, clearly staggered by this, drew their weapons but soon resheathed them upon finding themselves in what they thought to be no apparent danger.

“Festidia’s jewels, it’s a mermaid!” the first felani blurted out, his cries intercepted by Daulton’s voice of condescension.

“It’s not a mermaid, you dolt! Mermaids are not found in lakes and they do not wear nighties.”

Azsha backed away from Daulton’s approach, desperate to flee. At close range, the man became almost gleeful upon discovering her identity. She was about to make their job a good deal easier. Gathering what little strength she had to run, she turned and bolted but found her body slamming to the ground before her bearings were regained.

“I underestimated you, Scuff.” Daulton said in a sly manner. He grabbed a chunk of her hair and wrapped it taut against a gloved fist. “You may have discovered the first undocumented lake mermaid. Just to be sure, perhaps you should check for her tail.”

The long-toothed henchman licked his chops in the way that made Azsha’s lip twitch. Scuff restrained her wrists overhead while the third man, called Cabot, seized her ankles. She thrashed about wildly, screaming and kicking while the men laughed and barked at her. Scuff plunged his probing hand up her skirt, sending her into a panic. Azsha sank her teeth into Daulton’s hand, who immediately let go in a fit of cursing. She swiped at the others viciously, and once free, took off into a full sprint. Not willing to be bested so easily, Scuff took off after her.

Azsha zig-zagged through the trees, feeling closer to evasion with every footfall. When her pursuer came within inches of grabbing the hem of her gown, she hung a sharp right. They tore deeper into the wilderness, straying further from the path. Every step was one unknown with unexpected results. She was lighter and faster, but Scuff made up for it where stamina was concerned. The peace of the wood had been destroyed. There was no more tranquility, only the sounds of forced breath and leaves crackling with the voices of mad huntsmen not far behind.

Feeling that she had placed a decent amount of distance between herself and Scuff, Azsha slowed her pace just a tad. Her thinking proved flawed when the brute leapt forward, arms fully extended, emitting a roar of triumph. The wind flew out of her, and it felt as though the sky itself had landed on her back. A bulky palm covered her mouth, muffling her screams. His other arm snaked around her waist. Daulton and Cabot arrived soon after.

“Now, now, Scuff, we don’t want to present the liege with battered goods. He’d have more than our heads for certain. You wouldn’t use a fine dish as a throwing disc, now would you? This flower, this eggshell, this delicate, delicate beauty is one deserving of the utmost respect.” Azsha’s eyes made targets of Daulton who smiled down at her in the most rotten way.

Scuff’s nose nuzzled against the back of her neck. He seemed to be enjoying the scent of her hair. She tossed her head back, butting him in protest. He sounded off with plans to strike, but a sailing arrow plugged itself into the tree trunk directly behind him. All heads turned with squinting eyes, unable to make out the approaching figure.

At a closer distance, the figure shifted from shadow to flesh in the form of none other than Lubekka. She held her advance at twenty feet before making a proclamation, crossbow at the ready. “You would do well to let that one go,” Lubekka sneered. “She belongs to me.”

“Be away, woman!” Daulton snapped. “You were given the terms.” 

Azsha continued to struggle. “Ma, run! They’ll kill you, Ma! Just leave me! I’ll come home. I promise!” Tears started to pour from remorseful eyes and Scuff saw fit to cup her mouth again, this time careful to avoid her teeth.

Lubekka fired another warning shot. This one sailed right by Daulton’s thigh who laughed haughtily until he noticed the huge rip in his pant leg. The armed woman offered one more chance before cocking her weapon, this time aiming straight for the man’s heart. She addressed him once more.

“This is your last warning, good sir. Let her go, or you’ll be singing a cerulean chorus with the Unfortunate Seven.”

Daulton turned his back, motioning for Scuff to follow, but before they could move any further, Lubekka’s finger clutched the trigger. Cabot, the third man, leapt from his hiding spot intercepting her shot the moment she pulled downward. The crossbow fell with a loud clack, and an arrow shot straight through Daulton’s hat leaving the rest of him unharmed. Lubekka’s assailant had strong-armed her and she was now sprawling on the ground just as helpless as Azsha.

Infuriated by Lubekka’s audacity, Daulton delivered a solid blow to her stomach then another to her face, shouting every demeaning, revolting, obscene thing that came to mind. Azsha screamed until she started to choke violently. The seams of her nightgown had begun to tear from her struggle to break free of her captor’s grip. Utilizing the kerchief from his pocket, Daulton took a moment to wipe his soiled brow, the white fabric a stark contrast to his bloodied knuckles.

“Now, Madam, you see where greed gets you. Had you handed her over when asked, you could have spared yourself and saved this girl from a good deal of trauma.” Daulton pulled forth his dagger and knelt before Azsha.

“Perhaps a lock of hair would be most fitting for this occasion. You can only pray that you die quickly. In any case you will at least have a token of the thing that was so dear to you.”

With that, he intentionally yanked forth a section of lavender hair and placed his knife to it. He began to slice and a scream erupted from Lubekka’s depths. He may as well have severed a limb for all her volleying. Enraged, she summoned a beat of strength and tore herself free from Cabot’s grip. With her bow again in possession, she took aim at the band of aggressors. Her sights were set on Scuff’s muscular frame as the biggest threat and the largest target, but Daulton was quick to take hold of Azsha’s wrist.

“Kill him, woman, and I will not hesitate to break the girl’s arm.”

Lubekka had one shot and no time to reload. She rotated her targeting amongst the three, biding her time as she did so. Resting on the decision to finish her earlier work, she decided it best to pinpoint the leader, relying on the daftness of the others to buy her some time. Once again she took aim, her form impeccable, stiff, and unmoving.

In the still of the wood, five pairs of eyes studied one another, each person locked into a space on the wheel of destiny. Lubekka found herself so deep in concentration, she almost neglected to notice the ringing sound that began to emanate from the tiny crystal bell at her neck. The ringing grew louder in steps, serving to confuse the group long enough to detract from the foul wind that began sweeping through the trees.

Leaves and stems whirled into flight as though caught in the onset of a terrible storm. Lubekka turned to and fro, searching for an answer to the question lodged in her expression. The onset of her panic stirred a tremendous fear in those around her, coming only to a head when she turned and froze.

“RUNNNNNNN—!!!” she cried out.

There was a lapse in the reaction from Daulton and his cronies, but they too caught sight of the approaching terror. Two hulking, winged beasts touched down upon the ground, flicking whip-like tendrils that served as tongues. The sound of their claws made a clicking sound with each step forward. One of the creatures surged after Daulton, ensnaring his neck before plunging its claws into his back. The others scrambled into darkness.

“Windwalkers...” Lubekka whispered from her hiding spot. “It’s beginning.” She closed her eyes, falling into a state of extreme trance. Her entire body began to burn with a white light that simmered to a radiant blue. It streamed from her fingertips, making strange markings, similar to those of the windwalkers, visible upon her arms and forehead. In this heightened state, she would become The Guardian where Azsha was her keep.

Lubekka now ran with a supernatural grace, hot on the trail of her prey. Her eyes shone like moondrops, able to see twice as far into the distance of black. Even from fifty yards, Azsha was fully visible in her distress. The two windwalkers circled the young felani with a cruelty in their eyes that was anything but animal.

Lubekka reached into her quiver and retrieved a normal arrow. When pulled back, it became imbued with a silvery glow. She breathed and loosed, allowing it to tear through the darkness with all the brilliance of a newborn comet.

The arrow struck one beast in its forepaw, causing it to rear-up angrily while flapping its wings. Despite all attempts at distraction, the creature turned and looked back at Lubekka briefly before re-focusing on its primary objective. Azsha wielded a thick tree branch as a makeshift club, doing her best to fend off the attackers. In the fleeting moment when the arrow had struck, she caught a glimpse of her glowing mother. This gap in time was all it took for the wounded windwalker to lunge and apprehend the girl before taking off into the night sky.

It did not take long before another arrow sailed its course, this time piercing one of the delicate wings that held it aloft. Both girl and creature fell, their descent disrupted only by the mass of greenery that capped the Nearest Wood. The remaining windwalker remained on the forest floor, choosing to play the role of gatekeeper against Lubekka’s advances. It was this ‘choosing’ in which she discovered the true intelligence of her opponents. In reality, they were no different than the men who had just been slain. They too were sent with a purpose, and Azsha was the target.

Realizing the futility of nocking her bow at close range, Lubekka tossed it aside favoring her dagger. She circled her winged foe with blade at the ready, glancing up in time to see movement in the trees. When opportunity arose, she charged and dug her blade into the creature’s shoulder. 

High above the ground, Azsha had her own problem to contend with. From her position in the trees, Lubekka was but a glowing dot moving to and fro in combat. Azsha leapt from one wobbly branch to the next followed by a wounded, angry windwalker bent on her recapture.

Down and down they went in an awkward spiral, the sturdiness of each branch a gamble. It was a long drop to the bottom, and with the beast’s wings disabled, a great fall would mean a hard landing that neither would walk away from. Azsha’s felani instincts kicked in as she spied the next branch with uncertainty. It was even more difficult to lay eyes on the shaky object without looking down, an act that made her stomach turn.

She looked ahead, then behind with little time to spare before the thing leapt and landed right beside her. Azsha pressed her body to the tree trunk, bracing herself for a long-clawed swipe. The windwalker screeched and howled before the branch split and they went careening toward the forest floor. Still clinging to hope of survival, Azsha latched onto the writhing, plummeting mass that would serve to cushion her landing.

The earth shook directly beneath them, absorbing the shock of their impact. Azsha rolled away immediately, wanting to be as far away from her aggressor as possible. She took in the sight of the beast who laid there motionless. It appeared she was safe. The hilt of Lubekka’s dagger proved that it was not the fall that led to its undoing, but the toss a well-timed knife between the blades of its shoulders. The two windwalkers, once proud heralds of divinity, were no more.

Still shaking, Azsha’s gaze traveled from the sight of death to the pile of leaves that had settled along with the mystic winds. The sound of Lubekka’s labored groans drew her attention, and she wasted no time in clearing away the leafy concealment. Her mother’s body, no longer aglow, was now draped in a blood-spattered gown.

Well-defined claw marks made clear the origin of this grim spectacle.

“Oh Ma... Ma. I’m so sorry.”

“Stupid girl,” Lubekka mouthed through shallow breaths, “none of this was for you. I did my precious, sacred duty, forced to pay a price for meddling in the affairs of gods.”

“I do not understand.”

“You seldom do.” Lubekka unhooked the crystal bell from her neck and clumsily placed it in Azsha’s palm. “Now the truth lies with you. Wear it well or we all perish. As for me, I am finally free.”

“No, please! Tell me your meaning!” Azsha clutched at Lubekka’s hands, her thirst for knowledge dire.

“To you I leave one final gift, a solitary bite of truth. I am not your mother. I never was. Now you can see what it is to carry a burden for once... Azsha Malrune.”

Those were the last words to pass between them in the still of their surroundings. In place of tender, loving embraces, Lubekka’s head laid to rest in a fit of raspy, gagging chuckles. She groaned before closing her eyes.

Azsha felt very heavy with the weight of the world closing in on her. Everything she knew to be true about her family, her friends, her existence had changed in an instant. She closed her eyes with the hope of shutting out this new reality. At the root of it all, one question remained: why?

In the midst of her thinking, a flash was detected beyond her eyelids. She opened them just in time to catch sight of a blue beam that rocketed toward the stars. Nothing was left behind except the jagged outline of Lubekka’s body impressed upon the leaves.

Clasping hand to mouth, Azsha backed away and ran from the clearing, desperate to escape her thoughts. Once back at camp, she threw open the door to her wagon and jumped inside. She scrambled to change into something that would hold up against the night air then grabbed a clean and sturdy ribbon to string the crystal bell upon. Further fueled by her rage, she marched over to Kiro’s holding and immediately made her presence known. The force by which she slammed the door woke him.

“Are you my father?” she said, and vehemently so. He began to sputter, his mind still partially clouded with sleep. Azsha repeated herself with less control and more volume. When no answer was given, she lunged for the satchel of coin lying underneath the bed and took off unexpectedly.

Kiro gave chase, calling out to her in the darkness. She leapt over the fence of the makeshift corral where the horses were kept. With time to plan at a premium, Azsha grabbed for the only one saddled, an oversized black stallion with a streaky red mane. The disturbance caused by frantic herdlings roused the camp, and it wasn’t long before Azsha found herself in the center of a trapper’s ring.

The horses whinnied in fright as several of the gypsies closed in. The men yelled and backed away, clearly put off by the stature of Azsha’s mount that was now wheeling wildly out of control. The horse rose up on its hind legs, then dropped and lowered its head in warning. This caused the men to flinch and scatter as expected. Few of them had what little courage it took to even remove its saddle, let alone stand up against a barreling charge.

Once untied, mount and rider sailed over the fence. Azsha clung to the horse’s neck as a novice might, eyes closed in mid-leap, only daring to sit upright once she felt it was safe. Kiro looked up at the young woman whose spirit was now ruled by the fires of contempt. His endeavor to reach out to her was in earnest, but Azsha’s mind was made up.

“No wonder you let her do all those horrid things to me,” she said with the undertones of a growl. “If I had so much as a single spark of magic in me, I would burn this village to the ground!”

The camp fell into a hush in the wake of Azsha’s declarations. The sweet, compliant, young woman they were used to was clearly long gone with no intention of returning. Not another attempt was made to stand in her way. She spat upon the earth before kicking off toward the wooded path. 

Built on a foundation of lies, her entire existence crumbled to dust in light of secrets shed by Lubekka’s passing. That was the end of her life in the way that she had come to know it. She didn’t even bother to offer a glance at Bellafont, nor Lolliny, T’ambre, or Mirelle. She didn’t care anymore. The sooner forgotten, the better.
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CHAPTER SEVEN


The light of daybreak filled Azsha’s wagon and Lubekka was busy setting out her clothing for the day. She paused to wake the troubled sleeper with a light rapping on the forehead. Azsha stared in horror at her mother’s scolding. When did she return to the caravan? She failed to hear Lubekka’s words over her own thoughts.

“Ma, you’re here!” Azsha said. She blinked and threw back the covers.

“Well of course I’m here, silly girl. You’ll not be rid of me that easily.” Lubekka winced a bit and placed her hand upon Azsha’s forehead, commanding her to stick out her tongue.

“But…but…I thought you were…gone forever.”

“Honestly, girl, I’m going to have to warn Bellafont against telling you such tales.” Lubekka scooted Azsha over to the vanity and started work on her hair, brushing unusually hard. Azsha ignored the pain and stared dreamily into the mirror at the image of her mother standing at her back. It was amazing how strong this woman was. To be subjected to such brutalities and yet act as though none of it had ever taken place. It was truly admirable.

“How does your hair get this way?” Lubekka scowled. “Aye, me that! It’s almost as if you’ve been rolling in a pine forest. Stupid girl...” She picked up a comb and started raking through the tangles.

Lost in a daze of relief, Azsha picked up a hairbrush and began working on the other side. Nice, long strokes led to a hazy, sleepy feeling. Now that everything was alright, Asha felt better about drifting off to slumber. Her eyes drooped and she slumped upon the vanity, but no sooner had she closed her eyes than Bellafont was at her side shaking her frantically. He pinched her ear, and she instantly sprang to life.

“What do you want?! I was sleeping!” Azsha swiped at the irritant, thinking it to be her brother. When she opened her eyes, she was greeted by the sight of a man in uniform crouching by her side. She was on the ground, out-of-doors beneath a single leafy tree that marked the Slipsam Crossing.

“Forgive the intrusion, miss, but do you belong to someone?”

It was easy to decipher the look of confusion on Azsha’s face. If simple questions were going to be this difficult, then perhaps running away was a mistake after all. “I am just a traveller, sir,” she replied.

“Oh? I thought you might have run away from one of Lord Pinkney’s farms. You don’t fit any descriptions we’ve received of late, but I have to make sure. It’s an odd bit of business to come across any person travelling alone. Surely, you understand.”

Once Azsha nodded, the soldier mounted up and took his place on the opposite side of the road. She leaned against the tree, picking up on the sounds of her horse grazing nearby. After a ride that could only be described as tiresome, all she wanted to do was close her eyes and rest.

A small group of knights, also on horseback, approached them from the rear. They trotted along, leading a large pack of runners that made it clear their business on the roads. Like the man who woke her, they were dressed in the royal colors of white and emerald with touches of gold trim where it suited.

On the center of their tunics was the royal seal, which displayed a four-panel shield of alternating colors. On the diagonal was a gold ring, and within each ring was a white star. Cresting the shield, an embroidered thorny vine entwined its way along the edges, culminating in a large rose at the center. On the upper right, a raging griffon was tangled in the vine and to the left a stooping phoenix shared a similar fate.

The initial knight sat atop his horse, taking in flashes of Azsha’s face between patches of noisy runners. She remained oblivious to his stares, even when she affixed her eyes to the sight of Eldersage Castle in the distance. There were hundreds of them, all warriors-in-training, trotting along this particular branch of the Imperial Highway, which they had nicknamed “The Tired Road.”

“Captain L’Couer!” called a gruff voice near the front. “Mind the rear...since you’re back there.” Without turning his head, he gave a simple nod. He could admit to himself that he’d strayed for a bit, hoping to catch another glimpse of her beauty. Wherever she was from, he had many questions he wished to ask her. And somehow he knew the answers would be intriguing.

The next time Azsha felt something wake her, it was the thick, warm muzzle of her horse against her cheek. He was a powerful stallion with a coat of black and a mane mixed with wild, vibrant bushels of blood-rose red. Tufts of wavy black hair, mingled with strands of red covered his hooves as well. His half-braided tail followed the same scheme. She could tell he was bored with his surroundings, and longed for a bit of exploration. “Alright, Beyberry,” she said, “we can go.”

The horse knelt, and she climbed upon his back, sitting lazy in the saddle. She was content to let him chart the course while she studied the lay of the land. They plodded alongside the road, watching as city walls seeped closer into the foreground. Wild grasses became cultivated grains of the harvestlands, sprawling territories owned by high nobility. Farmhands worked in droves, easily acquired as those who would contract away their freedom in exchange for passage to the continent.

Eldersage was but one of many kingdoms along The Pendant, so-called because of its appearance on a map. It hung central to the other realms like the focal gem of a woman’s necklace. For most, booking passage across the seas was a daunting enough prospect. When added to the expense of protection from the coast to civilization, food, and supplies, such a voyage would prove too costly, even in dreams.

When there was no more road left to walk, Beyberry came to a stop near the city’s entryway. Azsha took a deep breath, pausing to observe the great wall before her. Several persons were passing to and fro beneath a set of grand stone arches upon which several flags flapped in unified cause.

Soldiers guarding the gates stopped every entrant for questioning. She took a moment to observe their exchanges then sighed when she realized her lack for a means of identification. There was a chance she could sneak in, but she also knew the odds of pulling that off to be slim. After mulling it over, she coaxed herself into a dismount.

She took a deep breath, drew up the hood of her cloak, then proceeded to send Beyberry on his way. The two saurosi guards posted on watch at the gatehouse took note of her presence and began eyeing her suspiciously. She was clearly having trouble with her horse.

Azsha tried everything she could to make Beyberry depart, but to no avail. Her palm landed swiftly upon his haunches, but this only led to an irritated snort. He pawed the ground aggressively as a warning that he would not be moved.

“Why must you be this way?” she hissed. “You have done your duty, and I’ve nowhere to keep you. Go on, go!” During the continuation of this curious display, the soldiers were talking amongst themselves with an occasional snicker. The one on the left used his hand to signal, and another poked his head out of the gate. Those walking atop the wall also paused to give their attention. Others spied from their towers. Azsha tried leaning against the stallion’s side in an attempt to displace his balance, but to no avail. He merely twitched his ears.

The crowd of guards was all laughs now, shields occasionally bumping one another with a muted clang. When she turned to see what was amiss, silence fell upon them. A few nonchalantly strolled back to their posts, trying their hardest not to chuckle. If she had ever a cause to blush before, now was the time, though it could not be seen beneath her hood. She gave it a tug just to be certain, collected herself, and moved forward.

“Why do you always have to be so difficult?” She stroked the stallion’s mane, searching his eyes all the while. “Just go, please? I’ll be alright. I promise.”

Beyberry’s muzzle pressed against her shoulder. He was turning her around toward the gatehouse. She scolded him, but he pressed on, nudging at her until she was standing before the gate itself. He turned and trotted off to his previous spot, standing tall and rigid much like a king watching over his dominion. His job was to make a safe delivery, and he would not be content until he had seen to that.

Azsha tried her best to look up without revealing her face. The guards of the gate were huge by intention, and they served their purpose well. Even a visitor would have trouble discerning them from the wall itself. Their upper bodies commanded a minimum of armor, thanks in part to the scaly masses that protected their vitals. For the purposes of identification, they each wore a gold-trimmed tabard of deep green velvet. Since uniform standards had not been updated in decades, the white velvet “bonnets” they were required to wear looked rather silly on them. Judging by their mean expressions, they were aware of this also.

“State your name,” the one on the right growled.

“State your business,” his counterpart said in an equally grizzled manner.

Azsha looked back at Beyberry, who again tossed his head about, motioning her onward. With arms firmly pinned at her sides, she took another deep breath and addressed the men fully. “I am Azsha M—,” she squeaked, thinking it might be wiser not to speak that name, “I am Azsha Daggerwall, and I am here to serve on Lord Pinkney’s farm.”

“Pinkney’s farm is over that way. Why have you come here?” the left guard enquired. Another behind him scribbled away on a piece of parchment detailing the day’s activity.

Azsha struggled to summon a good lie within her. Even a half-truth would have sufficed, but she found herself buckling under the pressure. The guard continued to raise the tone of his voice while a few impatient merchantfolk prodded her from behind.

A man who had preceeded her entry doubled back and grabbed her by the arm, taking her by surprise. Her hood fell in the process, leaving her face exposed. The man stopped short for a moment, but it didn’t take long for him to regain his bearings.

“I am terribly sorry,” he said to the guard. “She is with me. New wife. You know how easy it is to lose them. Then again, maybe you don’t.”

“You can keep the jokes to yourself. Why was she not on your papers?” The guard seemed to take this oversight in a very personal manner.

“Because I just got her. She must be taken to the hall of registry. Honestly.”

Before the guard could issue his next statement, Azsha and the man were on their way. No longer hindered by gatehouse protocol, the sly fellow continued to tug at Azsha’s arm until they were clear on the other side. What awaited them was an entirely new world with what was likely an entirely new set of challenges to go with it.

“Thank you for that,” she muttered weakly, still feeling a bit unsure in her new surroundings. By now her hood had resumed its former task, keeping her hidden from view. “You are owed a good turn.”

“Nonsense,” the sly man replied, “I believe it is The Book of Truths that teaches us: ‘Help a man once, and it is his right. Help the same man twice, and you own him for life.’ ”

“Does it truly say that?”

“Let us hope you never find out,” he replied with a wink and a smile before taking off.

Once the threshold of Eldersage had been crossed, the world around her seemed to grow larger with each step. Throngs of people dressed in every manner imaginable crowded the streets. A family of elves elbowed her about on their way out of the east gate with little regard for her well being.

She was frozen in time, a stone figure draped with cloak, witness to the city as a living tapestry. It scrolled before her with all the speed of a dying snail, yet she could not manage to take it all in. Inside her head, thoughts of panic wrestled one another. Her feet desired to turn back, but her eyes thirsted for more of the city’s wonder.

Men on horseback trotted about the streets, weapons hoisted on their muscled backs, dressed in the colors of the kingdom. Their eyes surveyed the populace below them with an intended quality, the very foil of Azsha’s terrified stares.

Groups of robed figures sat about idly here and there, engaged in complex conversations, each gripping a large tome. Every book differed from the next. Some had covers that sparkled in the sunlight. Others glowed. Some were ragged and worn. One book was even trimmed with lace. The owner of said book, a green haired nymph, eyed Azsha disdainfully, clutching it to her side protectively. Her companion slipped an arm around her waist in the same manner. Azsha thought it best to look elsewhere before anyone else saw her as a threat.

Her legs carried her forward now, past buildings and beside the scattered booths where costumed merchants were hocking their wares. One of the side streets appeared more inviting, and so she made her way there. Less crowding enabled her to look up at the signs and glance at the items for sale on display without much fear of being knocked about. But before she could regard herself as invulnerable, a young boy and his friend bumped into her during a rowdy game of catch, practically knocking her over. They stopped and apologized profusely for not watching their steps. Azsha was rather taken by their politeness and waved them along with a smile.

Her attention was called upon by a shop to her right, where inside, two people were bickering over the price of a pair of tytosian gauntlets. The red-bearded shopkeep went about his business, apparently not wishing to be involved until one of them desired to make a transaction. His stature hardly rose above the countertop, but he was clearly one to be looked to for knowledge on all things defensive. Azsha glanced over to her right, spotting what looked to be some sort of tiara or headband with a stone of deep violet set into the center front. Her fingers reached out, lingering just over the surface of the object, her eyes sparkling with its reflective glow.

“Would ye be needin’ any help, miss?” enquired the shopkeep happily.

“How much for this headband, good sir?” Both of the squabblers were glancing at Azsha now, whispering under their breath. They shook their heads before settling back into a turgid discussion over whether it would be worth a trip overseas to purchase such gauntlets for a fraction of the price. The shopkeeper set his dust rag upon the counter with a laugh.

“Aww, that ain’t no headband, miss. That there is a diadem made of the purest finite ore. It’s small for its size but it’ll keep ya from getting battered in the fields. With one o’ these, yeh could go on the hunt naked and come back from wrestlin’ a horde of sinters with nary a scratch. I know; tested it meself!” he said with a huge belly laugh. “Got the finest enchantment from thirteen high mages, it does. Goes for about two hundred slip, that one there.”

Azsha almost choked upon hearing this. It may have been the shock of the item’s expense or even the quip about the man’s nude dwarven adventures, but she offered a polite smile before making her way out the door. Several quick paces brought her back to the main street where her thoughts once again swirled and collided. To think, she was once worth as much as a piece of polished finite.

The flow of the crowd slowed to a point in front of a large building paneled in wood. Its lodge-like appearance was very inviting amidst the more intimidating structures of stone and marble. A sign beside the door read, ‘Visitor’s Center of Eldersage: Traveller’s Welcome.’

Azsha took the sign at face value and stepped inside. She was indeed welcomed by the sight of a fire in the hearth and plush, comfortable seating. After a rough ride to the city, and a day filled with excitement, she thought it best to rest her eyes a bit before picking up where she left off. Just a short doze, and she would set right back to combing the streets.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

The sounds of nearby motion caused Azsha to awake with a sudden start. Still draped in hood and cloak, her eyes blinked their way into focus. The fire was no longer ablaze, and the shutters were wide open, allowing a powerful sunstream to enter the building, along with the strong smell of horse.

Once upright, Azsha wiped the drool from her cheek. An elderly woman was scooting about the room, dusting off tables and candelabras. She waved her cleaning cloth in a greeting fashion. Several adventurers out for an early hunt made their way in and out of the lobby. Flashes of the night before flipped back and forth through Azsha’s mind, until her train of thought was broken by the booming tones of a rather boisterous individual.

“What’s wrong girl, no room at the inn?” The young man laughed quite harshly as he dropped an armful of rolled parchment on the corner desk. A lamp sparked to life at the old woman’s touch, bringing some illumination to that dark spot of the room where even the sun could not reach.

“Why?” Azsha responded, fiddling with her cloak, “what are you talking about?” Success caused the hood to fall back, revealing a mess of unbrushed curls and the face that could never be affected by it, even if it did display a most confused expression. The man behind the counter looked up from his papers, poised to fire a retort, but met instantly with failure.

“Oh no!” she exclaimed, “is my appearance that bad? I have not had the time to care for it this morning.”

“Please forgive me,” he stammered. “I was blinded by the light…of the sun.” The man watched in awe as the girl pawed at her hair meticulously, gathering it to the side, only to release it a bit more arranged the next time out. The felani took no issue with grooming themselves in public, but a sudden barrage of stares made her think twice about her actions. Azsha excused herself while the clerk set to work assisting a group who demanded his attention.

“I’ll need your name!” the clerk blurted out the moment Azsha returned. Clearly startled, she clutched at her chest as he set his quill to page.

“My name? Why are you writing it down?”

“Every student of the Academy of Defense must be registered. Today is the final day before rosters are set. There won’t be any more slots until next season. Your name, please?”

“I’m sorry, but I believe you are mistaken,” Azsha said, backing away slowly. “I’m sure the academy could do without the likes of me.”

Her retreat was met with an amicable grin. “Actually, you might be surprised at what you’d find there. More and more m’ladies seem to be taking up the sword these days, and a woman traveling alone, as you appear to be, could no less than benefit from some defensive instruction.”

“I am by no means weak, sir.”

“I had no intention of giving you the impression, miss. Forgive the offense.”

With a polite nod, Azsha made her way toward the entry door, feeling quite proud of the way she stood up to his cheeky behavior. She reached for the handle, giving pause after his next shout.

“Oh, miss! I believe you dropped this.” His hand opened to reveal a few coins of small denomination. Unable to resist the kindness in his dashing smile, Azsha reached for the coinage only to be swept off her feet, literally. Within moments, she was staring up at the ceiling, trying to make sense of it all, until the culprit slid into view.

“Do you fancy it down there?!” he exclaimed with a laugh.

“How dare you! I could give you a kick to the midsection!” She sprang forward, using the force of her legs to propel her while emitting an enraged scream. The man sidestepped her attack in one smooth motion, but before she could turn to face him, he had her locked in the crux of a rear choke hold.

She pried at the man’s forearm, determined to free herself, but in futile effort. In typical city fashion, several people had come and gone through the lobby without so much as a second glance at the oddity before them. The ones who did notice only chortled, as if they knew something was amiss but cared not enough to become involved.

“The more you struggle, the less you can breathe,” said the clerk as routinely as possible. He knew he had won.

“Unhand me,” she gurgled.

“That almost sounded like a threat.”

Her breathing grew choppier. “It...was... a...command.”

“No matter. I will release you under the condition that you give me your name.” His voice dropped low to a whisper, “and as a bit of incentive, as long as you are a student, I can find a place for you here. So what will it be?”

Unable to hold out any further, Azsha gave in, and the struggle ceased. It was not an offer to be taken lightly as there were few spaces she could afford on her own at this juncture. It was also considered uncouth for any woman to take up permanent residence anywhere alone. Armed with these facts and a tinge of desperation, Azsha made her way to the desk and scribbled something down on a piece of parchment. With a flick of his own quill as well, the academy enlisted its newest member.

“What was that about then?!” she demanded to know, checking her arms for scratches.

The clerk pointed to the list with his usual grin. “I was merely doing you a favor, proving a point, and a full roster gets me an extra bit of coin for the trouble.”

Azsha huffed, “If the training master is anything like you, I think I should like to keep my distance. But in the meantime, you would do well to keep your hands to yourself.”

“Harsh words indeed, but before you go, take this. It is your first assignment.”

Azsha’s fingers searched out her hood and pulled it up and over her head so as not to attract further attention. She snatched the smaller roll of parchment from his grip, then hastily made a retreat for the nearest exit from the room. The clerk’s obnoxious laughter filled the space around her, burning her back. It seemed to grow louder until the door shut behind her. Then all was made silent.

A knot formed in the pit of her stomach at the thought of losing herself in this grand building. The room she had frequented before this one was but a foyer preceding greatness. The feel of the place was rustic, but not overbearingly so. Chandeliers of wood and crystal hung, burning in refined splendor, each candle no doubt illuminated by the elder woman’s careful hand. Ornately carved panels of dark oak complimented the look of the chandeliers. Roving scenes, replete with nymphs, portrayed woodland heroics and folly both.

She scouted the hall, gawking at its many fancies where she could. Her fingers danced along the carved lettering of a placquard that read: Eldersage Hunt Club. It hung proudly beside listings of recordholders, each accomplished in some activity of sport. When next she turned, a group of finely dressed ladies passed with bows in hand before stopping to speak with a gentleman about the selection of arrows available at an indoor stall.

Azsha ignored a man sitting idly by, inspecting the handle of his blade, and slipped sight unseen into a dimly lit hallway. Many opportunities for exploration were present in the form of doors, all of which were locked. Her curiosity still unsated, Azsha dipped into a questionable nook whose walls were covered with postings. Some were old and ratty, but offered a great deal to learn, so she looked them over briefly.

She tilted her head back for a better view, causing the hood of her cloak to slide off. Her hair shimmered under flickering light, accenting eyes that sparkled in her hunt for information. Azsha raised an index finger and planted it on an interesting piece of parchment, mouthing out each word in time with its movement. What luck, she thought, to arrive just in time for the Regency Faire! She had learned of its existence through her brother’s tellings and dreamed constantly of its magnificence.

The lively event served as a backdrop for the Festival of Fortunes. It was a time when skilled youths of the world would travel to the host city for a life-changing opportunity to showcase their talents. For some, it would require all they had to make the journey, but in the end, a risk worth taking when given the reward.

Further down the page was a mention of the ball that would be held in honor of the visiting judges, but only a select group of citizens would be invited to attend. “I’ll just have to become a citizen then,” she thought aloud, this time reaching for her belt-pouch but feeling nothing. She parted the wings of her cloak for a better look, only to find the space empty. She sifted through her mental record of the day prior, stopping only when she drew upon an image of the two boys who had bumped into her. In one cruel stroke, she had been booted from the game of life after a single round. It took everything in her being not to punch the wall then and there.

With head cradled against forearms, she planted them both against the wall in aggravation. A deluge of tears welled up behind her eyes, but she would not cry. The thought of Kiro’s words would not allow it. His memory brought her grief, but long years of advice remained true. How could she have let this happen after all the warnings? How could people be so unkind?

The feel of a warm, humid breeze floated past her ear, and she turned quickly, attempting to look natural after being caught off-guard. A voice from the shadows spoke with an almost buttery texture, “You have been visited this day by a dark angel. Will you pray?”

“I do not understand. For what shall I pray? Do you grant wishes?” Azsha’s ignorance of the matter was made clear by her lack of worry. Though she looked about frantically for his location, she did not appear the least bit frightened by the disembodied speaker.

He decided to try again. “You’ve honestly no idea of the Angels’ presence here?” When she shook her head, he scratched his chin with a small smile, though she could not see it. After clearing his throat, he began to weave a string of syllables with his tongue known only to members of their breed.

“Do you speak felani?”

“I do,” she mewled, feeling a bit more relaxed at the sound of a familiar tongue. They both spoke Common with ease, but the use of their birth language was most often an exhibition of friendship.

The man emerged from the darkness, a tall but lean and muscular felani with a nameless expression. He had hair of silver spikes that seemed to shoot backward in the constant drift of an arcane wind. His form was wrapped in an ebon cloak, setting off the vast depths of his grey irises and that of the ring that dangled in his left ear. It was then that she recognized the sly man since entering the city gates. They stared at one another for several moments, motionless.

“Right then,” he said, “you must forgive my complete astonishment. I just find it very difficult to believe that you are devoid of such common knowledge.”

“It’s you,” she spoke in a half-whisper, cheeks showing a bit of rose. The sudden cause of this behavior left her perplexed. He was rather handsome in his own way, but she hardly knew him. Why was she doing this? The man stood tall and unmoving, his eyes searching her own for the cause of her stares.

“Please do not judge me by the appearance of my garb,” he said. “You’ve no fear of coming to harm on my account.”

“Your garb? What of it?”

“That is much too dreary a tale for a first encounter. Perhaps in time, I will be granted the pleasure of many future meetings where such things may be discussed more openly. In the meantime, let me start with a name. You may call me Lysandre. Will you trade one for mine? Or will Azsha suit you just fine?”

She flinched. “How did you come by that name?”

His voice took on a more reassuring tone, “I couldn’t help but overhear that you will be joining the lists of the academy. That is an impressive undertaking. Have you the necessary accoutrements for such an endeavor?”

“I have everything I need,” she lied, and he was more than swift enough to catch on.

“I see,” he chuckled. “Please excuse me, won’t you?”

Azsha responded with a simple nod, and the dark cloak snapped as a result of his swift departure, just barely clearing her nose. Her finger reached up to rub away the tingle while she waited patiently. This time, another note caught her eye. According to the posting, a farm on the outskirts of the city was in need of a young hand to help tend the herdlings. Working with herdlings sounded like it would make for an interesting venture, but before she had the chance to ponder it too long, her new acquaintance had returned. His arm parted the fabric of his cloak, revealing a huge sweep of items, most of which fell into a mess of leathers on the floor. Azsha peered at everything quizzically.

“What is all this for?” she asked.

“Just consider it a gift, a token from one who wishes your friendship. Go ahead, I’ll turn around.” Lysandre swiveled about face, leaving Azsha in her usual state of confuzzlement. Her eyes darted from the pile, to Lysandre’s back, to the parchment-covered wall and back again as she made an attempt to piece it all together.

Why should a stranger go out of their way for her well being? Lysandre’s patience was beginning to fray. He began to fidget.

“I don’t hear anything being put on,” he sneered.

“You said you wouldn’t look!”

“I’m not looking, but I can tell when you’re not moving. Now hurry it up a bit. I still have to show you around the city. It is getting dark you know.”

Azsha rolled her eyes and knelt down to dig through the assortment of leathers on the floor. The first item she lifted from the pile looked like a vest, but very possibly a skirt. The presence of straps led her to believe otherwise until she turned the garment over which led to several other possibilities.

“That is a bodice,” he said over his shoulder. “The thick material will toughen you up against the blows of your classmates.”

“You said you weren’t looking!” she shouted, this time throwing down the bodice in a fit of exasperation. “I don’t know what any of this is. I’ve never worn any sort of gear for battle.”

Lysandre couldn’t help but snicker at her comment. Kneeling down on the opposite side of the pile, he began to sort everything. Each piece was laid out upon the floor as if he were dressing an invisible model.

“What do you mean never? Don’t be preposterous. What are you, some sort of goddess who has fallen from her cloud? In a world such as ours, you would almost never have to set foot out of doors to be safe from attack by roving muck-beasts or even worse, those accursed sinters.” The way she chewed on her bottom lip made him uneasy. “Well then, I suppose you should like a bit more privacy?”

“Not that it’s any of your business, but I have lived a bit of a sheltered life. I did not ask for your gifts, you know. Take them back, if you please.” Azsha’s stare grew cold and very threatening, but it did not faze Lysandre one bit. He merely grinned, as he stood, in his usual way, helping her up in the process.

“Take them back? I never take back a gift. In fact, I am such a nice person, that I will wait outside for you to finish dressing and you can come out when you are ready. Good idea, no?”

Seeing as how she was no longer in the mood to speak, let alone argue, she dismissed him with a soft nod and once again he was gone. Her fingers fell upon the tie of her cloak but no further. “You’re not peeking are you?” she called, but received no response. This eased her anxiety a bit while the cloak slid past her shoulders.

Once changed, she tugged and adjusted at the hems and seams. The new garments felt a bit heavy when compared to her flimsy costumes. It would all take some getting used to. The fit was very close to proper though, and so she chose to make do. They were gifts after all. She opened the door and peeked out. No one was there but a passerby who smiled politely.

“How strange. Where has he gone now?” She wasn’t sure whether it was her fear of being abandoned or just the feeling of looking odd in her new clothes, but her legs were starting to wobble. A wolf-whistle from inside the room spooked her into a low leap. She turned to find a grinning Lysandre magically in the spot where she stood just moments ago. “You, are a disgusting, trickish mage,” she chided him.

“Nay. You misjudge me, young one. I possess no magic of my own, though I do enjoy mockery of the sport itself. Besides, I am not fair enough to be a mage, nor do I possess the desire to spend days fawning over my own image in cauldrons, or pools of other substances.”

“Alright, then how did you reappear that way?”

“I just may reveal that secret to you one day, perhaps. Though I will give you a hint in the meantime. I never DIS-appeared in the first place. I believe, however, we are scheduled for a tour of the city right about now.”

“I am not going anywhere with you!” Azsha’s eyes glistened with innocence despite her attempts to look mature. “First, you spy on me. Then, you lay these items before me without reason, and you expect me to just lend you my arm without any concern for my well-being? You could be a murderer.”

“That is a fair statement. You have every right to fear me. I was just trying to do my best at being a good citizen. I assure you I am no murderer, but I can show you how to pick one out in a crowd. I can also teach you how to keep your purse safe from the swift-fingered fiends in this place.” He tossed a pouch into her unsuspecting palms. She quickly recognized it for her own. “There are many things I can share with you, should you allow it. Your trust will not go misused. You have my word.”

“Th-thank you, I think. How did you find this?” Her fingers fondled the velvet pouch with much curiosity.

“How is not important. Just tell me. What will it take to get you to come with me?”

“I suppose I do not have much choice now, do I? I am in a bit of a debt to you it seems.”

“Help a man twice...” he uttered. His left arm swung outward in an inviting fashion, and Azsha took hold of it reluctantly. Though intimidating in the beginning, his manner grew into something capable of winning anyone over. She was glad to think that she had an actual friend she could count on to show her the ropes of city life.

The initial phase of their outing began with a jaunt through the grimey streets of Gully Row. Carried on the winds, the putrid stench of a refuse pit floated by in warning. It was a trademark of life in the third quad; a world of relics where life struggled to exist within its borders. The Row persisted as an area that not only played host to rubbish from people’s homes but the general garbage of society as well.

In Lysandre’s words, “Every city must make room for its successes and its failures.” Eldersage was no exception. The Row was officially the last rung on the societal ladder. Those below it were marked, barred from entry into the city, any city, and left exposed to constant dangers from the world outside. Once you fell below the point, it was virtually impossible to climb back up.

The homes themselves were made of anything that could be put together to form shelter. Yards were nonexistent, save for a few haphazard monuments to bric-a-brac on display. Azsha was quick to notice a pattern in the symbols, for which she was applauded, though their true nature was kept hidden as a precaution. Over the years, Lysandre had gathered that even the most benign bits of information could prove volatile when mixed with the right levels of ignorance and an inquisitive nature. Regardless of his true intentions, keeping Azsha intact remained a priority.

Deeper still into their excursion, a group of feral mongrels circled and snapped over a few bits of old meat. In fighting one another, their prize was lost to a young urchin boy who grabbed up the remains and fled around the nearest corner. Azsha looked to Lysandre, whose expression remained unchanged. Such a sight was nothing new to him, but in wanting to avoid a tangle with the scavengers, he nudged his charge toward an alternate route that led to a structure of notable prominence.

Standing tall and proud, Festidia’s temple served as a ray of hope amidst a backdrop of destitution. It was the largest of all the spiritual buildings in Eldersage, requiring the work of fifty-seven temple workers to keep its silvery-etched walls and marble columns pristine from every angle. Its gardens were also a topic on many tongues, the bishop’s pride, filled with flowers of every color and scent imaginable. With the refuse pit not far away, those fortunate enough to live in the vicinity were happy to benefit from the odor-blocking properties of such rich fragrances.

Adjacent to the main building was a burial ground where several workers, clothed in airy white garments, were seen tending the plant life. Azsha took notice of a huge lock on the exit gate and its odd position facing the outside, much like her wagon, as if to keep something inside rather than out. This observation made her shiver a bit, though if she had shown any signs of it, her guide offered no indication of his wariness.

Per her harried request, she and Lysandre moved on from this area to surroundings with more appeal. The growing scent of flowers led them to a drastic change in the cityscape. Just on the other side of the temple, large multi-family homes lined each side of the block. Many featured beautiful fountains and crownpiece waterfalls, while others boasted rich, ornate gardens just shy of temple grandeur.

Here, the residents were also livelier, though quick to rely on their perilous stares when it came to outsiders. It was hardly a wonder. This upper class neighborhood was easily distinguishable from anything near Gully Row, and wealth would always breed desire from those without. Was it possible to exist in a state of both happiness and fear? Azsha lingered over the thought until Lysandre prompted her with a question.

“Tell me, Azsha. Do you think me to be pure, or evil?”

“I think that is a rather odd sort of question.” She chewed her tongue for a moment, hoping to buy some time while she formulated a reasonable guess. “Well, clearly you are good. After all, you were the first person in the city to help me. You were kind enough to give me a gift. Then you took the time to teach me the ways of this place. The answer is clear. You are quite good.”

Lysandre wagged his finger at her in warning. “Your first mistake, never assume anything about anyone. That is how people come to harm. In this chest proudly beats a heart as black as the pearl pits of Irinii. I am in the game of gaining trust, so let us say that I know what cards to show. Given time, you will pick up on things, but be on your guard. I will take my leave of you now. Be well, Azsha.”

“Wait!” she exclaimed before latching onto his arm. “Please, if you mean to bring me to some harm, I come from a poor family. There is nothing I can give you.”

“Fair Azsha, it’s not your money I’m interested in.” He reached for her hand, brushing his lips against it in a fleeting instant before pulling away. “Perhaps our paths will cross again if it is to be.”

Azsha started to wave, slightly dazed from his actions, but a sudden thought caused her to cease. She turned to speak, but Lysandre was long gone from view. Azsha looked about, finding nothing but passersby once again on a crowded avenue. Then a familiar voice flowed past her ear in the felani tongue, “Stay safe, kitten.”
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CHAPTER NINE

Azsha’s trek back to the city center was a short one. It was just slightly past mid-bell when her fingers slipped inside her purse, searching for the two pieces of paper she had tucked away earlier. Out first came the map, another of Lysandre’s gifts. The second piece, a personal treasure nabbed from the hunt club alcove, she read aloud to herself.

“Wanted: A youthful pair of hands for some hard work on our farm. Please be strong-hearted with healthy eyes for night seein’. We are just a quarter-day south of Eldersage along South Wind Way. Ask for Nyra.”

She gave a skyward glance before sitting on the edge of the central fountain. Gazing at clouds always helped her think. Lack of money was not yet an issue, but the contents of her purse would not last forever. Azsha grimaced at the thought of such a long walk, but she had to act, never knowing when another opportunity might present itself. It was quite the dilemma.

Throngs of people were milling about the center of town, which was not unusual for this time of day. A brilliant sun was beaming down on the world, making Azsha terribly uncomfortable beneath her cloak. She thought to remove it, but with so many warnings given regarding her safety, keeping it on seemed the better option. There was some reason for all the secrecy of her past. She had so many questions that made her regret fleeing in anger, but it was too late. The caravan would be long gone, and impossible to find.

Behind her, the sound of the fountain’s cool, trickling streams was about as hypnotic as the bobbing, swirling motion of the contents in its pool. The rather childish notion of jumping in had entered her mind, but she was quick to dismiss it. Though in the wake of the blazing season, the water’s draw was becoming too much for her to take. She remained perfectly still, unable to explain the tugging sensation that pulled her body forward until the cool liquid reached out for her instead.

Azsha yelped and sputtered while droplets of water fell continuously from her chin. She hopped off of the fountain’s edge, managing to stifle the urge to utter a few unecessary words. She reached for the base of her skull in an effort to quell the throbbing sensation that had appeared out of nowhere. Was it an attack on her person? She looked about for clues, but none were revealed to her.

A deep male voice interjected in her moment of confusion, “If time could be bought, we would waste it just the same. Are you enjoying yourself, kitten?”

“It was you! How frightfully wicked.” She attempted a playful slap but was blocked in her efforts.

“Whatever you are referring to, I had nothing to do with it as I have only just arrived here. What’s more, I give you the gift of a map and my worldly knowledge and this is what you do with it. Tsk, tsk, sitting by the fountain just staring the day away.” Lysandre leaned in for a closer inspection. “Have you been crying?”

“Crying? Whatever for? Oh! You are wondering why my face is wet. Well, it was the oddest thing. I was sitting here—.”

“Yes, I saw that, and I couldn’t help but wonder what good you could be up to by partaking of such an activity. You and I are going to a special place! Come along.”

Lysandre slipped his arm about Azsha’s shoulders and eased her away from the fountain, his own cloak swinging in a masterful arc. He was quite the showman and seemed to be very proud of his ability to boast without speaking. Azsha made several unsuccessful attempts at relaying her story, but as they pushed their way through the crowd, he tightened his hold a bit, cutting her off entirely. Her mouth found it difficult to make words with her stomach full of flutterbyes.

Their jaunt concluded before a building of stout construction where the noise of its patrons could be heard from down the road. Once the door flew open, it only tripled in volume. This place was known as The Ogre’s Arm, an inn with a downstairs tavern where the more favored members of society chose to frequent, though all were thought to be generally welcome.

Tankards clanked while rowdy drinkers roared their cheers of approval over just about anything. Upon entering the establishment, a gust of forced air blew back Azsha’s hood. As if on cue, people began to stare and whisper at the mystery girl with the lavender hair. She reached for it, but Lysandre brushed her hands away.

“Leave it down,” he scolded. “You should be used to getting looks by now.”

She made clear her own disapproval and covered her face anyway. They sat at a table near the stairwell, closest to the gaming room. The Ogre’s Arm was the only place where even a civilized game of rooks and pawns could become a rowdy spectator sport.

Lysandre leaned back in his chair, twisting his razor-thin whiskers for a bit. He watched Azsha, waiting. She sat firm in her seat, quietly, hands clasped together. She looked like an old wizened sage in a meditative state. He finally decided to break the silence.

“You know, if you’re going to be seen with me, that cloak of yours will have to find a new home.”

“I don’t see why it matters very much. You wear a cloak.”

His smile eluded her field of vision, but he proffered it just the same. “I do, but I live and die by the cloak. Mine is a true shield. Yours is an accessory, an unnecessary accessory that you use to hide from someone or something. The point is, you don’t need it.”

“I do as I please, and if you don’t like that you can leave. My reasons are my own.”

When he said nothing, she assumed herself the winner of this little battle and smiled rather smugly to herself. Her fingertips lifted the hood in question, just enough to clear her vision of the seat directly across from her, which was empty. Now irritated by his rude behavior, Azsha stood and turned to leave. With a single step, she felt a heavy force pulling the cloak from her shoulders. Almost everyone in the room was staring now, followed by a wave of whispering chatter.

“Now just sit down,” said Lysandre, curiously back in his seat, “and all things will pass in a moment.”

“Did you—? How?!” Azsha stammered, her finger pointed at the rumpled article of clothing on the floor. “I want to know how you do that!”

Lysandre smiled in his patiently wicked manner. His eyes were locked upon the figure before him whose appeal was only magnified by her agitation. She was a challenge he longed to figure out. Oh, how he loved puzzles.

Azsha sat, her ego bruised. She was dangerously close to crying. “Why did you do that to me? People are staring!”

“Because you didn’t need it, and stop pouting. I’m going to cure you of that.” He pulled a folded piece of paper from the lining of his glove, and looked it over as one might read a letter from an old acquaintance. “Oh dear,” he said. “It seems that a few of my friends are none too happy with my little display.”

After a cursory glance, he tore the note into many small pieces and disposed of them by match fire, using one palm as a sieve. Azsha could not help but watch in awe. He fascinated her with his actions, always dipped in shine and glamours.

“It’s because of me, isn’t it?” Azsha shifted in her seat, looking around nervously. She appeared genuinely concerned.

“Nuts to them! My clanmates are as thick as bricks if they think I should have cause to fear their threats.”

“They do not seem very friendly, whoever they are. Are they mages, like you?”

“They have reason to be nervous. Such displays are frowned upon by my associates, none of whom are mages, myself included. To rot I say! What would you like to drink?” As Lysandre waved to the nearest server, Azsha shook her head in dismissal. “Oh come now,” he continued, “you don’t go to a tavern and not drink.”

“But you brought me here!” She began to stand again in protest but decided against it. One outburst was enough for the day, and he was actually trying to be polite. Such behavior was best rewarded. “I will have a cider, please.”

Lysandre put forth the request of a tankard, and the server nodded politely before shuffling off to the bar. Weary of their push and shove power game, Azsha’s eyes began to wander, craving distraction. There was no shortage of it, but she needed something in particular without an inkling of what that something was.

In one section of the room, she observed a trio of apprentice mages who were arguing over something in one of their texts. In another corner, two members of the warrior stock were preening themselves. Apparently, mages weren’t the only ones who actually cared for their appearance.

Several patrons lined the bar, each rather striking in some way. Azsha was unused to the intermingling of so many different breeds, but she liked it. The diversity of peoples on The Pendant often led to disagreements and strife, but she also suspected it to be the main cause for such constant, unceasing wonder.

A hume, two cur, and an avian fellow were nursing their drinks in the midst of a rousing conversation about the local wildlife. For a dash of credibility, the avian fully extended his turquoise wings to illustrate the size of a recently captured herdling. A tankard and two glasses came crashing down in the process. The barkeep was quick to disparage, handing him a rag while the others snickered at his clumsiness.

Azsha also spied an odd-looking fellow sitting alone. His features were elven, but he was quite tall, even for his breed-type. He hunched while he sat, scanning the pages of his tome until he felt the pull of another’s eyes upon him. He glared at Azsha for a moment until she remembered what she was doing and stopped herself. She fiddled with her hair nervously, her view switching back to that of the marred wooden tabletop in her midst.

Lysandre raised an eyebrow, always curious of her anxious behavior. Surely, I will cure her of this, he thought to himself.

“And just what is it about me that offends you so?” she asked, leaving Lysandre speechless. Did he say the words he only thought, out loud? Or perhaps she was one of those sensitive types, good at detecting another’s feelings. Before he could respond, a woman appeared with their drinks and a third. She sat them on the table and clasped Lysandre’s forearm in greeting before starting on her own.

“Won’t the barkeep be angry if he sees you sitting down to drink?” Azsha’s hands unconsciously worked her hair into a twist as she spoke, then released it casually. The dark-haired woman blinked at her for a moment, then broke into a laugh.

“I’d be hard pressed for work before I took a job here, girl. And it looks like my Kalo is dancing on the edge of dangerous with you on his arm.”

His eyes flared at the mention of that name, but the woman was far too involved in cultivating Azsha’s blush to notice. Her tone turned to one of mocking disgust. “You can’t be less than twelve turns his junior at least!”

Lysandre only shrugged in reply. He refused to give her any more enjoyment from her vexing than necessary. The woman’s slick, dark hair slid further over her face. She tossed it back before taking another gulp of her ale.

Azsha viewed the stranger’s face, now clearly visible in the light. Her skin had a faint tan, setting off a head of lush, blue-black hair. On her face was a light dusting of freckles over cheeks and nose. The dreamy blue garment that covered her form was noticeably short, a stark contrast to the heavy boots on her feet. Her look was youthful, but her manner made it easy to see that she was no innocent. She was a nymph, just as in the wooden depictions. But what was she doing away from her homeland in a tavern of all places?

At first, Azsha was uncertain, but with careful observation she saw it! The faintest light, tinged with a violet hue, encircled the woman’s head. It was too thin to be wire, more of a halo-like thread that seemed to do more than reflect light. It actively produced a glow all its own. She was almost inclined to reach out and touch it.

“That is a beautiful circlet,” Azsha said hazily whilst she continued to gaze at the thing.

Lysandre looked absolutely baffled. “Am I missing something here?”

The woman almost choked on her drink, and Lysandre was quick to come to her aid. She waved him away frantically, still straining to finish the contents that had rushed past her lips in such a hurry.

“I’m so sorry,” Azsha pleaded. “Did I say something wrong?” A serving girl rushed over with a rag and handed it to Azsha who began to dab away.

“No, no, it was my fault that time. Look at me just spraying drink everywhere and startling the daylights out of you. That isn’t too polite of me now, is it?”

“Or ladylike!” Lysandre added his own commentary. “Soffen varnit, Ayalana. If you can’t down your ale without a baby cup—”

“And if you can’t open your mouth without the release of hot air and senseless noise—”

He stood before she could say another word. “Unlike you, I have some business to attend to. You ladies have fun acquainting together. I’ve no time for insults, Ay-alana. Your thighs are fat. Good day.” He was dismissed by a bawdy, yet feminine, laugh as she waved him away with a flick of her wrist.

Lysandre, unseen by the cloak of his powers, threw a few coins at the bartender on his way out. The man scooped them up with a grin only to set them spinning on the floor with a curse moments later. He’d been had again. Azsha turned back to the nymph who was guzzling her drink and signaling for another simultaneously. She had barely touched her own.

“What’s the matter, kitty, too strong for you?” Ayalana wiped her lips and smiled.

“Actually, I think he’s quite nice once you get used to him. When he isn’t being rude that is.”

“I was talking about your drink, but it looks like you’ve better things on your mind. Uh oh, kitty’s in love! How old are you really?” The nymph laughed out loud and her hair slid down again, covering her eyes and the thin golden light about her head that continued to shift colors. Azsha’s cheeks went flush, giving off a soft pink glow. Did the woman have to be so direct about everything? She, herself, had always been taught to use impeccable manners.

Azsha quietly admired the colorful breed-markings on Ayalana’s arm, a natural skin mural displaying the woman’s preferred eating habits from birth. Various images of sea flora wove themselves together into intricate decorative patterns down to the forearm. Strip leather snaked its way around her wrist like a faux bandage. It was obviously meant to hide something. Azsha pulled her long locks in front of her then tossed them back, her nerves getting the better of her. She was clearly out of her element.

“I’m sorry,” said Ayalana. “I didn’t mean to startle you, sweetling. It’s just that when you mentioned my ‘circlet’, I didn’t realize what you were talking about. That is, until he got that stupid look on his face.”

“It’s just so pretty. I haven’t seen one like it.”

Ayalana paused for a moment before giving a reply, “I’m not even sure what to tell you about it.” She placed her hands upon the table and rested her head upon them in a flirty nymphesque manner, a few strands of hair falling elegantly over one eye. “Just promise me one thing.”

Azsha nodded.

“Don’t speak of it anymore unless it’s just us two, okay?”

Azsha blinked, not sure what to make of this request, but agreed to it in the end. They both refrained from talking after that. Azsha wanted to know more about the special circlet that caused people to choke in surprise, but she did not want to offend her new friend. Instead, she ran off a list of possible questions in her head that were met with Ayalana’s unexpected and audible response.

“Because he’s like a brother to me,” she said. “I understand his dark humor.”

One of Ayalana’s legs, crossed over the other, bounced beneath the table while she spoke. Her eyes were distant though barely visible behind the tankard that seemed

perpetually glued to her face. Did this woman possess a mind-reader’s powers?

This time, it was Azsha’s turn to be taken aback. She had only been thinking her question, or had she? The day was becoming stranger by the second. Ayalana’s leg stopped shaking and she glanced back at Azsha. “What?” she said with a questioning look. “That is what you asked me, isn’t it? Why I didn’t slap him for larking on my thighs?”

The two women stared at one another in wonder. What was happening here? Azsha gave in and agreed for the sake of normalcy. There was a great deal that required investigation, but much like the world tilting on the head of a pin, it was simply too heavy to grasp. Pleasant chatter was the only way out for the moment. Azsha was first to break the silence. “But didn’t it bother you that he said that?”

“Not at all! I know it isn’t true. Nymphs don’t gain weight.” Her tone of voice was slightly haughty, though matter-of-fact. By this time, the act of guzzling had colored her speech with a nice slurring sound. “We only eath grass and the occasional b-bon bon.”

“And you apparently like ale.” Azsha pushed her cider closer to the woman, hoping she would drink that too. It pained her to see Ayalana in her present state. The woman may have been laughing, but it did little to hide the inner torment she was obviously so desperate to escape.

“You are smarter than I look kitthy,” she giggled drunkenly while two others of her kind approached. They too had the faint colored light emanating from their heads. On the left was a blonde with short, messy curls. The other had deep green hair arranged in wavy layers.

“We’ll be taking her home now. Your hair is grand!” said the one on the right with a very soft tone that was reminiscent of an ocean breeze. The blonde had already slung Ayalana up and over her shoulder. “Thank you for keeping her company. That is an adorable choker.”

“Thank you,” replied Azsha. “How complimentary of you.”

They proceeded to carry their hoisted friend toward the door, who blew kisses to everyone who would have them. A few patrons found themselves mystified by her careless actions, and followed the nymph trio out into the streets. Alone once again, Azsha looked around the room before getting up to leave. The simple act of stretching commanded more watching eyes, but she found herself caring very little. Let them stare, she thought. What harm can their eyes do me?

With the rest of the day available to her, she thought it best to do some more exploring. Around every corner, a new opportunity was lying in wait to be discovered. In addition, the possibility of another run-in with Lysandre was always present to sweeten the deal. She rather enjoyed the way he set her nerves at ease, even in unfamiliar surroundings.

Azsha smiled at the rememberance of he and Ayalana’s bickering. Though shamed to admit it, she was starting to like city life. All in all, it appeared that a friend or two was enough to make all the difference.
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CHAPTER TEN

Inside the visitor’s center, shards of new morning light cut their way through parted curtains at the elder woman’s beckoning. A sleeping Azsha groaned and squirmed beneath her cloak, raising an arm to shield her eyes from the beam. There was a task to be done, and she should have been up for it, but procrastination was much more comfy.

Sounds of chaos rose up from the street to pull her from sleep and onto the floor. She watched as frightened figures ran past the window in terror. What she wanted was a peaceful night’s sleep. What she got was waking nightmares. And to top it off, the throbbing sensation at the base of her skull had returned. She closed her eyes to shut it out, hoping it would soon pass.

Wild hoof-beats and neighing shook the floorboards. Soon after, several children burst through the door, slamming it behind them as a means of escape. A voice from outside shouted something about a mad beast causing Azsha to spring into action. It only took a moment at the window to assess the situation. Beyberry had returned! There was no time to waste with the door. She toppled out of the window just as quickly as the small dust cloud around her began to form. A sturdy man with lasso in hand was headed straight for the crazed creature, but Azsha beat him to the point.

“Stop!” she cried. “This is my horse!”

A crowd had formed, creating a ring around Beyberry, Azsha, and the angry felani gent. “If he’s yours,” he said, “you should’ve had him tied down better. He’s fair game for anyone like this.”

“He belongs to me!”

“Get along, girl! He’s too unruly for the likes of you. I’ll show this beast who’s king.” No sooner had he made this declaration than a powerful blow to his backside left him writhing on the floor. A happy Beyberry trotted over to his mistress and nuzzled her sweetly. The salty desk clerk, dutifully attending his post, was now outside the door, his face aghast.

“You!” he pointed at Azsha. “Do you have any idea who this man is? Look what you’ve done!”

“He tried to steal my horse, even after I told him it was mine.”

“Nonsense!” the angry man blubbered with the clerk kneeling beside. “She set that beast upon me in a fit of hostile aggression. This is exactly why I fight to have your lot cast out! The poor have nothing to lose, so they act like savages. I know my rights!”

“She did it. I saw her!” came a voice from the crowd. Azsha boiled over at such an unfounded accusation. She could hardly believe what she was hearing. What would cause people to act in such an unjust fashion? Then she realized the stranger was acting on behalf of the well-dressed victim in the hope of being rewarded for his loyalty. Given the lightness of her own pockets, she could hardly blame him, but it was still a dastardly act. She swore a personal vow under her breath to bring the liar to some shame should their paths ever cross again, whoever he was.

The angry man raged on, “I want that tacky wench out of my sight!”

“You heard him,” said the clerk. “Go on. Get out of here.”

“But we had a deal! Where am I to go?” That was the last thing she was allowed to say. The angry man, now pacified by the getting of his way, hobbled inside the building with the clerk’s help. So much for leaning on my own kind, she thought.

The sizable crowd began to dissipate in fear of approaching peace officers. Glancing over her shoulder, Azsha decided it best to make herself scarce as well. Motioning toward the dark shadow beside her, they took off, zig-zagging down several pathways until she felt safe enough to pause. Leaning against the nearest building, Azsha loosened the tie of her cloak, still catching her breath. She was starting to overheat beneath the heavy garment.

“What are you doing here?” she said quietly, patting the horse on its haunches. The ache at the base of her skull had subsided somewhat, drawing attention to the strong feeling of emptiness in her stomach. “You almost got into a tight spot back there. You have to learn not to draw attention to yourself. Then again, look at you. How could you not?”

Azsha fell forward in the midst of her laugh, a dizzy smile twisting her lips. Beyberry knelt, allowing her to slide onto his back more easily. Once she laid herself in a resting position, the horse strolled forward. She had no awareness of the point where she drifted off.

Azsha awoke again, this time in a peaceful place with the sounds of soft chanting drifting by. Gentle breezes wafted through the room, making the curtains dance. She stood slowly, careful not to tip over. Apparently, her dizzy spell hadn’t completely worn off yet.

All around her were intricate etchings on the walls along with embossed scenes of people she did not recognize. She touched her hand to the wall. The marble was surprisingly warm against the pads of her fingers, making it easier to relax in this foreign place.

A handle turning directed her view toward the grand doors. In walked a woman holding a tray littered with all types of bottles. The woman, who introduced herself as Jhana, was tall with a large, heavy build and brown, curly hair. She was dressed in a long gown with bell-sleeves that flowed in time with the curtains’ movement.

“So you’ve finally come to,” the woman said with a smile once the tray was carefully rested. Her demeanor was bubbly in a rather fake sort of way. “Welcome to the temple of Inami. How are you feeling?”

Azsha made her way back to the cot, looking over the tray a bit suspiciously. “Can you tell me what happened?”

“To be honest, miss, we aren’t really certain. My workers tell me you rode in on the back of a horse, but you had lost all consciousness. We were quite concerned, so we thought it best to bring you in. That cloak of yours was soaked with sweat. What possessed you to wear a thing like that during the blazing season?”

Azsha lurched forward. “My horse, Beyberry, where is he?!” Jhana pulled her back and laid hands upon the girl’s forehead, then her heart, examining for signs of illness.

“Your mount is safe in our gardens. We tried to stable him, but he put up quite a fight. As long as he is free to roam, he seems quite harmless. Although he did try to enter our sanctuary several times by pawing at the doors. I think there is a possibility he might be worried for you.”

“I hope no one was hurt,” Azsha said.

“Aside from a few large scratches on the hall doors, one of our young dedicates was grazed by a hoof, but he is fine now. We warned him about keeping his distance, but he can be so headstrong.”

The conversation was clipped short by the handle of the huge oak door turning once more. In came the hurried footsteps of a young hume. He stopped short in the midst of the two women, eyes large as boulders. Jhana looked upon him with displeasure in her eyes. “Eorick you know you aren’t to be in here! Every room of the inner sanctum is off limits to all but high clerics and those who need treatment.”

The boy paid her no mind, directing his attention toward Azsha instead. “Awww , miss! Is that your horse?! He nearly did away with me out there! I would love to see you ride him! No one’d believe it! I’d bet a solid crown you couldn’t keep seat on that monster!”

“Betting in our temple?!” the woman’s irritated voice reverberated throughout the room. “By Manasa’s boot, forgive me as I speak out of turn, but that tears it! You are to see the high priestess at once, Eorick. I plan to inform her of your actions the moment I have an opportunity. Don’t pout at me like that. You bring this upon yourself.”

The cleric crossed her arms, causing the glass ornaments on her belt to clink against one another. Eorick bowed low, offering his apologies. His belt moved and swayed in the same manner as that of his elder counterpart. Upon making the sign of peace, he made his way toward the door using backward steps as he had been taught. Once out of sight, Azsha smiled piteously at the boy’s wicked innocence.

“He’s a bit young for a dedicate, that Eorick?” she asked.

“Aye and thus,” the cleric responded, “but he’s determined to stay. He came to us less than a year ago begging to be admitted. It was the high priestess who allowed him in. I’d sooner have him back outside where he belongs. The lad has so much misguided energy that has no place in the temple. ‘Tis an awful shame really.”

“I thought only women were allowed to officiate in temple work.”

“Oh, don’t let the little one fool you. He’ll be on the priestess’ nerves soon enough and out of our lives.” The cleric picked up her tray with the many bottles, motioning for Azsha to follow. “It couldn’t be soon enough if you ask me. Then we can all get back to doing Inami’s work...without distraction.”

Distraction was exactly the word to describe what was waiting for the two women at the end of the hall. They both stopped short, causing a few bottles to slip from Jhana’s tray. The sight of Beyberry involved in a game of tag with several giggling temple workers was on the shortlist of things that Azsha never expected to see in her lifetime. His red and black mane was a mess with wildflower chains and multicolored ribbons. He neighed and pranced around the courtyard, chasing maidens who screamed to and fro in delight.

With the sound of bottles breaking, the game came to an end. All seven members of the guilty party scattered, leaving Beyberry to his own devices. Azsha knelt down, reaching for broken shards while trying to avoid the concentrated stench of mingling medicines.

“Leave it be.” Jhana said. “I’ll just have the boy clean that up.” She made very little effort to disguise the merriment in her voice over the idea. “But, if you want to make my day a little brighter, I’d suggest you have your horse and be off. I think you well enough to be about the town again.”

Azsha nodded politely, despite the woman’s chilly tone, and walked with Beyberry toward the temple entryway. Two of the temple maidens retreived their brooms and set to the work of sweeping scattered petals. Azsha had a feeling they would be paying a visit to the high priestess for their unruly behavior as well.

Before exiting the courtyard, Azsha paused to take in the beauty of the ornamental structure overhead. She studied a mural depicting two portraits in cameo form. One was a male who seemed rather distraught. His female counterpart appeared even moreso. Surrounding the sorrowful image of this pair were twelve smaller circles, each featuring an engraved representation of one of the Hours. Azsha was pleased with herself for knowing that much, but the center frame left her puzzled.

During her tenure as guardian, Lubekka had seen to it that Azsha was well-taught, but religious studies had never ranked highly on the priority list. Teach her as much as she needs to know to fool them that do. She shivered at the sound of these words ringing in her mind with such clangor. For an instant, she felt the sensation of her hair being brushed and pulled. Frantic, Azsha tugged at Beyberry’s reigns. She needed to leave this place.

Just as she was passing through the exit doors, Eorick’s voice called out to her. She turned with a smile that he couldn’t help but give back, along with the cloak she left behind. He appeared unscathed and she was glad of that. She envisioned the high priestess to be just like the brown-haired cleric, only several shades meaner.

“There’s your cloak, miss. It’s a really fine garment. You should watch out for it better. I just hope you take care of your horse better than that cloak, or I might steal him from you someday.” He raised it up so that it would be better within reach.

“Why, thank you Eorick, for bringing me my cloak that is. I think I’ve had enough of it though. Why don’t you relieve me of it?” Azsha handed the object to the boy who wrapped it around his shoulders with great zeal. It was clearly too large for him now, but he would grow into it eventually. “Did you enjoy your chat with the high priestess? To tell it true, I was a bit worried for you.”

“Not at all lady, ma’am. The high priestess’ just as nice as anyone you’d like to meet. Jhana? She’s just up to no good, but it doesn’t matter ‘cause she’ll be gone before the next year comes.”

“Is that a fact?” Azsha listened intently while giving Beyberry a light pat. Standing in one spot for too long was causing him to grow restless.

“I swear it’s the truth. I’m not supposed to tell you that, but you gave me this gift and all. I can’t give you anything in return. I’m just a boy.”

Among her kind Azsha was barely a young woman herself, but talking to this youth made her feel a great deal more mature. She took another glance at the mural then back at her young admirer. Something about it kept drawing her in.

“Eorick, do you know who the woman in that picture is?”

His ears wiggled with glee. What joy to be called upon for knowledge by a grown-up. “Yes, miss. That is the Good Lady Bast.”

Azsha’s lips became a bit gnurled by such an unexpected response. What an odd depiction for such a figure of reverence. The more she thought about it, the more ashamed she was for not paying proper homage to the often-touted progenitor of her people. She was used to hearing her referred to as the Great Mother, but assumed there were many more titles she had acquired during the growth of her legend. Hungry for more, Azsha moved on to the next question.

“If that is indeed The Good Lady, why does she weep?”

It was Eorick’s turn to scrunch up his face while struggling to remember the finer details of his memorizations. “I think...I think it’s because...she is homesick.”

“I see,” Azsha went on to say, though she didn’t comprehend very much at all. What home could it be that she is longing for? Again she pressed. “And the man beside her, that must be the Master.”

“Nope,” Eorick said with a laugh, “I thought that too, but it’s not!”

When she asked him to clarify, the boy’s look turned to one of worry. His response was not going to arrive easily. After giving it his best effort, he finally admitted his inability to answer. Azsha assured him though, that the help he had provided was very much welcomed and appreciated. She even coaxed Beyberry into lowering his muzzle so that the boy could pet it. If she truly wanted answers, there were numerous resources she could consult, but it would have to wait. She had work to do.

Once outside the temple entrance, Azsha mounted her burly steed and set off at a canter. Judging by the light in the sky, she determined that there was still time to head to Nyra’s farm, and with Beyberry she would arrive even sooner. What a strange coincidence it was. She, in need of transport and he, arrived in time to provide it. Now that he was back in her life, she was glad of her removal from the visitor’s center. At least on the farm, they could remain together.

She rode along the southern trail for about an hour before she reached her destination. The little house was a welcome sight after such a bumpy ride. It was situated on a smallish parcel of land, most likely held in earnest by its residents after generations of hard work. All lands belonged to the king for his dispensation, which meant that private ownership was a rare and precious achievement. Most of the land up to this point had been open fields with no signs of life about. Even so, her skill in the saddle still harbored room for improvement, but only practice would deliver that.

Azsha dismounted and led Beyberry in through the front gate. He responded with an uncivil snort, which she ignored. When she tried to tie him to a nearby post, he neighed and beat his hooves so wildly as she had never seen.

“Alright, I’ll leave you untied, but I expect the best manners out of you.” While she brushed the remaining flower petals from his mane, a kindly looking woman made her way outside. She removed her spectacles and polished them with her apron. When she placed them back on her face, they made her eyes appear quite large and almost comical.

“Well now,” said the woman. “I came outside to find out what all the commotion was. I knew that didn’t sound like my Avery’s mount.”

“Avery? Are you Nyra, the one who posted the bill?”

“Avery, yes. That’s my hubband.” The woman stood proudly as she spoke these words. “And I most certainly would be Nyra. You lookin’ to work?”

Azsha tried her best to mimic the woman’s proud posture. “Yes, I am in need of an employer. I just signed up to be a part of the defense academy, you see.”

“Alright then, let’s get a good look at you.” Nyra tapped Azsha’s elbow, instructing her to turn in a slow circle while she observed. She took a few steps back, then a couple more while she made her mind up. “I’d wager you’re tall enough, for this job anyway. You must be strong to have broken that creature over there.” Beyberry perked his ears before walking away. He knew he wouldn’t react to insults if he went far enough to be out of earshot.

“I hope you don’t mind my asking, Nyra ma’am, but what is it exactly that I will be doing?”

“M’name’s Nyra, just Nyra. And you, my dear, will be in charge of watching over our herdling stock at night.”

“Is it bandits? My da was good with those.” Azsha scolded herself internally for failing to let go of such thoughts in the way that she remembered them. Kiro was no da of hers. That life was no more.

“Not quite. What we have is a problem with the school up the way. Those student mages can sometimes get out of hand, and then we end up having to deal with their messes. Our poor herdlings get scared half to death. Makes the milk curdle.

“We’ve been pleadin’ with the headmaster but no good’s come of it. They won’t admit to it. King don’t care. We’ve only had one so far come askin’ for work. Odd lookin’ fellow. Stayed one night and then he left. Seein’ as how we can’t be up all hours of the night, we could use some help around here. Me n’ Avery are so very tired and he’s to be at market in the mornin’s. You’re not one of them mages, are ya?”

“Oh no! I am a student, but not with that academy.”

“Good. In that case, I think you’ll fit right in around here.”

Azsha glanced over her shoulder at Beyberry who was sniffing at some lettuce. She made a clucking sound and he bounded over to her side. His actions were similar to that of a dog that hadn’t seen its master in weeks.

Nyra slipped her hands inside the pockets of her apron. “That’s some horse you got there! A bit strange though.”

Azsha gave the woman a nervous smile as she fended off Beyberry’s toungued assault on her cheek. “He can be strange, but he is very loyal.”

“Have you ever shown him? I’m sure he’d bring in a few crown at market.”

“Oh no, I don’t intend to sell him off just yet. He may be overly huge and a bit temperamental, but he makes for good company as well. I can’t put a price on that.”

Nyra offered the bulky stallion a piece of lettuce, but instead he went for the whole head. With a quick chomp, he downed half of it in one bite. Nyra jumped back, tossing the lettuce aside with an excited yelp.

“Oh my! He’s a fierce eater too! I doubt the farm could sustain him for more than a day or two at best.”

“Don’t worry about Beyberry. I’ll make sure he’s well fed before I bring him down in the future.”

The sound of a wagon pulled by a small team of horses sent Nyra hopping toward the gate. A stout man in green breeches was settled in the front seat. His tunic hung loosely over his large belly and the last bit of daylight shone off his balding head. He too wore a pair of spectacles, only his lenses were square and of differing sizes.

After they had exchanged a few words, Nyra settled onto the wagon seat and drove the horses around back. Avery appeared from the emerging dust cloud, eager to get acquainted with his new employee and her giant friend. Once Nyra returned, Azsha begged Beyberry to stay put while she joined the couple for dinner.

“I apologize for the meager meal, my dear,” Nyra explained politely. Her words were hardly justified by the sizeable feast laid out before them. “I just haven’t had much energy for cooking with the late night watch and all. Of course now that you’re here, things should change soon.”

“No need to apologize to me, Nyra. Everything looks delicious.”

“If you think this is good,” Avery added, “just wait until my wife gets back into the swing of things. You’ll think you died and gone to—”

“Avery!” Nyra glared. She didn’t approve of coarse language at the dinner table or in the rest of the house for that matter.

“Well now, that’ll be enough of that, woman.” Avery puffed out his chest a bit as he spoke, though his tone betrayed any notion that he might be an actual threat. “If a man can’t speak in his own home ‘bout things near to ‘im then it’s no good.

“People spend all this time talkin’ ‘bout things they never saw, may and be it never was and puttin’ the whole of their life to it. Well I say I done nothin’ in this world that I won’t stand up before the Master himself and own up to. And if He don’t like it, He can come down to my table and hash it out proper.”

Nyra slammed down the salt shaker and made a quick stand, setting the legs of her stool to a hard screech on the wooden floor. It was the way she held the bread knife as proof that such speeches had worn thin. “You’re a thick-skulled fool, Avery Cobbshorn. I try to tell ya, ain’t no martyrs in this house! Now here you are trying to turn this sweet girl...well I just won’t have it at my dinner table, y’hear?”

Avery passed a bowlful of vegetables toward his guest while Nyra made a hasty retreat upstairs. Azsha inquired after her, but she was cautioned against any action further.

“It’s just her way,” was all the explanation he could afford to give. “Now it’s dark out and there’s no sense in ridin’ the trails alone at this hour unless you’re no-goodin’. Seein’ as how we have an extra room, why don’t you stay here for the night? It’ll just be for restin’. We won’t put you to work until tomorrow evenin’, that is, unless you want to start tonight.”

“Actually,” Azsha spoke through a mouthful of vegetables. “I could use a bit of rest before tomorrow. My first class at the academy takes place in the morning.” With the loss of her lodgings, Azsha wondered for a moment why she was even bothering to attend.

Avery dipped a roll in some freshly churned butter, then promptly stuffed his face. “Well, alright then! I’ll be on the watch half the night and Nyra will be on the latter, once she settles up that is. You can start the next night over, Miss Azsha. Our beds are nice and comfy. My wife sews all the blanketry herself.”

“That sounds lovely. I don’t want to be any trouble. Perhaps I could help with the dishes before bed.” Azsha reached for the empty bread plate but found her plans interrupted.

“No, no, there’ll be none of that!” Nyra called down without missing a beat of the conversation. “If we wanted a servant, we’d hire one. Now finish your supper and come on upstairs. I’ll be in to show you what’s what in a minute!”

Avery leaned in with a whisper and a smile. “Looks like she settled up,” he said. 

Azsha continued her meal while fighting off a smile. Just a few days on her own and she already had her first job, a class to attend, and new friends to boot. She had a feeling that if he knew, her real father would be proud, and someday she would find him. Maybe she even had a real mother too.

Once she was done with her meal, she went outside to check on Beyberry. He didn’t seem to mind being in a new place all that much, and since he wasn’t tied down, Azsha wasn’t too much concerned for his safety. Anyone who treasured their skull intact would keep a safe distance.

She made her way upstairs to find Nyra already waiting for her. With blankets in arm, the woman motioned toward the bed and began to demonstrate the best way to lay things out. Azsha slipped between the covers where she found herself kicking with comfort.

“Oh my, these are wonderful!” she said.

“Thank you, my dear. I’m glad you like them. During the colder months we get many travelers to stay the night and they usually don’t mind paying extra just to use our quilts.”

“Is that what you call them, quilts?”

“Yes indeed. Now if you look over to that chair, I’ve laid out a sleeping gown. It might be a bit roomy for you, but who’ll see ya when you’re sleepin’?” Nyra began to close the door behind her but stopped short. “Oh! One more thing. If you hear any strange noises outside, a creak or a groan, pay it no mind. As I said before, things can sometimes get a bit nutty around here. See you in the mornin’!”

Azsha waited a few moments to make certain she could change undisturbed. As she slipped into her evening attire, Nyra’s words floated through her mind. She supposed the wind had a way of passing over the farm, or maybe there were sticks outside that blew about the house, making creepy noises.

She thought back to eerie nights in her little wagon where her family had always been close by to keep her safe. Now she was alone in this strange house, unsure of what to expect. She quieted her worries before climbing back into bed. Tonight, she could dream of anything she wanted, and all she wanted now was sleep.

Only a few hours passed before Azsha was inevitably jolted awake by a forceful thump against the side of the house. She sat upright in darkness and filtered moonlight, causing a feeling of nausea to wash over her. A part of her hoped that Beyberry was the cause of the noise. She imagined him being foolish enough to climb the stairs just to be in the room with her.

Things became silent, then again came the thump, this time against the wall closest to her bedroom window. Clutching her blanket, Azsha stood slowly, staring into the darkness on the other side of the window panes. She craved a closer look, but her legs refused to cooperate, the sounds of agony holding her captive.

Nyra’s frantic voice could be heard calling out in the other direction. “Move faster, Avery! Don’t let it get into the house!”

Azsha’s stomach dropped. Rather than face the intruder, she fled into the closet, holding the doorknob tightly. Her hiding space was like an echo chamber, only serving to magnify the horrid noises. She could actually feel the vibrations travel through her entire body in great detail.

The closet interior was darker than what lay outside in the bedroom. Of course, in her current position, she was cornered. There was nowhere to run if she needed it, but somehow, the closeness of the walls felt more secure. She slid into a crouching position, clutching the knob in a death grip, counting the minutes until sun-up.

When the closet door finally did creak open, Azsha’s limp, cool body fell to the floor with a thud, one hand still clutching the knob. The sting of a broomstick jab brought her back to a screaming consciousness, limbs flailing and hair blocking her vision.

“Great gods a-plenty!” Nyra exclaimed, jumping back. “I thought you had went on in the night. Funny thing sleeping in the closet. If the bed wasn’t a comfort to ya, I could have made better arrangements.”

Azsha slipped into panic mode, trying to invent a plausible excuse. She couldn’t risk exposing her fear with a job at stake. She rolled up the sleeves of her oversized gown and pulled her hair aside. “The bed was very comfortable, especially with those quilts. Next thing I know, I was in the closet, because the only thing better than one quilt is a whole pile of them!” The girl smiled sheepishly then, hoping a false grin might seal the deal.

A broad smile formed at this little anecdote. Nyra was pleased. “Well now, I suppose that’s a compliment if I ever did hear one. Breakfast’ll be waiting downstairs. Help yourself. I’m off to bed.”

Azsha gave a timid wave, regretting the fact that she didn’t ask more questions about the horrors of the previous night. It was an amazement the way Nyra carried on so indifferently. Perhaps farm life had a way of toughening you up. Just to put things back into perspective, Azsha ran to the window and peered out over the fields where everything seemed to be in order. Satisfied with this assessment, her next task was to get dressed and check in on Beyberry. Then it would be a short ride back to Eldersage for her first lesson in combat training. After a night of contemplating her own demise, Azsha’s fighting desire was now greater than ever.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

The very same morning, at The Ogre’s Arm, Ayalana stood beside her friend of many years with a genuine look of concern. What she had to say would not be easy. Lysandre was busy priming a plate of exotic fruits for his immaculate consumption. After a productive week, he was looking forward to an expensive treat to keep his motivative juices flowing.

Well past daybreak, the tavern was usually filled with patrons of magical heritage. Any mage worth his crystal salts could be seen about in the early light, not wanting to miss the attractive glow provided by the sun in such a key position. Leaning against the bar, Ayalana reached for a particularly juicy looking slice of apple, only to find her hand slapped in reproach.

“We need to have a chat, you and I.” Ayalana rubbed her stinging hand. Her tone was stern, but softened by a playful smirk. She motioned over to an empty table and he alone sat.

“Can it wait?” Lysandre held up a plump red berry, set close to bursting as he spoke. “Weeks of saving for this one moment! If my breakfast goes sour, so will I, and we’ll see who I’ve to blame for that.”

Ayalana took a seat on the table’s edge. “It’s about Azsha.”

“Ahh yes. Isn’t she a beauty? I’m certain Medesta will agree with me.”

“No, Kalo. Usually I don’t get mixed up in your affairs, but this time is different. You have your pick of hundreds. Let her be.”

His brow furrowed. “That is another matter entirely. How many times have I warned you against using that name in mixed company?”

Ayalana remained unfazed. “And how many times have I warned you against bringing your filthy prospects in my view? I’m thirsty.” She turned on the charm to the best of her nymphesque abilities, only to be ignored. That was her favorite quality about Lysandre. He seemed to be the only person in existence who was still a challenge. 

“You’re always thirsty. Find something better to do with your time, and someone else to pay for it.”

“Why should I pay for what I know you’ll give me willingly? Isn’t that the first rule in The Book of Truths? It might as well be as much as Medesta quotes it. How dare she call herself a bishop! What I don’t understand is how you can still go on serving that poisonous dredge of a woman.” Ayalana slid down into her chair from the tabletop, somehow managing to keep her legs crossed the entire time.

“Loyalty to my clan keeps the bindings fairly tight in that regard, since you seem to mystically forget that as well.”

“On the note of short memory, shall I re-state my claim again? Leave her be.”

“Do not ask me to do that. The girl’s history makes her very important to someone. Delivering her will only push me deeper into Medesta’s good graces, bringing me that much closer to my goal. Besides, with her build I think she will be a very hard worker.”

“Work?!” Ayalana scoffed. “Is that what the witch has taken to calling it these days?”

Lysandre leaned back in his seat, casually affixing grapes to the claws on his gauntlet. He remained silent for a moment while studying the tenseness of Ayalana’s form. It wasn’t like her to sit still, let alone without a drink at her side. Her sudden interest in his work had piqued his as well. He then wiggled his fruited fingers at her in an attempt to alleviate the general mood.

“Do not stare at me so,” he mocked. “You shall cause my fruits to wither.”

Unmoved by his display, Ayalana produced a particularly fancy envelope with a black seal and pushed it across the table. “Let it be known that at this moment I claim protectorship over Azsha. I do not need to remind you that Inter-Clan law stipulates your undisputed agreement to this.”

Lysandre muttered something in the tongue of the ancients and the seal crumbled. After sucking one of the previously impaled grapes into his mouth, he pressed down upon the parchment but stopped abruptly before inscribing his signature. “I will acknowledge your declaration, despite its absurdity. Your first mistake was in assuming I wouldn’t kill you over something so valuable, this document rendered invalid by your untimeliest of passings.”

“You won’t fell me. I know you, Kalo. A thief you may be, but stupid was never a word I would use to describe you. You’ve a desire to play my game. Admit it.”

Ayalana was right, as was the case with most things. Much like Lysandre, she was easily bored by the hum-drum challenges offered by day-to-day living. They were both exceptionally smart, but limited in forward movement by their stations. These intrigues of hers had always provided the perfect opportunity for him to put his deductive skills to work, and he loved it.

As Lysandre attempted to savor the remainder of his breakfast, Ayalana proposed a duel at the arena with Azsha’s fate as the stakes. He had always maintained a taste for contact sport, but in the past, she would often refuse him, not wanting to risk their friendship over a bitter loss.

If she were to make the offer now, he would definitely bite. Knowing this, Ayalana made her way over to Kalo’s lap and sat down with a plop. She then dipped a fresh apple slice in a bit of sweetened cream and waved it in front of his face before gobbling it down herself.

“Accursed nymph!” He scowled while pushing her onto the floor. “I have already lost what may be the greatest treasure in all of Eldersage today. I’ll be hung before I lose the rest of my meal to the likes of you.”

The woman tossed her head back in laughter, quick to grasp the hand that was offered her. She used a free appendage to dust off her achy bum. “Firstly, I find it appalling that even after all these years you still fall for that trick. Second-of-all, do you realize you may have just admitted defeat to me?”

“I was merely trying to lull you into a false sense of security. If anything, I would suggest that you begin to make your way to the arena now as you walk so slowly. I would hate to see you late for your own beating. You lose, and this contract is destroyed without question.”

“Don’t think that I’ve forgotten, Kalo, the promise I made to you long ago, but this time is different. We can’t make it so easy. I declare three tests: first to the arena, battle master, and wisened sage. “

Ayalana made a break for the door, gleefully ignoring shouts from the patrons with whom she had nearly collided. She was highly competitive, and taking her best friend’s ego down a peg always made her day. She viewed it as something of a public service. Kalo was hot on her heels, not deigning to be bested.

Little did they know, a certain felani gypsy was already outside of the arena psyching herself up for her first real lesson in combat. It was still early morning, and Beyberry was dewy behind the ears. Azsha guided him to the corral at the rear of the building. As usual, there was no need to tie him down. He abhorred any loss of his freedom, a feeling she understood all too well. After thanking him for the ride, she made her way inside, lagging closely behind a group of excited individuals.

Eldersage boasted the presence of many intimidating structures. With a footprint second only in size to the king’s residence, the arena was no exception. Proud members of Clan Fortui strutted about in light armor, always ready for a match. Since the arena also doubled as a public gymnasium and military training facility, there was no shortage of good opponents to be had. It was a fighter’s paradise.

Azsha stopped to view the portraits lining the walls. Notable fighters, honored for their deeds, were sometimes captured in still life by artisans from far and wide. One picture in particular left her stricken with awe. In it, the subject was garbed in formal military dress and seated with such regal stature as most princes would envy. To those who gazed upon it, the portrait was quite jarring, not simply due to its immense size but because of the amount of realness it conveyed.

There was something stern, but kind, about the eyes of the man resting on the wall. Azsha leaned in for a closer look at the title placquard and mouthed the words softly to herself, “Imdus Wyden: Knight of Devotion.” If ever a name could evoke power, surely it was that one. It was the sort of image that caused low and humble men to aspire to some great thing.

Once she managed to pull herself away, Azsha located the training room where fourteen other students were waiting cross-legged on the ground. She could feel their quiet stares burrowing into her skin as the lively chattering lowered to a whisper. It was at this point that she really began to miss her old cloak, or at the least, Beyberry’s company. Thankfully, the master-at-arms entered the room, thus ending the maddening silence. She found herself able to breathe once more. When the last few stragglers had seated themselves upon the mat, the instructor began his traditional salutation.

“A hearty welcome to you all. I can assure you that you have made a very good decision in signing up for this course in physical defense tactics. As many of you know, in a world where things are constantly changing and the dangers which threaten us are uncertain, we can never be too prepared to face those challenges head-on.

“By the end of this course, you will be able to engage anyone or anything in hand-to-hand combat, as well as wield the standard class of weaponry available to you in your daily lives. Since this is our first meeting together, I felt it would be both fun and educational to watch an exhibition match taking place in the arena center this morning.”

Following a brief gesture, the students tagged alongside the man through a series of corridors. They fell in-line amidst the hundreds who made it a habit of watching other locals beat one another senseless for their general amusement. Everyone in the class began to titter excitedly as the next two contenders entered the ring.

From a distance, the two were hardly recognizable. It wasn’t until she noticed the glow about the woman’s head that Azsha realized it to be Ayalana. She was doubly stunned as Lysandre took his stance opposite the nymph. Just then, the raven-haired elfin male seated to her left tapped her on the shoulder.

“You know, you look pretty tense,” he said. “Is this your first match?”

“Aye, but that isn’t why I’m nervous. I know those people in the ring. They are my friends.”

“You’re friends with them?”

Azsha returned her focus to the match below, now on the edge of her seat, along with all the others. What foolish quarrel could have brought them to such a ghastly turn? She almost couldn’t bring herself to watch until the chanting of Ayalana’s name could be heard above the crowd. It was the two nymphs who had escorted her from the tavern just days before. An entire crowd of people, all uniformly dressed, followed suit. Then another small group joined in across the arena. It appeared that Ayalana had quite the following.

The combatants chose to forego weapons with the goal of disengaging, not destruction, in mind. Once ample preparations were made, rules were agreed upon with an officiate, then corners were taken. The winner would be declared by a complete yield or knockout, whichever came first, no enchantments.

With another audible swell from the crowd, the match began. Lysandre and Ayalana took their time pacing about, carefully studying each others’ movements. A smile eased its way across his face in a taunting manner.

“So you’ve bested me in a race,” Ayalana mocked. “You’ll not have luck twice.”

“Quit stalling and strike, or I shall collapse from boredom. Your strategy perhaps?”

Ayalana made the first move but was sidestepped by her opponent who brought his elbow down upon her back. She lost her footing slightly but regained her posture with little difficulty. It was too early to sweat, and she would be cursed before allowing him to see it. High stakes made her unusually careless. The noise from the crowd had her pumped up enough to lunge a second time. Unfortunately, she missed again.

Azsha was biting at her thumb with a nervousness she had only experienced once as a child before her first dance solo, resulting in a nicked bottom lip. As with all Bastian breeds, her nails naturally grew into sharp points. It was for this reason the Humes had taken to calling them claws instead.

Who was she to root for? It was quite the conundrum. On the one hand, Lysandre had taken the time to befriend her, but Ayalana was just so inspiring. While waiting to arrive at a decision, Lysandre had struck another blow in the process. This time it was the forearm that suffered. Refusing to be bested, however, the nymph barreled forward, this time landing a hit square in the ribcage. Lysandre faltered. The crowd roared in approval.

“Ready to yield?” he taunted again.

“Don’t make me laugh! You know it makes my ribs hurt. No, wait. I believe it is you who will be feeling the sting come nightfall.”

Lysandre took the bait and drove forward. She was now pinned to the ground beneath her opponent’s weight, a hand clasping over her nose and mouth. After a futile attempt to pull his wrist away, she went for the ribs with the heel of her palm. There were times when Ayalana played upon his predictabilities if it suited her advantage, and this was one of them. Lysandre rolled onto his stomach, sucking a sheet of air through his teeth, providing the perfect opportunity for a submission hold.

Ayalana landed on his back, quick to pull both of her opponent’s arms behind. She locked her ankles around his own, pulling his legs back until he was completely immobilized. Lysandre had hoped to wear Ayalana down, but given her strength and height, she was at a definite advantage. Stubborn as always, Lysandre had to hold out until the bitter end. He was a firm believer in nothing being final before its time.

He relaxed his body into dead weight, making it tougher for Ayalana to keep her grip. She continually prodded him to give in, but he wouldn’t budge, even when she tightened up. Eight minutes later, one fighter dropped from sheer exhaustion and a winner was declared.

Everyone in the class began to filter through the overly excited crowd back to the Hall of Chambers. With any luck, in just a few short months, they too would be landing calculated blows with expert precision. Once his students had been debriefed, the master-at-arms granted them an early release. Experience had taught him that they would be useless after witnessing such an energizing display. Azsha decided to make use of her free time by heading to The Ogre’s Arm, but not before one last pass through the gallery to take another look at that fascinating portrait.

When she arrived at the tavern, Azsha was greeted by the sounds of Arena Queen: Ayalana’s Anthem. Ayalana herself stood upon the tabletop, conducting the last verse before jumping down. Azsha pushed her way through the crowd until she spotted two familiar faces. They were too busy being the center of attention to notice her approach at first, but a warm welcome was extended once she stepped into view.

A rather exuberant individual ran up to Ayalana, all the while shouting and shaking his coin purse. He had come into a great deal of money thanks to her victory in the arena and he wished to share his bounty with her in the gentleman’s tradition. She was all too happy to reward his kindness with a kiss which ignited a roar from the crowd and several other jingling purses as well. The band of three made their way to a more private table, though it was a pointedly useless effort under the circumstances.

“You two look horrid,” Azsha said with a touch of concern. Both combatants were a mess of scars and ruin, and several fresh markings had surfaced on the way from the match. Despite the pain they were in, they both chuckled in between sips from their mugs. Ayalana dealt the first response as Lysandre laid his head upon the table.

“It’s not as bad as it looks. After the fourth blow, the dizziness distracts you from the pain. And don’t mind him. He’s well earned his keep this eve.” She let out a bawdy laugh, poking at his bruises for spite. “Look at him all beaten and sore! A little let-down is good for ‘im. Usually he spends his time walkin’ around all puffed up like he were the Liege of Godsgift!”

Azsha flinched at the mere mention of that name. So little time had passed and yet its effects were paralyzing. Though she had been taught it wrong to speak or think ill of the dead, Azsha had a special prayer written on her heart for the former Lord Daulton and his cronies. Wherever their souls had chanced to travel, she wanted it to be terribly unforgiving. It didn’t take long for Ayalana to notice her error.

“Awww sweetling, have I uttered something unwise?”

Lysandre sat up with a stiff grunt. “I can’t blame her,” he uttered while propping himself on the elbow least in pain. “My blood runs cold every time I think about the creatures who inhabit that place. Bunch of baseblood princes, so-called anyway, cutting away the blight that is the commonfolk. Ha!”

Ayalana looked at Lysandre, her lips curdling into one of her most wicked smiles. “So it seems you’ve elected to turn the palm. Is that the way of it, then? Shall I give word to the farcriers? If I start now, it might still make the topline by morning.”

“Say what you will,” Lysandre lowered his voice now, speaking in hushed tones. “I take a bit as my trade commands, but naught what compares to the hilltop hoarders. The source of wealth in such vastness is never clean, fatted gold so thick it stinks of iniquity.”

With that last bit of exertion, he slumped back down headfirst onto the table. Another swarm of gentlemen stopped by to drop a few coins on the table, only instead of expecting Ayalana to stand, they opted to kiss the champion’s hand instead. She gushed and sent them along with a toothy grin before responding to Azsha’s inquisitive stare.

“It’s become a sort of tradition with some of the locals. They split the purses from their bets and share with the winners of the arena matches. It encourages amateur sport and gives them a good deed for the day. Of course, today, they don’t know I split my winnings with my best friend the loser here. He named his price well, that.” Without lifting his head, Kalo raised his mug in toast to Ayalana’s comment. It wasn’t long before the tavern was again filled with song and Azsha’s gaze fell upon a certain silent elf in a corner of the room.

Upon inquiring about his identity, she was informed that he was an elfin mage by the name of Hemley who spent more time with his face planted in between the pages of his burly text than any of his counterparts cared to admit. At the Premier Royal Institution for Student Mages, he was known to be quite dedicated, though a bit of a loner who spent most of his time occupying that very seat. He also had a most haggard appearance, not at all like most of the students to be found at the Institution. Azsha wanted to ignore him, but could not, despite her best efforts.

As tempted as she was to greet him, Azsha reluctantly decided it best to get back to the farm before nightfall. She didn’t want to make a poor impression on her new employers. She also wondered if it was too late to back out of their agreement. Though in dire need of funding, she wasn’t exactly thrilled to meet whatever it was that caused the previous night’s commotion.

Azsha brought Beyberry to a halt at the farm gate, and Nyra was out front waiting with a jolly grin. She was looking forward to the first peaceful night’s rest she would have in months. Azsha could certainly sympathize with the sentiment. She only wished it could be her instead. They guided the horse around back together, presenting Azsha with the chance to pose a question.

“Nyra, I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but what if I’m not exactly right for this position?”

The little farm woman let out a laugh that was twice as big as she. “Well that’s easy. I guess Avery n’ I will come searchin’ for you in the mornin’.”

While the answer certainly didn’t do much to lift Azsha’s spirits, she knew there was no turning back now. She waited in the upstairs room until nightfall, then Avery came to guide her to her post. She sat against the wall of the back porch, alone and exposed to danger on three sides. She looked out over the vast field of grass and vegetables looming into the darkness where anything could be hiding. The good farmer was kind enough to leave her with a single torch, a pouch of snack, and a few last words before turning in for the evening. Then it was just her, all alone with the field and her imagination.

There was a loud, steady rustling to the east. It came on quickly, leaving her without much time to plan. Azsha braced the torch in front of her and carefully made her way down the porch steps. Much to her chagrin, it was just Beyberry coming to keep her company. As upset as she was, the happiness of seeing him replaced all her feelings of fear. He was anything but meek, and that was most comforting in her time of need.

They posted watch together as the time skulked on. She dug into her pouch with fidgety fingers, stopping to pop a morsel into her mouth now and then while Beyberry munched on nearby grasses. He had quickly learned his place when Azsha reprimanded him for nibbling on the crops. Another rustling could be heard, this time in the opposite direction. Both Azsha and Beyberry lifted their heads. The pattern of sound wasn’t quick enough to be a rabbit. It was something altogether distinctly bi-pedal.

Azsha grabbed her lantern and crept toward the source of the noise. Her legs had stopped shaking, now fueled by adrenaline. A quick glance over her shoulder served to confirm the suspicion that her horse and part-time protector had elected to stay put.

“Lousy beast,” she muttered to herself. Calling out to him would only bring about unwanted attention.

Azsha stopped to listen. There were noises headed toward the direction of the barn, and the sound of a door closing sent her off on a charge. Hopefully, the herdlings were still safe. She placed her hand upon the great brass ring and tugged it gently. The door of the barn, large though light for its size, began to creak as it swung outward. Setting her lantern aside, Azsha stepped in. If an armed intruder was waiting for her, she did not want to give him the advantage of a well-lit target.

Her eyes quickly adjusted to the darkness, allowing her to survey the rows of sleepy herdstock. Nothing seemed out of place there. Her ears twitched at the sound of rustling, and she advanced toward the loft. She climbed the ladder with caution, fighting her every inner desire not to, but knowing she would have to if she wished to earn her keep.

Just halfway over the ladder, something arced overhead in the dark, and she felt herself tilting backward. The intruder scrambled for an exit, ignoring the risk of such a high, but negotiable, drop. Azsha’s felani reflexes kicked in and she leapt away from the falling ladder, gracefully landing on her hands and feet. Looking upward, the barn door slammed before she had a chance to view the trespasser’s face.

Unrelenting, she pursued the intruder, pushing past the door with the same force as he. Once through, Azsha pulled back immediately, stopped short by a fiery blaze. The broken shards of her lantern lay near and the figure continued to run on with a limp, all the while clinging to something in his right hand.

“Stop! What do you have there?!” she cried out. In the luminescence of the blaze, she recognized the lanky stature to be that of Hemley, the elf from the tavern. He continued to run on in silence.

Azsha knew that left unchecked, the blaze would grow wild and spread to the barn. She stepped inside to grab some heavy blankets and threw them in the closest watering trough before utilizing them to douse the flames. She cursed the elf for his cleverness in the matter. Had the barn not been her priority, he surely would have been caught.

Even as the paleness of sky melted away and the morning mist rolled along the ground, her thoughts remained on Hemley. She felt good after the prior night’s encounter, and was eager to feel the power of her breed-gifts at work once more. Neither Nyra nor Avery stirred once the entire time. How could anyone sleep so soundly through such calamity?

With a sharp tap on her shoulder she was relieved of her duties. Sleepy-eyed, she was only too happy to give Avery the full account of her activities. He praised her for such quick thinking and sent her off to bed for a well-earned slumber before heading back into the city. Night one on the watch was officially over.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

For Azsha, the day began in a much unforseen manner. Instead of odd stares and hushed commentary, several of the students overwhelmed her with questions about her friends from the arena match. It turned out that Ayalana was something of a rising hero to many of the young women in the kingdom. As for dashing Lysandre, he had quite the reputation as well, as a master of multiple identities. Despite his past attempts to warn her of his unsavory backing, she remained torn between gratitude and simple morality. The tales which bore his name displeased her greatly and would ultimately keep her distracted throughout the day’s lesson.

Once done with his introductory lecture, the master-at-arms led everyone to a large, empty room with several thatched, woven mats. Various weapons lined the walls and each student was instructed to have their pick. Most of these items were far from new and one or two students had a few choice words to say about it.

When it came her turn, Azsha had her choice of a sword, light-mace, or bolo. If her brother’s stories were any indication, the noble sword was most widely revered. Being set on the best, she made a grab for it. At the same time, another hand latched onto the weathered grip and pulled away from Azsha’s direction. She looked up at the raven-haired elf who was either ignorant of the fact that she had been first to the mark, or he just didn’t care. It wasn’t until he jerked backward that he realized she was still intent on keeping it.

“I believe I had the sword first,” she said.

“It’s too heavy for you,” he replied matter-of-factly.

“Are you saying that because I’m a girl?”

“I’m saying it because it’s the truth. You may be able to lift a sword, but you can’t lift that sword.”

Azsha made an attempt to raise the object with somewhat poor results. With the elf looking on, she stuck out her tongue and hoisted it over her shoulder. The elf snorted with disdain at her stubbornness but chose to watch in triumph while she struggled with her prize. She was able to rejoin the group, even if her stance was a bit awkward. He would manage to do without as long as he could continue being right.

With the help of several assistants, the class was broken into groups and given basic exercises to work on. When the first break was finally called, all the students fled out to the yard for a taste of fresh air and a good stretch. It was at this time that Azsha realized she had forgotten to bring a snack. She laid down upon the grass and closed her eyes, wincing at the growing soreness in her arms.

“I could hear your stomach growling through half the class,” said raven-hair before offering a piece of fruit. She immediately recognized him as both the one seated beside her in the arena, and the sword-stealer. “My name’s Tamaryn. I hail from Acrewood.”

“My name is Azsha and I hail from just about everywhere.”

“You’re a gypsy too then? What a finding. My family used to travel a great deal until the land grew too dangerous. We decided to find a place and stick to it. I figure if I learn to fight, I can go back and teach the others. Besides, my da could always use another pair of strong arms in the camp.”

“I never knew my da really,” Azsha picked at a loose thread near the heel of her shoe while speaking between bites. “But I’m going to find him. That’s why I’m here. I’m going to become so great that he’ll have no choice but to grin and say ‘That’s-a-girl, Azsha. You’ve made your way.’”

Tamaryn made no response except for an awkward grin. She was afraid of that. There was so much that she longed to share in the hope that someone might help by giving her clues, but it was far too soon to share such intimate details of the past. She decided it best to steer the conversation in another direction.

“Thank you for the fruit,” Azsha said, disposing of her seeds in the politest way she could muster. “Maybe now I’ll be able to concentrate better.”

Tamaryn chuckled, then spat a couple of seeds for distance. “Concentration should be the least of your worries. If I were you, I’d work on your arm strength.”

“So you noticed, ey?”

“Who didn’t? Don’t worry. You’re not the only one who’s ever had trouble lifting a sword.”

“You can have the sword if you really want it.”

“No thanks. ‘All ye sow, ye must reap’ come the words of me da. But if you like, I could show you some exercises, y’know, to help build those arms up nice and strong. I’ll show you after the session, unless you want to keep draggin’ that point around. Never need a flint where you are.” He laughed at his own joke.

Azsha wasn’t sure whether to agree or flee. Of course she could look the part of the fool the entire season, or take a small risk with the possibility of coming out ahead in the end. If she accepted his help and still lacked improvement, she would be no worse off than her current status would allow. After weighing the options, she decided to accept his invitation.

Upon overhearing Tamaryn’s prior comment, one of the other students, a male cur with spicy-orange hair joined in on the mocking, only his tone wasn’t nearly as light-hearted. “Tam-tam is right, you know. Instead of wasting your coin on combat training, why don’t you spend it on something better suited for one of your talents, like pretty dresses or maybe a doll?”

Azsha smirked. “What color do you prefer? I’d be only too happy to buy you a gown should you agree to be my companion for the Regency Ball.”

The three agitators erupted with laughter, but it had little to do with her snarky musings. “Do you jest?” said the one on the left. “The ball is by invitation of His Majesty only. You’d have an easier go of laying out The Arena Queen in hand-to-hand combat.”

“Leave her be,” Tamaryn said. “Does a woman holding a sword really frighten you that badly?”

“It’s unnatural,” the cur went on while pointing his own blade in Azsha’s direction. “She’s a whinny for forgetting her place, and you’re a whinny for teaching her.”

By this time Azsha had sprung from her position and was well past the boundary of intimidation. “What’s unnatural is how foul your breath is. I heard a rumor about you Curs and where your mouths have been.”

Tamaryn pulled Azsha out of harm’s way at just the right moment. Unfortunately, his attempt at valor resulted in his own face cushioning the blow. He took it well considering how ill-prepared he was. On the opposite end of things, the angry cur stood shaking out his fist. He wasn’t anticipating a square hit with the elf’s strong jaw.

The agitators left grumbling, and Azsha apologetically rushed to Tamaryn’s aid. She lifted his chin, examining his skin for bruises. He didn’t object to this treatment in the least.There was a light mark that would deepen with time, but it could have been much worse. The deep red surrounding the mark began to appear on both cheeks.

“Are you blushing?” she asked. That was when he suddenly decided to rush inside.

Despite the run-in with trouble, Tamaryn kept his word of offer to help her. They met in the same yard after class where a few other students stayed behind to practice what they learned that day. Thankfully, it wasn’t the same ornery group as before. Azsha was made to push, pull, and tumble until her arms felt like melted butter. Through it all, Tamaryn’s encouraging words kept her focused enough to keep at it until her body finally gave out.

“Running is good too, y’know,” he said, “anywhere you can get it. There’s nothing like a sweaty jaunt to clear your head and keep your muscles strong. Don’t get me wrong. We’re blessed to have horses for transport and all, but I still think it’s leading us down the path of laziness. I guess I’ll see you in a couple days then?”

Azsha labored to stand, nodding between breaths. Every part of her body was slick and burning, and the unhappy prospect of watching the farm was looming over her. With the strain of each step, it was becoming more and more apparent why so many fieldhands gravitated toward the tavern. As she mounted her horse, the thought of visiting Ogre’s became more appealing, but for her it wasn’t the food or drink so much as the people who might be waiting inside.

She hardly needed to steer Beyberry in the right direction. Azsha’s routine was becoming second nature. There was no need to pause at the door. She was only interested in one table, and it wasn’t long before she found him there, Lysandre, the shifty felani. Though she was in essence pleased to see him, she approached him in a less than cheery manner.

“Who is Kalo?” she said, eyes boring into his very soul.

A bit of his drink rushed down the wrong pipe, adding an unintentional strain to the quality of his voice. Between coughs he did his best to feign calmness, though it only half-worked.

“And just who are you exactly?”

“I am Azsha Malrune.”

“No you are not, and if you hold your life dear, you will never utter such words in public again. There is a name for people like you, and it’s target. Since I prefer not to be one, I go by many names. ‘Kalo’ has a few attachments I would rather not have you involved in. Now sit down.”

“Why would anyone wish to do me harm? Please, tell me everything you know.”

He shuffled in his seat for a moment, mulling over the best possible response. On the one hand, he was proud of her for taking a stand. On the other, he feared she really would discover everything. Knowledge could be deadlier than actions.

“Everything, eh? Would you care for a drink or possibly a snack?” Azsha turned down the drink, but after the meager meal she’d had earlier, coupled with an intense workout, she was dying for something with a bit more substance. Kalo was surprised to see her gobble everything up so quickly. She was usually so dainty, which also surprised many given her common appearance. “Truth be told, you can’t be a Malrune because they’ve all been done away with. These days they are hardly more than a storyteller’s yarn. You look addled. Eat, eat.”

“You’re a thief, aren’t you?” she blurted out, mouth stuffed to bursting.

“No, not at all,” he said calmly while tucking a monogrammed linen square into the neck of his jerkin. He was careful to make sure that the symbol showed. This was not the first time he had undergone such a line of questioning. “I am a member of an organization,” he said between bites, “that does special things for very special people. And should one person happen to be more special than the other in that moment, then that is the one I will listen to.”

Azsha gasped at the notion. “You’re a murder-assassin!”

“I am an auctioneer. I settle bidding wars between hostile parties. This is not talk for ladies. There is food here. We should be mannerful.”

There was indeed food on the table. It was quite a sizeable spread, even for two people. Clearly, Kalo’s business had been well of late, regardless of how questionable its nature. Shadows grew long among the flicker of a worn-down candle, but it did nothing to lessen the appetizing effects of each dish. He motioned for her to eat, but she refused him, even as he began to shovel food in her direction.

“How can you eat?” she scolded. “Aren’t you the least bit ashamed?”

“I am also very good at what I do.”

When he gave her the deadeye, as it was known in the trade, Azsha caught his meaning and slumped in her seat, one hand gripping an elbow. With her left hand free, she lifted one of the skewers before her and started nibbling. After downing two more helpings of grilled meat and a bowl of turnip mash, she expressed both sorrow and disbelief in Kalo’s explanation of her ancestral malady.

“I think I have just the thing to cheer you up,” he said. “Meet me here tomorrow morning, early, and don’t be late. I can’t afford it.”

Kalo did indeed find her the next morning, as promised, feeding scraps of meat to Beyberry while patting his mane. “Your horse eats meat?” he asked in a quizzical manner.

“Sometimes,” she shrugged. “I try not to think on it. He is an odd creature to begin with though.”

Once she finished up, Kalo escorted her inside the tavern. This time they took a new seat in the very darkest corner of the room. At this hour it was very quiet, for it would be some time before the usual patrons made their way inside for breakfast. Just about everyone in the room either looked too old to die or just too stubborn. Azsha stifled a yawn as she looked around the place. How dismal everything looked when it was practically empty.

“What is it you wished to share with me, Kalo?”

“Wyden has come to town.”

“Imdus Wyden?!” She covered her mouth as if to suggest the mention of his name was a forbidden act.

Kalo did his best to fight the sudden taste of bile creeping up in his throat over her flagrant exultations. “Is there any other?”

“You’ve brought me here to meet him? But he’s famous!” she fidgeted excitedly though she was fighting to control it.

“Yes, and after today I will be famous as well for acquiring a very rare item of unmatched value: The Bone Sword. Sir Imdus Braggart has been making a big show of his prize, carting it from land to land, trading its view for free goods and affection. He sickens me.”

The envy in Kalo’s voice was unavoidably detectable at this point, but Azsha didn’t care. In a way, she actually found it somewhat endearing. At the bar, a boy from The Farcriers Guild handed over a freshly scribed copy of the newspost, more commonly referred to as “The Dailys”. Any decent alehouse was expected to keep their subscription current, and Ogre’s was considered to be one of the best. Sure enough, in a topline arguably visible from thirty meters, the words ‘A Grand Homecoming: Wyden Returns in Two Days!’ could be read.

Everyone present scurried over with money in hand, each wanting to be first in line to have a turn at the paper. Men and women both fell into shoving matches, for those last in line were at risk of being left with smudged and useless reading material. It was a commonly held belief that only the lower classes relied on secondhand updates from friends and neighbors. This sort of thinking often prompted payment twice over from the unlettered masses who gathered to hear the latest from free agents the wide-world over.

A bulked-up, muscular hume made his way through the entry door, taking care to muss the newsboy’s hair upon his exit. He stood a good six feet tall with wavy reddish-brown hair in lazy wisps, a scruffy beard, and somewhat plain garb. He also had three golden hoops in his left ear and some of the largest boots ever seen on a person. Azsha noticed how different his features looked from the stately gent in the gallery portrait, somewhat average, but a commanding presence all the same.

Kalo returned to his diatribe. “The guildies are always a day late and a crown short in this city. They’ve even reported the king’s birthday late. Word travels faster than print. Everything I need to know, I gain from the streets of this province and beyond. I suppose you would like to have a word with him just like every other—”

Azsha shook her head fervently. “I could never! What would I say? Some of the academy students have told me that he’s fought countless fiends and taken sup in the presence of magistrates. They say he went into a sinters nest unarmed, and came out with a teensy little scratch on his little finger.”

“They say, they say,” said Kalo with a mocking air. “You’ll see what he’s really like.

“Thief,” Azsha said then looked away, wishing to avoid unpleasantries. He slid around to her side of the table, effectively cutting off her view of the micro-giant.

“Listen to me,” he went on. “Those who call upon my services are far from wholesome or innocent, and neither are those who receive. I am but a finger on the hand of justice where light fears to tread. If it wasn’t for the fact that so many of the righteous people you seem to adore are masked in plain sight, there wouldn’t be a need for my kind. But what would you know of it?”

Azsha remained silent, though plainly irritated. Her companion made a big show of yawning when he stood. “Sir Imdus isn’t so incredible once you get to know him, a rather boring, predictable sot. I can prove it to you. Watch this.”

The small group of patrons had already lined up to shake hands with their dearest champion. There were other well-known warriors across the land, but the name of Imdus was easily known in households across the seas. Completely unfazed by the notion, Kalo strolled right over to the knight’s table, but before he could get a word in, Sir Imdus took the liberty of addressing him first.

“Still hiding behind that same old cloak, I see. When are you going to man up and face me like a gentleman?” A burst of jeers rolled forth from his small, but growing, entourage.

“When I see a gentleman, I will accept his challenge,” said Kalo. “You, however, are nothing more than a lunkfooted-one-man-parade pomping his circumstance hither and yon in the name of that ridiculous farce you call a temple. I would hardly name that an allowable trait for a gentleman, friend.”

When Imdus marched forward, his hand reached for the pommel of his sword, but he did not draw. He stood, looming over the sneering felani, and a hundred thoughts traversed the distance between their eyes. They met in the past on several occasions, each time with Imdus determined to bring him to trial, but on what account? The knight was far from impetuous, but he always prided himself on maintaining a sense of justice so great, that he could smell guilt on a person. The problem with Kalo was that the smell was always different, and worse yet, untraceable.

Despite their many meetings, there was just the way Kalo pushed his buttons that made him go to a very dangerous place. The innkeeper of this particular establishment did not favor weapons to be drawn, which is exactly why Kalo always chose this of all places to bait his temper. Hero types could always be counted on to stand by their honor and play by the rules, even to their greatest detriment at times. So foolish. So predictable.

There were many things Sir Imdus would tolerate, and most insults he would absorb without a care. But insulting the Hour-Cherlydia, her house, and his life’s work were all on the list of things he just might kill over. The tavern patrons continued to taunt and yell. How easily they took the knight’s side of things. Azsha could not blame them. Kalo had acted foolishly, but she did not wish to see him hurt. Imdus seized Kalo’s neck with a meaty fist, proceeding to lift him clean off the floor until they were eye to eye.

“Mark my words, child of Bast,” said Imdus. “You think you can just walk in here and spit upon the Hour-Cherlydia without consequence because of a little enchantment. But one day I’m going to catch you slinking your filth along the streets of this kingdom, and then you had best pray to who or whatever you believe in, because that is exactly where it ends for you, friend.”

Kalo pleaded for his freedom in what had to be the corniest performance of his life while Azsha watched on, a hostage to his lackluster pretense. She felt a sad mix of upset and disappointment in his actions, but did she have a right to? From the time of their first meeting, he had never painted himself as anything more than a cad. If their mutual association continued, it was only through fault of her own. She spent the remainder of his performance fiddling with the idea of walking away right then and there. When Kalo returned to his seat, he found her there, pouting.

“Oh stop that. I’m fine,” he said. “That was just a little show for the public. As you can see, they’re busy fawning all over him. His blasted ego will no doubt be inflated. Next, they will all buy him a round of drinks to celebrate his amazing victory. He should be falling out of his seat in no time. All we do now is wait.”

As he spoke, he noticed his words would do little to change her mind about what happened. Oddly enough, he found it strange that he actually cared. The more he thought about it, the more his blood flowed cold. Though he wanted to deny it, Kalo was feeling the beginnings of shame.

“Oh, you’re not better than me,” he growled before getting up from the table.

The lure of the bone sword was still too much for him to resist. He crept up on it knowing the acquisition of such an item would gain him respect and adoration among his colleagues and the masses alike, the very thing he envied in the knight’s position.

Using his favored device, he faded from view and made his way toward the place where Imdus sat, undetected. With the distraction he so carefully fashioned running its course, it took but a mere moment to lift the prize he desperately craved. Holding it as carefully as he would a newborn, Kalo returned to that dark corner of the room only to reveal the tiniest bit of evidence. It was more to assure that he wasn’t dreaming above all else.

Even encased in its sheath, the bone sword was absolutely exquisite and every bit as he had imagined. The handle was expertly carved, no doubt by one of Aman’Tir’s long forgotten craftsmen, into an immense scene of battle down to the very eyes of the hero himself. The hand-struck mural demanded study by its close observers and Kalo’s breathing slowed as he eyed the casing again and again. The only thing breaking his train of thought was the sight of Azsha getting up to leave.

“Where are you going?” he spouted. “This is a cause for celebration!”

Azsha remained unmoved by his display of joy. “I’ve seen enough,” she announced with bitter intent. When she passed Imdus’ table, her movement caught his eye for a floating second. Behind the tavern, she was already at Beyberry’s side placing foot to stirrup. Kalo emerged from shadow, a phantom, stepping out from the alleyway in his usual dark fashion.

This was not at all the way things had played out in his head. Most women, as he had come to know them, would have been fawning all over his new acquisition. He now possessed a great sword. By what right did she deny him the respect it afforded? Azsha prepared to move forward, but he blocked her path.

“You were right, Kalo. These attachments you spoke of, I am simply not ready. I am sorry.” Without a single word more, she snatched the reigns from his grip and cut a path west toward the city square leaving him alone with his thoughts and his choices.

The more he came to know her, the more he wished to tell her the truth. Still he refrained, knowing the penalty was twofold. Bringing the tiniest shred of information to light would not only put Azsha in harm’s way, but it would also leave him open and vulnerable to her in a way that made his stomach turn.

He caught himself in a laugh, actually pleased with the girl’s reaction to his thievery. In a world where ethics seemed all but destroyed, her sense of duty was refreshing. He thought of holding her somewhere on a hilltop, watching the sun fade from view with the cares of the world far behind him. It was a lovely diversion, until an image of the truth poisoned his dreamscape forever. Never in a million years would he ever be good enough to keep her by his side. As he made his way back to the tavern, Kalo wrapped his heart in another layer of malice, hoping to fortify it against love’s sweetest corruption.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Azsha continued to immerse herself in the advancement of her battle-craft. Thanks to Tamaryn’s aid, she could feel herself becoming noticeably stronger, but her trials with sword-wielding weren’t improving nearly enough. It was after her third failed exam that the master-at-arms invited her to his office for a chat about her progress.

“Azsha,” he began, “I must say that while you are excelling in certain areas, I am concerned with your forward movement, or lack thereof, in handling your weapon. Before you come down on yourself, I hope you realize the amount of effort you have put forth has not gone unnoticed.”

Azsha was relieved to hear this. She was used to Lubekka’s criticism and from her tutor as well, but usually in much harsher tones. His smile actually caught her off-guard. He stepped away, requesting that she follow along, and together they made short work of moving a heavy bookcase forward. The man strained to take hold of something, but once retrieved, the object was placed in her outstretched hands along with a bit of sage wisdom.

“Sometimes you can hack away at a wall with a pebble, and the brick may give way eventually. Of course, if you use a sharpened stone, you will get much better results.”

 

He paused in order to gauge her reaction. “My point being, both the pebble and the stone can be tools, but in the end one will better serve its purpose.”

“It is a stick,” she stated in a half-questioning manner.

“It used to be. In its refined state it is a staff. In your hands, it is also your sharpened stone, and I believe that with guidance you will be able to use it to your greatest advantage.”

“It is so light!” her voice rang out with a newfound confidence. With the staff in motion, she felt as though she could take on a hundred foes with ease. Before too long, however, her joyous chatter was cut short by doubt. “Do you really believe I can still learn? I have not done very well.”

“If you are diligent, I see no hinderance to your goals, but you must put in work. Nothing is possible without work.”

Azsha bowed respectfully before returning to the yard for some much needed practice. Several others were already there, ready to comment on how well the staff suited her. Tamaryn stepped forward and agreed to a sparring match without hesitation. They traded blow after blow, each helping to hammer out the kinks in the others’method.

Despite a coarse introduction, they had grown to become very close friends, helped along by a shared heritage and the occasional snack fruit. On the opposite end of the spectrum, even after an awkward severance, Azsha and Kalo proved to have great difficulty remaining apart. His attempts to repel her only seemed to draw her in more. They made outings with Ayalana a regular habit, whether her presence was wanted or not. Almost effortlessly, Azsha’s circle was growing, with little seedlings being planted as the months rolled by.

On one particularly happy occasion, she had the good fortune to share a table with Ayalana’s nymph acquaintances and a few of Kalo’s friends as well. One, of note, was a felani of very poor grooming who turned up his nose at good hygiene. He was a hefty sort of fellow with a long, scraggly fur coat that was matted in places. He never spoke, only grunted from time to time, a definite contrast to the flawless nymphs who rarely had a hair out of place. Whenever she felt nervous or uneasy about what to say, a gentle nudge against her side made her instantly calm.

By night’s end, she was seated atop the table, just rattling on about her life before coming to the city. The little crystal bell on her choker clinked when she spoke, punctuating her words with a touch of whimsy. She noticed how Kalo looked on with pride as they hung onto her every word. Making him happy had become somewhat of an addictive pastime for her. He was always so serious. It was nice to see him laugh once in awhile, especially if she was known to be the root cause.

The limelight eventually shifted to another section of the table, relieving Azsha of her tabletop spot. She looked about the tavern and took notice of the empty seat where Hemley usually made camp. Using his book as cover, he rarely showed his face if he could help it. During a moment of intent listening, Azsha noticed a large box had been placed in her lap. It was even decorated with a tiny bow. Not wanting anyone else to notice, she decided to save it for later as she nonchalantly sipped her cider.

Outside the tavern, once the group parted company, the hand belonging to Kalo pulled her back toward the alleyway.

“Are you even going to wear it?” he asked.

She placed the box in his hand, tempted to gaze upon its richly bejeweled contents one more time. She refrained, not wanting to make the parting any harder than it had to be. “I would like to, but I can’t. This bracelet must mean the world to someone. I think you should return it.”

Kalo shook his head. “That was not stolen. I paid for it with the money from that arena match. In fact, it was created especially for you, in case you should ever need something special for a fancy dinner, or a ball perhaps?

Azsha could feel herself blushing and decided to retreat. How quickly he had managed to humble her. She needed an excuse in a hurry, but her thoughts were interrupted by the feel of his hands resting on her shoulders. He continued to speak, only making it worse with his kindness.

“I wish to apologize again for my behavior that time with Sir Imdus. I should have known such displays would never impress a woman of your caliber. In my defense, however, we’ve just been going back and forth for so long.”

“Please, I don’t want to dwell on it. We had a nice time today, didn’t we? There’s no sense in spoiling it with sad feelings.” She turned to depart, but he could tell by the inflections in her voice that she wasn’t entirely convinced of his sincerity. She did not want to play the villain’s part, a role she was never crafted for.

“I don’t have it,” he said. “The bone sword, I gave it back.”

Azsha stopped before turning to the see the emptiness of the alleyway. Though she couldn’t see him, she knew he was still there. I hate when he does that, she thought to herself as she flashed a grand smile, walking away with wrists crossed behind her back.

The final sliver of daylight was waning, and Azsha thought it best to check the local postings before setting off to the farm. Nyra always seemed entertained by her retellings of current events, and it was worth it just to see the little woman’s big-eyed laugh. Since the boards were located inside the Eldersage Hunt Club, she had to be crafty after being forbidden entry. It was only a matter of waiting until the changing of the desk clerks, then a little charm was poured on for instant access. She was indeed learning the ways of life in the capital.

It felt strange to be back inside the little alcove where she and Kalo crossed paths for the first time. Doting on old memories made it hard to pay attention to the words in front of her. What’s worse was the wonder of whether he was standing there in secret. The flutter in her stomach flourished into a giggle. Somehow she coaxed herself to snap out of it. It was fun to feel this way, even if a bit annoying at times.

Using her index finger, she scanned the boards for the freshest posts until she found one in particular that interested her. It had just been announced that the five class leaders from the academy would receive an honorary invitation to the Regency Ball, the very same that Azsha had been resting all her hopes on. In her heart, she knew that there was a good chance of not being selected, but she made it a habit to dream all the same.

Continuing to scan, she arrived at a story about none other than Imdus Wyden, the great hero. She affixed her eyes on every word, taking in the tale of how he slayed the Beast of Brauermead and saved fourteen children from becoming food for its nesting brood. As she continued to read, the sensation of warm, musky air rushed past her ear, followed by an unfamiliar voice.

“Don’t believe everything you read. The people just love a good story.” The voice faded, and the man behind it gave her ear a gentle nip. She span around to view the offender.

Before she could scald him with her heated words, she realized it was Imdus himself. There was no further exchange. He simply bowed and made his exit. Azsha stood there in the blur of her own existence, pondering the situation’s plausibility. What just happened? By the time she exited the room, he was long gone.

On her way to retrieve Beyberry, Azsha happened to notice Ayalana and her friends relaxing by the city fountain. They were fanning themselves and laughing at the antics of a street performer who was bent on holding their attention.

“Ayleee,” Azsha said in her most syrupy voice, “you will not believe what I am going to tell you! I came across Sir Imdus in the hunt club, and I think he bit me.”

The three nymphs blinked momentarily. It was startling news indeed.

“You’re right. I don’t believe it,” Ayalana said before bursting into laughter. Her friends soon followed. “I’m sorry, Azsha, but even you can’t expect us to believe something so absurd.”

Ayalana was right. It wasn’t as though she had any proof of their encounter. There was even a part of her that didn’t believe it, so how could she expect much more of anyone else? She continued along the main road, leaving the sounds of their laughter at her back. Before long, she decided to dismiss the entire event as a waking dream and nothing more. If only she had said something to him, anything. It was her one opportunity and she bungled it.

With evening on its way, Azsha’s ride back to the farm was a long one on account of all the things that distracted her mentally. As per usual, Nyra met her out front, but this time with a pained expression. According to her explanation, things had been quiet since the night of the fire. Unfortunately, that meant there was no need for a night guard any longer. Azsha had no choice but to plead.

“There has to be something else I can do for you. I could trim the greens or tend to the herdlings in the morning. That way you could still sleep in. How will I feed Beyberry?”

Both Nyra and the horse looked at one another sadly, and she stroked his muzzle. “I’m sorry darlin’ but there ain’t much I can do. Avery ‘n’ I, we like having you around, we do, but the expense of keeping you on wouldn’t do much ‘cept take from our own mouths. Do you see what I’m gettin’ at?”

The felani girl’s shoulders heaved with a sigh. She knew defeat when she heard it. Saving for a gown was no longer her biggest problem. In one pass, all her hopes were again pinned to basic survival. She looked down at the sight of her last night’s wages, and was truly at a loss.

Back on the road, a dejected Azsha walked alongside Beyberry at an easy pace. She didn’t like the idea of tiring him out if she couldn’t promise a proper feeding. With Azsha’s feet starting to ache, they took to the open fields which lined the highway. She had always liked this field especially, because of the wildflowers that grew freely along the ground, but never had she truly stopped to admire them. Taking up her staff, she gave Beyberry an early leave.

“Alright, good man, I think you’ve done your fair share of the work for today. Go on and enjoy the fields as I will. We’ve both earned it.”

The horse snorted but he refused to move. She raised her staff in a threatening manner, and though she had no intention of using it, he got the message and sauntered off up the road to find the tastiest patches of grass. With her newfound free time, Azsha thought it best to practice her form. A warm breeze swirled about her, kicking up her hair as she took her stance. One by one she went through the motions, remembering to utilize her breathing techniques until the tedium of practice grew weary on her.

Azsha fell back into the grass for another exercise she knew she was good at: daydreaming. She closed her eyes, and visions began to sift through her head. The thought of Sir Imdus, dressed in full regalia as in the gallery portrait, asking her to the ball was a favorite scene. Sometimes she thought of rising to the top of her class list and asking him to the ball instead. Azsha wasn’t entirely sure what excited her about the thought of a royal dance, but she was certain it had something to do with attending as a guest for once and not as the entertainment.

The rustling of the grass immediately caught her attention, and she adjusted her position. Crawling on her knees, she used her hands to part the tall grasses. To her relief, it was only a rabbit scrounging for food. Practice, she thought, bringing her staff to the ready. She dipped into a low crouch, relying solely on the guidance of her breed-gift for the best strategy. The rabbit hopped from one tasty grass patch to another. One of its floppy ears was pointed straight up to aid in listening for intrusion.

She inhaled deeply, setting off a tingle along her spine. With just the right timing, she would leap forward, resulting in the ultimate pounce. Unfortunately, she faltered, causing the bell on her choker to tinkle softly.

The rabbit took off on a run. Azsha decided to pursue it, but her hesitation would cost her. They bounded back and forth, whipping through the green, until an unpleasant flashback caused her to stop short. In her mind’s eye, the fields melted away to a view of The Nearest Wood. She remembered that fated eve when she herself had been the hunted. Stopping to catch her breath, she leaned on her staff for support, sliding downward until she was on the ground again.

Azsha laid there for a long while just staring up at the thickening clouds. Suddenly aware of drooping eyelids, her lips felt compelled to curl into a yawn. With eyes again opened, her field of vision was treated to a majestic wave of color splashing against the sky in fervent strokes. Hundreds of avi hurtled past in a great formation, sunlight occasionally glinting from their proud wings.

Radiant reds melded with violets and blues in a mighty spiral before fanning back outward to a crisp grid formation. The sounds of thunderous flapping were peppered with shouts from the flock captains who were fixed on keeping their lines intact. Azsha leaned back on her elbows to better take in the aerial wonder. For those lucky enough to bear witness, it was a thing to behold and over almost as quickly as it began.

A few stray feathers went swirling toward the ground, threatening to prick or scratch the jolly unsuspecting. If any of the travelers spied her down below, little notice of it was given, and to her great relief. She had been told stories of what could happen to a wandering felani if caught off-guard. The Avi were civil where need be, but in a large group with nothing standing in their way but an open field, their true nature could easily surface, and she had no desire to fall prey to their darker proclivities.

She could hardly remember when she had passed out. Another rustling nearby caused her eyes to pop open, only now it was pitch black and several degrees cooler outside. She felt around frantically for her staff until she held it in her grasp. Remaining low as before, this time she waited to see if whatever it was would pass her by. The thing had too much heft for a rabbit. Maybe it was Beyberry again or just the night watch. Or maybe it was bandits.

Azsha’s heart began to pound against her chest. Her legs were gelatin. Oh, how she wished for wings to fly away at this moment. The more she cowered, the more she reached into herself, pulling out whatever strands of courage she could find. An approaching light made her even more cautious until a whipping sound broke her trance.

“Soffen varnit, I think the grass just attacked me!” The sound of Kalo’s voice caused Azsha’s anxieties to float away. “I’ve lost my light as well. Now we’re both for the worse.”

“You came looking for me?” Her eyes were filled with adoration though he was far too busy looking around to notice. Kalo scoffed at her enthusiasm.

“When your horse came back to town alone, I thought you might be dead, so I felt it best to retrieve that bracelet before some cut-rate thief absconded with it.”

This infuriated Azsha even more than the feel of raindrops settling on her skin. “Well, Kalo, if anyone can play the role of the cut-rate thief, it’s you! You couldn’t so much as hold a candle to Sir Imdus or his sword. Don’t trouble yourself. I can find my own way back to the city!”

He didn’t hesitate to walk away after that. Like most of their kind, the prospect of getting wet did not sit well with him. “Keep shouting,” he said. “Eventually the night watch will find you and place you in a lock-up for the mental unrests.”

Azsha continued traipsing about with no idea how to get home. Everything looked the same in every direction, and she was starting to grow itchy from the collecting moisture in her garb. Perhaps there was a chance she could wait it out until morning. Roundabout she went in circles until she bumped into something fleshy and firm. All that could be heard was tattered, shallow breathing.

“Kalo?” she asked warily, but there was no response. Just then, a bolt of lightning shot clear across the sky followed by a booming thunderclap. Much like rain, Azsha hated lightning as well, but the gruesome figure that stood before her provided an entirely new reason. She screamed and dove for her staff, but it did not take long before the thing had grabbed her by the leg. She kicked and struggled to break free. More lightning tore its way across the sky.

She swiped with her claws, making a solid connection with what appeared to be its face. This only served to confuse the creature before sending it into a blind rage. The thing let out a piggish squeal when it lunged upon her. From what she had seen, whether it was hume, orc, or some other manner of deformed oddity would remain a mystery. They had become a mass of flailing limbs until it flopped backward. With time and sheer will, her eyes adjusted enough to make out what was happening.

Kalo had jumped in from behind and started delivering blows with his fists. The creature came on strong, its jagged teeth clearly visible in the moment before they sank into Kalo’s thigh. He howled, his hands instinctively darting to the point of impact where he attempted to pry the thing’s jaw loose. Next came the dagger, straight into the back of his adversary, but it was no good.

The pig-thing grabbed Kalo with its fists, and launched him a good twenty feet into the tall grasses. During that time, Azsha spied something small and shimmery near the base of its neck that stirred her curiosities. She jabbed at it with the butt of her staff, unsure of the result. It wasn’t a good one. Down after only a single hit, Azsha blinked away the rain but not the dizziness. The creature staggered a moment, grabbing its head moreso in confusion than pain. That didn’t stop Kalo from taking advantage. This time the dagger landed in its side.

Azsha wanted to help, but the darkness, exacerbated by the rain, was so thick she feared injuring the wrong figure. Once again upright, however, she bit down on her bottom lip, raised her staff, and charged with a forceful cry. One person had perished trying to protect her. She was determined not to inflict the same fate on another due to her passive bystanding.

The staff came crashing down on the creature’s head, distracting it enough to cause some fallback. This provided Kalo with the opening he needed to make a solid cut.With a definitive blow from his dagger, the creature seized up with a petrifying shriek, forcing anyone nearby to cover their ears. With both of them stalled so easily, the piggish entity slipped off into the night, tiny tusks and all.

Kalo knelt down for a moment to take stock of the situation. Azsha looked on solemnly before she spoke. “What was it?”

“I don’t know,” he said, rolling onto his back to catch his breath.

“What was it doing so close to the city?”

“I don’t know,” he repeated.

“Why did you come back for me?”

Kalo emitted a sigh of defeat. He already felt guilty for walking away. Why lie about his intentions now? “Is that not what your precious Sir Imdus would have done?”

Looking down at Kalo in his fettered state, Azsha felt quite foolish. She had put so much stock into a fantasy, an ideal, and all this time...no. One tragedy on her account was enough. She thought it best to grant a chance to the man before her, or risk losing him forever. She placed a hand on his shoulder and felt something warm and sticky. It did not take long before she made the connection.

“You’re bleeding. We have to get you to a temple.”

He smiled at her thoughtfulness but declined the offer. She tore off a piece of her skirt that was already mangled from battle and used it to bandage the wound. She fumbled with inexperience, but he was steady in his guidance of the act. With each pass of the makeshift bandage, the gravity of the situation hit her hard, and tears came flooding down. She threw her arms around his neck and sobbed uncontrollably.

“Don’t leave me like that again.”

Once the reality had hit him as well, he hardly felt room to respond. Kalo tensed at the sound of her weeping. He felt completely responsible for her trauma and it touched him to the core. He could no longer look upon her as his bargaining chip. Over time, he learned to fight against his baser instincts. She was supposed to be a means to an end, a chance to delve deeper into the underworld, and get closer to his ultimate target. He had a responsibility and an obligation to his work that did not afford him the luxury of trust with anyone, but her warmth was overwhelming and his barrier, weakening.

There was much that wanted to pour out of him, things he never shared with anyone, but he hadn’t completely taken leave of his senses yet. My secrets, her protection, she can’t know, keep her safe, all the words that rattled in his head. Even if he were to tell all, at this juncture, she didn’t quite demonstrate the capacity to manage privileged information well. He hoped that in time she would become worthy of his confidence and so much more, that is, if she remained available to him, but gazing down upon her brought him little reassurance of that.

“Let’s get you home, kitten,” Kalo said as he rose. She offered her arm and he took it. It would be a few days before his shoulder would begin to feel normal. Azsha remembered that she no longer had a home at the farm and a stay at the visitor’s center was completely off-limits. “Ah, the Eldersage Visitor Center,” he said. “I recall a time when I used to take advantage of their hospitality. By now I think you’ve overstayed your welcome as well. I have an idea but it will require an open-mind. Interested?”

“That depends,” she replied while squeezing the excess water from her hair. “Is it dry, and will there be food?”

“I think that can be arranged.”

“Lead me then.”

He took hold of her hand and guided her through the fields back to civilization. She was still shaking, but he wasn’t sure if it was from the cold or just the ordeal of their encounter. Once inside the city gates, they headed toward the more unsavory part of town, only this time much further in.

“Open mind,” Kalo repeated gently to his companion. He could feel the tensing in her hand as their pace quickened through dimmer streets. Though they had left the dangers of the field, Azsha still felt very uncomfortable. Monsters were one thing, but it was the dangers of her own kind at times that made her most fearful. Here and there, darkened figures shifted with the shadows. She had no desire to know what business kept them out and about at this hour.

“Aren’t you afraid of the night watch?” asked Azsha. “We probably appear most suspicious.”

“Trust me. If any of the watch are in this part of the city, chances are they’re up to worse than most of the lurkers about. That’s tax money well-spent, ey?”

They continued their trek past the docks until they reached a large, unstable building that looked to be abandoned for many years. Parts of the roof lay in small piles of rubble on the ground. It wasn’t exactly as warm and welcoming as the Visitor’s Center, but there was still hope for the inside. At least the smell of the salty air was a pick-me-up, even if the rain was still coming down in sheets.

Kalo tugged on a large grate and instructed Azsha to crawl inside. He followed behind into a narrow tunnel that led downward until it emptied out into a large, hollowed out cave where several others were already present. They looked up with eyes that glowed in the darkness, their bodies at rest on shelves that jutted forward and holes cut into the rock. Their expressions were both unfriendly and questioning, but Kalo ignored them and pushed Azsha toward a second room that was separated only by a thin curtain.

“Welcome to the rat’s nest,” he said before making his way over to the fireplace. “The accommodations are meager, but you’ll be safe here for the night.”

“Are you certain about that?” Azsha was peeking through the curtain at the bitter faces that lined the walls.

“Pay them no heed. They simply aren’t used to houseguests.”

“I didn’t know such caves existed. Does every city have them?”

Kalo let out a small laugh. “Well, we would certainly like them to, and that is a dream we are all working to achieve. These caves stretch out for miles and have been carved out through centuries of hard work by the members of our clan. With each generation we continue adding to its construction in the hope of linking with others of our creed.”

“How far do they go?”

“Through much of The Pendant. In the past there have been mistakes. One of our forebears cut too deep in one direction where land meets sea, leaving but three members to salvage our name and number. Needless to say, progress was hindered for many years.”

“To think that on my way to market, someone could be just footsteps below me. How fascinating!” Azsha wrapped herself in a few blankets and cozied up in front of the fire.

“You won’t remember. Come dawn, none of this will be familiar to you. Magic lives deep here keeping secrets between the members of Itaigo.” He sat down in a ratty armchair and made himself comfortable, hands folded over his stomach. “Maybe it will be enough to make you drop this Malrune obsession.”

“It won’t. Knowing who my parents are is important to me.”

“I’ve already told you they’re dead.”

“Then I want to know. I want see it for myself.” She stared at the ceiling where shadows danced to the beat of the flame, and listened to the sounds of her own breathing. It was hard to fall asleep in foreign surroundings. “Kalo, why exactly did you choose to become a thief?”

He snorted underneath his cap. “Have a look around. What is it about my surroundings that indicates a choice to you? And I’m not a thief. That’s the last I’ll say on the matter.”

“I spoke out of turn. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“This life is the one I was afforded at birth, and to be honest, I have grown quite accustomed to it. The only one who seems to be bothered by it is the king, and yet his only answer is to kill those who fight for survival in cold blood. Now it’s my turn to ask a question. What exactly possessed you to travel alone on a moonless night? Even gargoyles know when they’re in over their heads.”

She really had hoped she would forget everything in the morning then. At times he could be charming, but at others he was downright irritating.

“You won’t remember,” he said through a yawn. Azsha’s silent stares drifted toward the flickering firelight. How was she supposed to rest after such an awkward exchange? The dance of the flames eventually caused her eyes to droop. It made her think of those nights when she thought she had a family, all cozied up in her wagon; the wagon which seemed a world away as she slipped into unconsciousness.

Sleep would not come easy here either, even beneath the surface of the world above. The sound of harsh whispers emanating from the next room kept her on edge. The fire had long gone out, and Kalo was no longer resting in his chair. Realizing this, she slid up from beneath the covers while lavender tresses slid lazily over her bare shoulder. She adjusted the errant sleeve. Then, perking her ears, she crawled over to the doorway, attempting to gain a better view of the quarrel at hand.

Felic wore a hat. That is how he would come to be marked in her memory. It was a funny thing, one that someone might wear when playing at make-believe that he was a master-thief, especially if he had trouble believing it himself. He was closer in age to her than Kalo and rather brash. It was also apparent that he was bent on seeing her gone from the premises as soon as time would allow.

“Have you lost your senses?” he scowled. “How could you bring her here after what trouble she’s caused?”

“If you wish to blame someone, Felic, leave me at it. The girl is my guest, and you will respect her peace.”

“I have no respect for that witch.”

“She is no witch.”

“No? Then how do you explain the carelessness of your actions?”

“You are angry, Felic. Stand down.”

“I will not stand down! She has possessed you, Kalo. Why else would you give up the bone sword so easily, with no regard to the welfare of yourself or this clan?”

“Wyden’s sword is not the only treasure this land possesses. Greater fortune lies in wait throughout the realms. Why remain so hung up on it?”

“Don’t you understand? We look to you for leadership! Word has already spread regarding this incident. Do you honestly believe that the liege will simply forgive and forget? One word and he will send the best to move in on our quarters. We cannot lose rank, or it could mean our lives! Remove her or stand to be moved.” Emboldened by his fury, the others closed in behind Felic making their position known. Kalo motioned for reserve by his open palm.

“There is no need for violence,” he said. “She will take leave by first light. As for you, Felic, if you would be so kind as to stand down, you will receive no further caution.”

Felic withdrew, albeit reluctantly. He and the remaining clan members retreated to their previous positions along the walls of the cavern. Azsha scurried back to her resting place and began to feign sleep. Had the ruse not worked, Kalo never let on his awareness upon re-entering the room. It seemed that she had become a burden to everyone of late. In Azsha’s mind, the balance which held her family name and the weight of the dishonor which countered it was growing more uneven every day.

Even in the absence of morning light, Kalo awoke by the timer on his inner clock. He did a double-take when he spied Azsha huddled in a corner. She had become a thing of memory on account of her ghostly quiet, and he was not used to sharing space with anyone. He crossed over to where she lay, crouching to rest a hand on her shoulder. Her jerky reaction took him by surprise. “Restless sleeper are we?”

“How could anyone sleep after last night?” she said.

“A good breakfast will settle your nerves. It always does for me.” He had already returned to his chair and was sliding on his remaining boot. “Normally, I’d stop at Ogre’s, but I know of a smaller establishment that may be more to your liking.”

Azsha stole away for a glance in the grimy shards that remained of the mirror. She was not used to going a moment without being overprimped and primed, a residual effect of the life she left behind. “You wish me to be seen in public this way? I am sure I look a fright. Ma would be so displeased.”

“I should be so displeased if we miss breakfast,” he said while inspecting his dagger. The object served as his most treasured possession.

“Perhaps you are right. It is supposed to be the most important meal of the day.”

“For some of us, it is the only meal.”

Azsha mouthed a simple, “Oh,” followed by a curt though apologetic smile, “that doesn’t make it any less important.”

Kalo kept close behind while she braided her hair in oversized plaits. Provocation through a façade of innocence? This was certainly a trait he could learn to admire, if not utilize, in the days ahead. They both made their exit through the tunnel way, heading back to the surface. Though once beyond earshot, Felic did not hesitate to draw his supporters near.

“Did I not tell you of the things I have witnessed? All of it has been brought before you and laid at your very feet! Kalo must be stopped before he brings upon us the destruction of our legacy. He is at the mercy of that witch now. I fear all is lost.”

Felic hung his head for effect. The words may have been his, but in truth he believed none of it. For years he had been nipping at Kalo’s heels for glory, always second best. But now the chance had arisen for him to strike and take what he most wanted. With everything so perfectly aligned, he saw no cause for failure.

“None of us ever saw it coming,” said a member of the group. “Kalo was never the type to be duped by anyone.”

“It is always a sad day to witness the fall of a leader, my brethren, but there may be hope after all. I have done a great deal of study on the subject of witches, and I know of their ways. Lend me your faith, and she’ll be of no more consequence to us.”

“What do you propose, brother?” said another group member, this time a female.

“We shall remain as the present intends. Kalo must not be wise to our work. He will continue to lead and we shall follow as normal. Let me worry about the details.”

All nodded in agreement. How could they doubt such conviction? Like others before him, Felic had designs on being named the official leader of Clan Itaigo. Only he actually possessed the wit and the silver-tongue that would bring him closer to the goal than his predecessors. In his heart he was actually grateful for the meeting between Azsha and Kalo, for it would serve as a catalyst in the grand plan to dethrone his former friend and mentor at last.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

In the distance, the sound of the bell of firsts could be heard. Azsha was at the central fountain splashing some water on her face when Ayalana stopped in greeting.

“Aylee! I did not expect to see you. Good morning.”

“Is it now? I just wanted to wish you luck on your examinations this morning.”

The sickest feeling entered the pit of Azsha’s stomach at the sound of those words. Her defensive demonstration was slated for that morning at the arena, but with all the disturbances of the previous night, it had slipped her mind. Not only was she tired and achy, but her staff was still somewhere south of the city. She had to find it, or months of hard work would be lost.

“Kalo!” she yelled. “We have to go!”

“We? What about breakfast?”

“Alright, I’ll go. I’ve lost my staff in the fields last night and less than an hour to retrieve it. I don’t see Beyberry anywhere. If you see him, tell him where I’ve gone.”

Ayalana and Kalo exchanged puzzling glances before agreeing to the request. Azsha was distressed, after all, and liable to say anything. She set off at a full run, which would only serve to sap her strength, but she could not give up. She had to know if her efforts meant anything. This was her opportunity to be something more than just the dancing gypsy for once.

Moving along at a harried pace, she thought back to that night in the forest when her side began to stitch and she felt she couldn’t go on. Ten times the amount of ground now passed beneath her, and though it wasn’t easy, she was proud of her progress. With only a brief rest at the city gates, she surveyed the vast fields hoping for a sign of where she was the night before. The staunch grasses had already been whipped by the wind back into an upright position. She took one big cleansing breath then set upon the task of finding a very large needle in an even larger haystack.

Azsha must have looked an absolute fool, darting from spot to spot, and muttering half the time. The search was beginning to look hopeless. She crouched low to the ground feeling her muscles tense. With neither starting point nor solution, it was time to call for a scratch on the entire lot.

“It wouldn’t be a total loss,” she murmured aloud with a sigh. “Perhaps there is still time for breakfast.”

Azsha used the rising sun’s position to determine that there was still time for one more go. She dove straight into the thick of things, feeling about for her lost possession. The next time she rose, her eye caught a glimpse of something moving up the road. She quickly dismissed it as a traveler on business and turned defeated toward the gates.

If not for the familiar sound of his angry neighing, she would never have thought it to be her Beyberry, least of all carrying her fighting staff. Her heart now alight, she ran to greet him with a hug and a pat for a job well done.

“Thank you, friend. Do you know what you’ve done? You have saved me this day. I owe you the biggest bag of feed that money can purchase!”

Beyberry threw the staff to the ground with a snort and stamped his foot in an irritated fashion. Azsha stepped back in shock before it hit her. She had seen him exhibit this type of behavior before but never toward her.

“I’m sorry,” she pleaded. “I did not mean to abandon you last night, but you wandered far from me while I was napping. Please, I promise I will make it up to you.”

With staff in hand, she kicked in the stirrups and was off. Even with her best efforts and the aid of her horse, she was still an hour late. Perhaps there was a chance the master-at-arms would be understanding of the situation. He had shown his favor in past weeks. Before coming to a full stop, Azsha leapt from the seat of her horse and bolted toward the arena entrance.
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In another part of the city, with his morning meal long behind him, Kalo was now located at the Festidian temple for his regular meeting with a very important contact. Medesta Faromir was the bishop in residence and overseer of the temple maidens, young women who pledged their lives in service to the Hour-Festidia and served as keepers of her word.

In public view, Medesta was as lithe and easygoing as any of the other temple proprietors, but behind closed doors she was quite the cold contrarian. She was known to remark to certain parties on how much she despised temple work as it kept her away from her beloved home at Belencort. Although, she could not deny the enjoyment to be had in service as a public figure. She sat quite deliberately before addressing her guest.

“Kalo, I trust you are here because you have news for me.”

“Actually, Medesta, I was feeling a might religious today. I believe the Seven Saints have touched my heart this morning.”

She looked up momentarily from her book of figures. “When in all the years of our acquaintance have you known me to be moved by your humor? What of the girl you promised me?”

“We will talk of such things momentarily. But first, look on what I have brought you.” He retreived from his pocket a square of folded velvet and presented it for Medesta’s viewing. Once the last corner was peeled away, she gasped at the sight of a fine golden cage to which was affixed a scattering of diamonds and pearls. The only thing missing was the final piece: a most precious, glimmering emerald of remarkable size and brilliance. It was her most valued possession, and she was hungry to keep it from detection. The cage would allow it to stay close to her heart, and far away from prying eyes.

Her hands circled the object warily in an odd sort of dance as though touching it would somehow drain her life essences. Medesta examined the craftsmanship, adoring every clasp, prong, and bezel. It was exactly to her specifications. Had she not been leery of giving away the jewel’s location, she might have produced it right then and there. With the mysterious stone so near at last, she might finally be rid of sleepless nights and worry.

“Oh, it is stunning!” she cooed openly and without restraint. “I had commissioned the work from a jeweler months ago, but the notion slipped my memory.”

The door crept open just as Kalo began to finish his presentation. In stepped Felic and an unfamiliar gent into the lavish surroundings of Medesta’s office. He made certain to give his clan brother a dirty look before announcing the man whose uniform proudly bore the farcriers badge for all to see. Medesta had need of many services, and those in her employ were artisans where discretion was concerned. All except for the man standing before her now who seemed rather overwhelmed by his current environment.

“Pay him,” was all she said to Felic before he found himself summarily dismissed. Bitter over his underwhelming role as errand boy and clerk, he sneered at two of the temple maidens who entered the room in silence, brushing past as though offended by his very presence. They set before Medesta her morning meal and swiftly departed. It remained untouched for the time being, as dining would require the removal of her mask, a deed that was grossly forbidden as part of The Separatist Oath. The simple act of consorting with her present company was already encroaching on egregious sin, but she was no stranger to making a few allowances where convenience outweighed accountability.

Medesta’s head rose like a peacock when she stopped to study the stranger who had come to deliver the morning news. He unraveled the roll of parchment and cleared his throat, but she quickly cut him off. “Stand there,” she croaked while motioning with the point of one of her otherworldly slender fingers. In his new position, the man cleared his throat and began to read while she took up a side conversation with Kalo. The man ceased to speak, unsure of how he should proceed. Even behind the mask, it was easy to see annoyance built into Medesta’s frame.

“Well, do not stop simply because I am talking.” Her words left him relegated at once to the rank of imbicile. “Honestly, is there no place where they can teach you all to behave? Now skip ahead to the sporting result.” The man apologized yet again with a huff before picking up at the requested section. There was a mention of some ball tourney triumphs and horse runs, which she gladly tuned out, but what caught her attention was word of Ayalana’s recent melee victory over a regional favorite.

“She is getting closer to her goal. I have no doubt that we should soon find ourselves reacquainted. How lovely.” There was an undeniably sinister quality about her words that made Kalo uneasy. She followed up with a lighter tone. “Though I must say I haven’t taken to this sudden rash of women taking up the sword. There is just something quite vulgar in it. Cherlydia must weep for all our souls. We are much better suited to the delicate sciences: cooking, weaving, hattery.” She motioned once again toward the man who became battle-lost to anxiety whenever she spoke. “You there, what do you think?”

“It is not my place to think...my lady.” He added those last words in a hopeful attempt to feign an understanding of the elevated courtesies.

“That is where you are exactly right. You men would be much better off if you just left all the thinking to us. That would leave you free to do what you like, hunt and sport and kill and boor. You know, the Avi people got it right.” Medesta’s voice lilted off into a dreamy sigh. “I should have been born with wings.”

That way you can cover the masses with a mighty plop of your airborne glory, Kalo thought to himself. He was ever-so-glad Medesta’s blood carried no sentient tracings. If she knew half the detestable things he thought about her, she would have had him butchered long ago. Then again, maybe people like Medesta longed to be despised, better hated than forgotten. He stood and helped himself to a bit of the wine that was kept liberally around the office before again taking up his seat. They were alone again.

“There has been a change of plan,” he announced. “A new player has entered the match and I no longer hold sway over the intended prize.”

Medesta’s expression went absolutely sour. “That is not what I wanted to hear, Kalo.”

“I’ll get you another.”

“I don’t want another. I want what was promised to me! I want that girl. She retains something of value to me. See that you get close enough to her to retrieve it.”

“She is now under civil protectorship.”

“Blast the trifle of civil law. Gods-law is above all things. You owe your life to Festidia’s grace and you simply shrug off your mission?”

Kalo leaned back in the cushy chair and casually devoured a slice of cheese to accompany his drink. “That is quite the show. If you can bring it down to a single act, you just might have something.”

“I will not be mocked. You may no longer be the ragged, starving urchin who once wandered these streets, but don’t you dare forget my generosity to you. I will have what you promised me. The thirst of this house will be quenched!”

“Your guilting may work on the others, but I have been kind to you as well. Or have you forgotten my loyal years of service and the wealth I have already helped to obtain for this house?”

“I will not deny you that. It may be the sole reason I have not slain you upon the altar. Just don’t forget where your allegiance lies, or else you will have far worse to deal with than me.”

With that said, Kalo held his tongue. He knew where the boundary line resided. He also knew that it was Saintsday which meant Medesta had a meeting of her own to get to with the Council of Clergy. Without any further exchanges, he pocketed the remainder of the cheese and made his way toward the exit.

“Oh Kalo,” the woman mentioned coolly. “Before I forget. It seems this city is growing more overrun with rats and vermin every second. I wonder if the king might like to know where they are hiding.”

He muttered something to himself as it was the only thing he could do to keep from biting his own tongue in resentment. Before completely leaving the building, he made sure to visit with each of the temple maidens as it kept them in good spirits. Although he hated to admit it, the effect was fairly mutual. While in the midst of a particularly long conversation, the sounds of a commotion out of doors broke his train of thought. Noisy streets meant a gathering, and gatherings always meant opportunity.

Kalo excused himself before rushing toward the swelling clatter. Effortlessly, he swung and climbed his way to the rooftop of a tall residence where he could take in the scene from an avian view. He hoped none were nearby as they hated being what they called ‘imitated by the wingless ignorants’. One crazed attack was enough for a lifetime of memories.

He perked his ears until more coherent bits could be obtained. They were posting the results of the defense examinations at the city center. For the people of Eldersage, there was always a big to-do over such an event. Many of the students would choose a new path based on their personal accomplishments. Some would go on to join various guilds, others would sign on with the king’s armada, and some would go home happy to hold the knowledge that may help to protect their families. Others would be broken and of little spirits, much like Azsha who was not seen among the group.

Perplexed, Kalo rejoined the earthbound for a peek at the posted results. The Bell of Thirds began to peal, ushering in the start of evening, now a time of celebration for most. His eyes scanned the list, catching a few familiar names as they went down, down, and further down before he found his target. Tamaryn was ranked at number two, not surprising in the least. Just as the elf sounded an enthusiastic yelp, Kalo gripped his collar in a threatening manner. He had watched the two sparring together many times after classes.

The elf stammered his reply to Kalo’s inquiry. “W-where is Azsha? By the docks, I believe. Now unhand me.”

Kalo broke the connection without a second thought. It would soon be dark, and he knew how it might play on her anxieties. She must have been upset to choose the docks of all places for a point of solitude. While it was true that most of the guards to be found there were decent, none could vouch for what might make its way off the next boat.
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At the docks, Azsha sat hunched at the edge of the platform, just as still as the staff which lay next to her. She also had some visible bruising along her arms and face, which meant she could hide her emotions, but not the truth. She was a failure without a place to call home. Even the stars offered no consolation. When the sound of skirts began to rustle nearby, she swiped at her tears hoping to keep her shame private.

The approaching stranger wore a mask, as did all members of her order. Those serving in the high office of religious duty chose to remain as faceless entities so as not to detract from the deities they served. Once you took The Separatist Oath, your place among society was no more. Even one’s eyes remained a secret beneath the mystery of the mask.

“May Festidia grant you comfort in your time of woe, sweet child.”

“Thank you,” Azsha responded with a sniffle, “but I am no child.”

The woman paused at that before continuing, “We are all children in the eyes of the divine. I would ask your reason for weeping, but from the look of your exterior all is clear to me.”

The woman knelt, offering Azsha her handkerchief which she felt obliged in taking. The woman continued, “You were set upon the academy roster with a dream of excelling, only things did not go in your favor?”

Azsha sniffled. “I just wanted to prove that I could be something greater than who I was. I wanted my father to be proud of me.”

“I understand, and I am certain you worked very hard to achieve your goal. It is never easy to fall short of something you desire so strongly, but...” Her speech was cut short by the discovery of a certain item, dangling at Azsha’s neck. The crystal bell, bequeathed to her before Lubekka’s passing, gave the woman a sudden new interest in this solitary girl’s welfare. Kalo really had been ignorant of her true value.

“But?” Azsha prodded.

“But I hope you can understand why I may not see things on your level.” Using the tip of her parasol, the woman lifted Azsha’s chin as if examining her bruises. “My child, it is apparent you were never meant for this path. In you I see something great, far, far greater than you ever imagined.”

A bit of light returned to Azsha’s eyes upon hearing these words. She was eager to hear more. The woman continued her speech, “I happen to know of a place where you will be welcomed with open arms, a place without fear or worry of what you will become. In this place you could do a great service to the people of this kingdom and share your light with those who would seek it. Just say the word and I will guide you on the path to divine fulfillment.” The tip of her parasol slid just below the rim of Azsha’s bell. “My, what a lovely bauble.”

Before Azsha could reply, a sharp, stabbing sensation pulsed through her left shoulder blade where Ayalana rested a palm.

“Azsha!” she snapped. “There you are. This isn’t exactly the most wholesome of resting spots.”

“Good eve’, then,” said the woman to Ayalana. There was unfamiliarity in her voice but the depth of her context led Azsha to believe otherwise. Ayalana remained silent and the woman turned her attentions toward Azsha once more. With a gloved hand, she undid one of the ribbons on the base of her parasol and offered it to Azsha. “When you are ready, simply return this token to one of Festidia’s maidens as I have bestowed it upon you, and the rest will become clear.”

The woman departed, twirling her open accessory. This time she hummed a gentle tune akin to a lullaby. Ayalana apologized for not pulling her hand away earlier. She wasn’t aware of Azsha’s wounds. As if by magic, Kalo stepped out from the shadows and joined in on their conversation. He had been observing the exchange between Azsha and the stranger the entire time which made him quite uneasy. Now they began to listen as Azsha relayed the story of what happened earlier that day:

 

Once she had arrived at the arena, Azsha ran to the trial room. After looking over the list of established matches, she discovered her turn to be long passed. With reluctance, she approached the master-at-arms to explain her morning mishap to which he responded:

“It would have been better for you to show up bare-fisted and ready to fight than to dishonor this place with your lack of respect for time. All of your colleagues were here. You were not. You may have your test but not without a penalty strike.”

Azsha knelt on both knees, face to the ground as she presented her weapon. The master-at-arms embraced it firmly and very precisely brought it down in a diagonal arc across her back. This, in short time, would leave a stinging welt she would not soon forget. The shock from the blow also caused her arm to be partially numb which would leave her quite vulnerable.

With the bat of a lash, Azsha dismissed the tear that began to form and took her place in the ring. She breathed deep, hoping to suppress the pain that was continually growing. It traveled in spurts when she inhaled. There was no more time for thought. She had been engaged.

Over time, Azsha managed to earn the respect of several classmates. When they listened to her dreams of earning a place in one of the top slots on the list, it became a shared desire on her behalf. And in that moment when the flat of her back met with the broadside of her staff, everyone in the room felt it. They knew that her tardiness was not an intentional show of disrespect. It was just a mistake that picked the wrong day to happen.

Her first opponent stood before her, and they exchanged a mutual bow. The match was swift and furious, but Azsha was determined. She was surprised at how well things were going. Very little effort was exerted on her part, yet tremendous gains were realized. When she slew her opponent’s footing, the match was over.

The next round was just as easy, if not more-so. She was beginning to wonder if something were amiss. The two students who went up against her had shown much more aggression in the past, even in practice trials. She slid the staff left, then under, upending another of her classmates.

Before the third match had a chance to start, the master-at-arms slammed the butt of his own great cane upon the ground, roaring his disapproval.

“So, you have collectively decided to make a mockery of this entire exercise. While I must applaud you for taking a unified stand against my decision to punish one of your own, I cannot abide by such a grand dissention. How can you expect me to step aside when the very foundation of military arts is based on a respect for the rules that govern us all?”

He finally turned to spot their guilty faces, each and every one, looking upon them as though he expected a response. Azsha was left alone at his back in the center of the ring. The sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach returned. She had a hunch that what was to come would not be enjoyable. The master-at-arms continued to speak as he made his way toward the ring.

“Since you have decided as a unit that Azsha is special, I believe that special people should be given special treatment.” He stopped in front of Azsha, hands resting on the marble orb of his cane. “Will you fight me?” he said to her directly.

She spoke in the affirmative knowing full well decline was not an option. Any attempts to salvage her remaining dignity had to be done at this moment. It would be over soon. She didn’t plan to last long against a seasoned weapons expert any more than he expected her to give him a lasting bruise. They bowed to one another, and the match began.

In the first few minutes, she was able to dodge and counter with little effort, but the welt on her back became more aggravated until it was all she could focus on. She was amazingly swift, but he barked at her for more aggression.

“Defense is only half of what I teach. Give me more!” he yelled, bringing down his cane which she evaded. A second request was not needed. The second his cane hit ground, she went for his arm, a disabling move. The master’s weapon was made of much sturdier stuff, and she knew one good hit would cause serious, lasting damage. She wanted to believe he was going easy on her, but it was hard to tell with each sound of impact when he missed.

He drew back his arm, the sting of his elbow serving as a mild distraction, and switched to his other hand for wielding. It’s only a scare tactic, Azsha thought. He probably doesn’t even hit that hard with his left. She was wrong. He landed a solid blow to her calf, sending her straight to the ground.

Seeing an opportunity, the master-at-arms went for an overhead strike, but she drew a knee and blocked straight on. Azsha held until her arms began to shake. She knew such weakness had to be masked lest her opponent take advantage. Unfortunately, she was a thought too late as the master’s own staff was planted into her side.

Azsha collapsed from the blow leaving her open to another strike on her wounded back. There was no dignity in writhing about from the pain, but it could not be avoided. Even the empathetic stares of her classmates were overlooked in light of her current state. Mentally, the fight was to continue, but her body refused to comply. The master-at-arms stood before her, his weapon poised for a final strike. The entire room was dead silent, allowing even the muted sounds of his speech to carry.

“I cannot in good conscience grant you passage, unless you demonstrate to me the true essence of a fighter’s will. If you cannot, then all my teaching will have been wasted on you. Tell me, Azsha. What have you learned?”

Though cold in battle, the master-at-arms maintained the tenants of respect he always preached. He remained perfectly still, weapon extended in the final pose that would spell doom for many, but not Azsha. She reached toward the cane and took hold of it. The master remained an offset to the downward pressure she used to heave herself upward into a shaky stance.

“I have learned to stand,” she said meekly, but acceptably so.

He touched the tip of his cane to her forehead. “Such words will carry you in this world, even when your legs cannot. Return to your place among the others.”

Just like that it was over. Everything was over. She mimicked his bow and did her best to walk across the room using her staff for support. There was no need to remain after such a display. She slinked into the yard where she would sit and replay the match over and over again until she felt strong enough to limp her way to the docks.

 

“So here I sit,” Azsha concluded. “A failure after all my efforts to succeed. I’ve no money and no employ. What am I to do?”

Defeat was a hard thing to bear, but its effects would be rendered less acidic with time. What Azsha needed now, was comfort through the pain. Knowing this, Ayalana slid an arm around her young friend at the edge of the pier, stroking her hair for comfort. Kalo crouched nearby, and the three of them looked toward the horizon in a contemplative silence with naught but the sounds of water crashing against rock.

 


[image: ]

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“Festooooooon!” cried the voice of a chipper young woman with arms outstretched as four handmaidens struggled to dress her. Another woman in uniform garb stood beside a rack of elegant gowns, mostly imported, that she wouldn’t be able to afford in four lifetimes. Her look was one of exasperation.

“Please, Your Highness, you must stop fidgeting.”

“I must?” she said curtly with hands upon hips, staring blankly ahead.

“May I remind her highness that I said please? The Regency Ball will soon be upon us and you have yet to find a gown of your choosing. You absolutely must make a decision.”

“Ha! There is that word again. I much prefer this one: Festoon. Festoon-festoooooon!” The princess made room for a dramatic pause from her sing-songing then. “Oh come now, this is not the shortest period in which I have procured a gown. Do you recall the time that we were told the Sovereign would be making a brief visit to our humble kingdom?”

“That was an entirely different matter altogether.”

“You are correct for it was a hoax, the entire thing up in smoke! Poof!” The girl almost fell over with laughter amidst the several gloved hands reaching out to keep her upright. “And you were all just sitting there, so serious!”

“Etticacia…”

“That’s Princess Ettie, if you please, and I do not care for the feel of this one. Bring me something with a different texture. I should like to wear pants.”

The woman sifted through more gowns until she found something suitable to her own standards. One of the handmaidens raced over to retrieve it. “Lovely,” said the uniformed woman, “you’ll be the first princess to be mistaken for a lowborn fisher’s get. I think not. Your father would have me severed at the waist. And furthermore, Princess Etticacia, I hardly see the humor to be found in the ruin of our hard work in preparation for His Excellency’s reception.”

“Then you, my dear Vanya, need to get out more. After the completion of my fitting, I beseech, nay, I command you to spend the remainder of the day outside the castle grounds.”

“That will be unnecessary, Highness, as I have much work to do around here for the regency faire. Also, before you threaten to tell your father anything, let me remind you that he knows full well what I have to put up with. Now if you would, please, pick something.”

“And if I do not?” Etticacia asked boldly, to which Vanya matched her response.

“Then I shall whack your bottom.”

The handmaidens remained unmoved by this exchange. They had seen this brand of posturing many times and knew it best to ignore the situation as nothing would ever truly come of it.

“Fair enough, Vanya. Oh how I do enjoy teasing you! You have all got to be less serious around here! It would do you the most good.”

“Will that be all, Highness?”

Dressed once again in more casual attire, the princess waved all away with a delicate wave of her hand in a manner to which none of her staff was accustomed. She could play the royal’s part when warranted, but like most young ladies her age, her first priority was having fun.

Outside her window, the sound of a songbird drew her near. She always enjoyed this season for its natural pleasures and took great joy in all the sounds and smells that greeted her daily. With the arrival of the festival, popped corn and sugary cakes would soon add themselves to the catalogue of aromatic delights, as well as music from street performers and happy children.

Fueled by her anticipation of the month-long event, Etticacia ran toward the doors of her bedroom and flung them wide, not thinking of the path ahead of her. She raced down the corridor, laughing and skipping merrily until she collided with something broad and fluffy. A loud, crashing sound was only magnified by cavernous halls, alerting several to her presence.

To the horror of her handmaidens, the princess was found lying prostrate in the fallen rack of dresses that had been wheeled from her bedroom earlier. Though she was sobbing, it was her pride which stung moreso than her appendages.

They all stood in her bedroom once again, save for the princess who sat upright, tucked away under bed sheets. With their heads hung low, the king addressed them in the harshest of tones.

“I am unable to comprehend the scope of the situation. Why was she wandering about without escort? She is never to leave this room without an escort!”

Vanya stepped forward. “It will not happen again, Father King, I assure you.”

“Father,” Etticacia’s voice was nearly a whisper, “I am fine. Do not punish them for my decisions.”

“And do not presume to tell me that I do not know what is best for the welfare of my household. I have enough on my mind without the worry of whether you are safe under the roof of my own castle. I am incensed!”

Vanya stepped forward, the only member of the serving line to keep her head elevated. “Father King, as the headmistress of this house, I accept full responsibility for what has taken place. The dresses were to be moved into storage at a later time. It was an oversight on my part.”

“Where are they now?” asked the king.

“The order to place them promptly into storage has been re-issued, Sire.”

“Cancel the order, rack and all. I want them burned.”

“No!” shouted the princess, her eyes welling with tears. “Must everything be destruction with you?! Vanya, I will see you give them away before they are burned.”

“Forgive me, Princess,” she replied, “but my hands are tied.”

“No, I said! It is the people who have paid for them and it is the people who shall have them. Sell them and give the profit away to charity! Do as I say!”

Vanya and the other maidens turned to the king for answers. He responded with a heavy sigh, “Do not look to me. She has given orders.”

The five women left the room in a manner both quick and dignified. King Evan Fraedelbaugh sat gently beside his daughter, patting her knee.

“I did not ask for this,” she sniffled.

“I know,” was all he could muster before giving her forehead a kiss. “I know.”
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That same morning, Azsha walked along city streets with a newfound liveliness in her step. The past few days had given her a chance to rest and give some deep thought to the shape of the path her life would take. The booths of the bazaar were becoming flashier each day, and sellers were in a jovial mood at the thought of additional funds to be brought in by tourists. Hundreds of colorful flags were raised and stages were built. It was enough to brighten anyone’s day.

As she neared one of the fancier boulevard streets, a delivery carriage rolled to a stop at the corner. Several young men disembarked in order to unload a large collection of fancy gowns, and many of the ladies in the vicinity took notice. These dresses were unlike the standard quality of frocks which typically graced the shop windows, and anyone with a penny in her purse would be wise to investigate the unusual activity.

Though she was without penny or purse at the moment, Azsha too found herself hypnotized by the billowy cloud of satins and laces. Along with the throng of other femmes, she gravitated toward the fancy dress shop. Inside, things were awash with chaos. The shop-keep was already entangled in a disagreement with one of his regular customers and had yet to be apprised of the commotion, which was now entering his shop and bottlenecking at the doors.

“Please madame, I will do all that I can to assist you and your stain.” The frazzled man seemed to be speaking in three directions all at once, “Gentlemen, forgive me. I was not expecting a delivery today. I do not understand this. Has the king declared it a holiday?”

The delivery escort bowed with a flourish. “Allow me to explain. I am Knight Stopes, and we are actually here on official business of the king, good sir. We wish to discuss a wholesale proposition.”

“Wholesale,” the shop-keep repeated, “from His Majesty, the King? Please sir, right this way!” The delivery crew did their best to fight off the barrage of hands grabbing at the rack of gowns while their leader made his way toward the back office. Azsha stood quietly by, in awe at the general beauty of the items that already filled the store. The woman at the counter was practically seething in anger, her arms overflowing with items she had picked out earlier. She turned her gaze in Azsha’s direction.

“You there! Do not simply stand there gawking. I wish to try on these dresses.”

Azsha was baffled. “I do not understand. What do you wish me to do exactly?”

“Assist me of course! Why, the very nerve! When your employer returns, I am going to give him a very serious mention of your discourteous behavior.”

“My employer? I believe you are mistaken. I am not a representative of this shop.”

For a moment the woman actually looked a tad embarrassed, but it quickly passed. She readjusted her grip on the gowns she was holding, relieving the ache in her arms a bit.

“I thought something to be amiss. I have been coming to this shop for years and have never seen your face in it. You know, a proper servant should be near her mistress at all times so as to avoid such unpleasant misgivings.”

Azsha’s defenses immediately kicked in. Even amidst all the finery, she would not allow herself to be intimidated. It pained her to think that everything she had been taught about wealth and class were true, but here it was. She knew of the risks incorporated with setting foot on paved roads in the good part of the city let alone a store of opulence such as this one. But despite the disparities between herself and the woman who now scowled at her, there existed one element of truth. From a very young age, both had been taught to believe in their essential worth, and to be above petty things, including other people.

“I,” declared Azsha, locking eyes with her accuser, “am the master of my own destiny.”

The woman sneered, “Not dressed like that you aren’t. I must say, however, your manner of speech is surprising. You are…educated?”

“Aye that, and smart enough to notice your oh-so-proper servant is nowhere to be found. Where is she, hmm? Where is she?!”

Before the woman could bellow a retort, the shop-keep returned from his office. Never before had he been so happy to part with money, but he could already see the high demand for these dresses, and so he most willingly took them off the hands of the government. The new merchandise was wheeled away, and he sought to re-establish order with the delivery crew’s help.

Upon hearing a faint shrieking above the noise in the room, Azsha set aside her quarrel and pushed her way out onto the street. A woman in the vicinity was doing her best to fend off what looked to be an aggressive avian. She labored to keep a teary-eyed child out of harm’s way. What Azsha found surprising was the fact that not a solitary person was attempting to help. Too wrapped up in gossip or just unwilling to dirty their hands, people continued to mill about the street, some ducking into nearby shops for cover.

“Please, sir!” the woman begged. “We’ve done nothing to you!”

Azsha grabbed a nearby broomstick and cracked it against a hard edge, lopping off its bristles. She dove into the violent scene, knocking the avian on his back while instructing the woman to get her child to safety. She could tell by the way he was twitching that something was not right. He went down far too easily and his eyes were unfocused. His voice was raspy, but he managed to accomplish what sounded like words.

“Thank…you…” he gurgled.

Azsha stepped back and readied her weapon. His response was a most unexpected one. “Why thank you?” she asked suspiciously.

“I did not mean…sick…please. Come closer.”

Azsha looked about but only saw the watchful eyes of the ones who still refused to help. Against her better judgement, she knelt by the man upon the ground, placing the broken end of the broomstick against his ribs in the event he tried any sudden movements. He appeared to have a great deal of trouble breathing and did not look like someone who would be rising to attack anyone anytime soon.

“Kill…me…” he pleaded.

“What?! I will not! I can get you help if you let me, but you have to tell me why you tried to hurt that woman.”

“My name is Juju.” His eyes became a bit more focused. “The moon. The cycle is making me crazy. It is the season.”

“The season?”

“You do not have much time,” he wheezed. “I can already feel my strength returning to me. If you wish to help, do it now. I have no desire to hurt you. I do not wish to hurt anyone.”

“Tell me where you wish to go.”

“Please,” he wheezed, “Nearest Wood.”

“Nearest Wood.” The entire scene had all the elements of a set-up, yet something in his eyes left her compelled to aid this sickly fellow. When she bent to scoop him up, the unpleasant throbbing returned at the base of her skull. She stammered the words again and again like a devotional mantra. Overwhelming dizziness forced her eyes shut. The world span, and she dropped to the ground, her point of focus diminishing until she heard the sound of her own voice inside, I don’t know why this keeps happening.

Before she was completely lost to the haze, Beyberry bounded around the corner, almost running over several people in the process. The sound of his hoofbeats brought Azsha back to the present moment, and she stared in wonder at his sudden appearance.

“Okay,” she said, still in the process of controlling her breathing, “something very strange is going on here.”

Every time she drew closer to an assurance of the world around her, a new challenge would arise to destroy that confidence. Beyberry nudged her shoulder in a way that suggested he understood the urgency of the situation at hand. She hoisted Juju onto the horse’s back and kicked off toward the Nearest Wood. Gripping the base of his mane tightly, she leaned forward to decrease her wind resistance.

“Alright Beyberry,” she grumbled, “when we arrive at wherever it is we are going, you are going to tell me just how it is you came to find me.”

Even at high speeds, Azsha felt a slight twitch in the horse’s muscles that conveyed his comprehension. She had spoken to the herdling many times in this manner just awaiting the day when he might actually talk back. Of course if he did respond, she would most likely be too astounded to interact. The road out of the city converted from gravel to dirt and the distant treetops began to loom ever closer. The groans of her passenger distracted her momentarily, but she paused to reassure herself that that the right decision had been made.

Beyberry was halted in the midst of a small clearing and Azsha dismounted without delay. She yanked on the tail of Juju’s clothing, clumsily sliding him down to the ground. His eyes once again unfocused, he darted and attempted a lunge, but she quickly disengaged him just as before. She could now tell he was sincere in his desire to be overcome and was in need of real help. She flung one of his arms over her shoulder and hoisted him up into a standing position.

“Please,” Azsha said, “tell me how I can help you.”

Juju groaned again before responding. He clutched his head in pain. “That tree…restrain me. Use the rope from my tunic.”

She paused a moment and he could see her concern over his potential disrobing.

“I will secure it as you tie me,” he continued. “It is the only way.”

With their combined efforts, Juju was made still, though it was apparent he was suffering badly. Using caution, she approached him and gently wiped his brow. Given the chance to study his features, he appeared to be a kind sort who had simply met with misfortune at a most inopportune time. When focused, his eyes were soft, blue, and deep. He had a beautiful set of wings in a palette of violets and blues. He was quite fit as well, and looked to be an apprentice or smith by trade.

“I am going back to the city for food,” Azsha announced before re-mounting her horse. “I will return by nightfall. Hopefully, you will be safe until then.”

“Do not bother coming back. I do not wish for you to see what is to come. It will be shameful for me.”

“Nonsense,” she decried. “I will not leave you here alone at night to be fed upon by roving creatures. You are ill and not of your own doing. No person of decency would fault you.”

Unable to summon the energy required for debate, Juju’s head drooped and his breathing settled into ragged whispers. A gentle clucking was the signal for Beyberry to be on his way back to the bustling streets of Eldersage, and thankfully so, for both of their stomachs were growling.

Once back at the marketplace, Azsha was in the midst of sorting through some tempting fruits when she took a moment to peek into her purse. There was little to be found, save for the velvet token that had been given to her at the docks. She slipped it through her fingers thoughtfully, glanced at the fruit once more, then clutched the ribbon to her chest. When Azsha noticed a destitute man hobbling along with a loaded basket, she put down the fruit. Today was one of the days that many of the devotional houses provided food for those in need. A visit was in order.

On her way to the festidian temple, Azsha weaved her way through the midday crowds. In passing a rather nondescript felani gentleman, she felt the characteristic nudge of a pickpocket but took no action. He spun quickly, hoping to catch her gaze. The others with him kept their distance knowing that any pleasure was his alone to be taken in the matter.

“Hello, Azsha,” he mewled.

“I’m sorry. Have we met?” She studied the face of the man whom she did not recognize to be Felic, the details of their prior meeting erased by the effects of the enchanted underground.

“Perhaps not.” He parted company with a smirk and a tip of his hat. The others followed close behind, blending into the current of the crowd. Somewhere along the path, Felic stopped to open the small purse only to be greeted by a sack of pebbles and a note that read:

You’ve been had by The Great Kalo

Felic crumpled the note, swearing vengeance all the while but careful not to let on to his cronies just how angry he was. He turned just in time to catch sight of Azsha blowing back a kiss. She had been doubtful of Kalo’s anti-theft device, but the decoy trick worked perfectly.

“I hate that girl,” Felic remarked as she faded further from his view.

Before long, Azsha found herself waiting patiently in line below the temple steps. In the back of her mind, she heard Ayalana’s voice speaking ill of such places, never quite explaining the reason for her views. Now at the head of the line, the sight of a familiar mask caused her to become overwrought with shyness. Among the busy temple maidens stood the woman who gave her the velvet ribbon, only now she wore the robes of a bishop, and seemed strangely delighted over their reunion.

“Saints be praised, she has come home at last!” Medesta cried as she clasped her hands together.

Azsha curtsied, unaware of the proper etiquette to exhibit before a member of the high clergy. She was searching for words but found nothing suitable.

“Do come inside and we would be happy to guide you on your path—”

“No-no,” Azsha interjected. “I am actually here because I require assistance. I wish you to know that I do not take it lightly. I must return to a friend of mine in a hurry. He is not well.”

“Oh, is that so?” Medesta replied, trying to hide the trademark sour tone that she was known for when things did not go her way. “Well in that case, take this.”

She handed Azsha a small basket containing a serving of fruit, bread, and cheese. She also reached under the table and produced a cask of wine. Azsha was quick to notice the bottle was not an object of standard issue. None before her had parted with such gifts.

“Forgive my impertinence,” she said, “but do you always present wine so freely?”

“Take it and be well,” Medesta replied with a coolness in her candor. “Perhaps in the future, you will look back upon our kindness and be called upon to return the favor. We insist.”

Azsha offered a curtsey with her thanks. In the corner of her periphery, she noticed an overly well-dressed woman in the distance advancing toward her rather swiftly. If her eyes had been capable of rolling any harder, they would have.

“You there!” the woman shouted. “I would like to have a word with you!”

Azsha thought to run away after discovering it was the rude woman from the dress shop clearly on a mission to start trouble. She began to descend the temple stair, but there wasn’t time enough for a stealthy escape.

“Please, miss!” the woman called out. “A word with you is all I ask.”

Azsha stood defiantly with her arms crossed. “I was wont to toss an apple at your head, madam, but did not, out of fear that you might inform the proprietor of this temple, whom I do not work for, of my poor behavior.”

The woman stood silent for a moment, flabbergasted by the sting of such a well-placed barb. Once she regained her composure, she continued her address.

“I deserved that, I suppose. Though I probably should not admit it given the present company.

Azsha looked about quizzically. The woman appeared to be alone.

“I meant the public, dear.”

“Good day to you,” Azsha snarled, but the woman was quick.

“No, please. I wanted to tell you, I saw what you did earlier for that woman and her child. If that had been me, I don’t know what would have happened.”

“I merely did what I felt was needed.”

“You are quite right of that, and you are also a very kind person. I feel you should be rewarded. Let me buy you a meal.”

Azsha held up her basket, revealing its nourishing contents. She began to walk away, and the woman followed.

“Alright, a gift then; one of the lovely gowns from the shop to offset your luxurious hair. I can have it delivered tomorrow.”

“My thanks, madam, but I’ve no address.”

“Money then. Everyone loves money.”

“Not as much as you do.”

“Why won’t you accept my offer?” the woman asked in a whiny manner.

Azsha stopped short before turning to face her inquisitor. “The woman I aided in the street today, was she a relation to you?”

“Well, no, I do not believe so.”

“Then why are you so eager to shower me with riches? I already know my very existence offends you. Out with it.”

The woman stood quietly, wringing her gloved hands as she formulated a response.

“My name is Timerra Sweedfellow, of the Hockington Sweedfellows, and I am in need of your help…as my servant.”

“I knew it!” Azsha stamped her foot in a fit of rage. “People like you are the worst sort! You take one look at my garb and cast me aside for refuse! I am more than what my station commands!”

Timerra looked around nervously at the onlookers who inevitably began to cluster. She did her best to quiet Azsha’s outbursts. Gently taking the girl’s arm, she spoke just above a harsh whisper.

“If you mean what you say in regard to your station, then calm yourself and act the part. Your anger betrays you.”

Azsha did as the woman said, recognizing the truth for what it was.

“Now then,” said Timerra, “that basket from the temple tells me you are without means. You’ve plainly informed me you are without shelter, and your attitude tells me you are clearly above begging. Normally, I would not be seen dead in these streets for fear of what harm may be done to my person, but a need is a need and mine is a dire one.”

“Go on,” Asha said.

“I have received a letter only today informing me of my husband’s intent to return early from his business away.” Timerra again lowered her voice to just above a whisper, “It is a personal secret that when my husband takes his leave, I am left with a sum of money to take care of expenses including our household staff. I typically make it a habit of sending the servants away for a time.”

“And you pocket the monies?! That is quite the clever scheme.”

“Shhh! Discretion! If you will help me to put the house back to right, I can promise you will be richly compensated. My staff will not arrive in time to complete the task, and there is so much I stand to lose. I cannot risk discovery by those in my circle. Please, aid me in this.”

Azsha took several moments to consider the proposition. She was ready to commit but only after forcing Timerra to sweat it out for a bit. “Should I assist you, would it be understood that I am rendering a favor, and therefore entitled to the utmost respect?”

“When not in the company of my peers, of course. Surely you can understand that.”

“I see,” Azsha said, stroking her chin as she had seen of Kalo during negotiations. “I will make this concession under the provision that I am allowed the visitation of one female houseguest during my tenure.”

“Granted. Anything else?”

“Your husband. When does he return?”

“Five days hence. Just in time for the Regency Ball.”

Azsha’s face drooped at the very mention of the royal event. She had worked so hard for the opportunity to attend, and yet it would not come to fruition.

“You seem vexed,” Timerra noted. “Have I said something to offend?”

“Oh no. It’s just when you mentioned the ball, I am still new to the city and somehow I had foolishly hoped to attend.”

“Perhaps you are in luck then.” Timerra’s smile was now dripping of sweetness. 

“I do not understand.”

“Come along and I will explain it on the way.”

“I’m afraid I cannot this evening for I have a prior commitment. It is important.”

Timerra looked at Azsha, sizing her up for truth. What possible commitment could be had by a broke and homeless gypsy?

“If you say it is so, then I will accept your word. Meet me by the East Gate tomorrow morning, two after the bell of firsts. A carriage will be waiting. If you do not arrive by the third, our agreement is void.”

Azsha nodded her understanding before taking leave back to the forest where Juju would be waiting. She was exhausted and looking forward to a peaceful rest. These days, such desires were always a gamble, but she had to maintain hope for better. In time, she would know what it meant to rest easy again.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

“The night has such subtle ways of making its entrance, like a prelude to a gentle symphony. As the light recedes from our world, tiny insects take up their bows and tune, leading into the rhythmic trill of the hoo-bird, weaving its magic song.”

“That was beautiful, Juju. Who wrote it?” Azsha commented as she poked more life into the small campfire before her. Casually, she leaned against Beyberry who appeared to be resting. He rarely ever sat in any position that would leave him vulnerable. Juju remained tied to the trunk of the tree as before, though he seemed in better spirits.

“Actually, it’s one of my own,” he responded. “I try to take inspiration from wherever I can get it.”

“Then very well done, I say. I must admit such verse was unexpected from one who was only writhing around on the floor not so long ago.” Juju looked away and Azsha caught herself in the midst of her faux pas. She traced the pain of his expression with her eyes and felt the pangs of instant guilt.

“I’m so sorry,” she quavered. “Forgive me. I spoke out of turn.”

“It is alright. I do not hold it against you. One with beauty such as yours could never aspire to dark deeds.”

Beyberry lifted his head, feeling the sudden shift in Azsha’s weight from her change in position. She was almost ashamed to admit that she could be completely disarmed by such a comment. To be on the side of fairness, the sight of a well-built, half-dressed individual helplessly in her care could not be discounted so quickly. Fearing he might notice her awkward stares, she decided it best to introduce a new topic.

“You spoke earlier of the moon and its effects on you. Would you think me prying if I wished to know more?”

“Absolutely not. I would be happy to enlighten you.” Juju attempted to move his arms but they remained steadfast. “Sorry. I tend to speak with my hands. Anyway, as you may know, historically, my people follow certain patterns. The females never leave our city on the cliffs. They have the important task of raising offspring and running government. We males, however, venture into the wild, working to provide for our families back home.”

“That is fascinating.”

He blushed at her comment before continuing. “Once each year the males return to spend some much needed quality time with our loved ones. We are driven by incredibly powerful natural forces which guide us home. Unfortunately, I did not make the trip and the consequences have been unbearable. I would not wish this pain upon anybody.”

“Is there anything I can do?”

“Could you go away or possibly stop breathing? No, I did not mean that. It is the madness. Gods, I am so lonely.”

Azsha shook her head, smiling softly at this poor man’s confusion. “You must be at a great discomfort. Are your ropes too tight?”

“The ropes are as they should be, but my wings are sore from being bound this way.”

Very innocently, Azsha reached behind his back and massaged the area where wing and skin met, encouraging better blood flow to the region. His response was one of gratitude. She then reached into her basket to produce the bread and cheese from the temple. Breaking off a piece of each, she assembled it into a bite-sized sandwich, which she then presented to her captive.

“Would you be so kind as to toast it for me?” he drawled.

Wanting only to keep him comfortable, she gently raised the heated bread to his lips, finding her own dangerously close as well. In the glow of the firelight, it would be easy for anyone to fall into the depths of his azure eyes and comforting smile. Feeling the twinges of something awry, Beyberry looked up again and snorted defiantly.

Juju’s eyes shifted out of focus as he tugged at the ropes. “I’ll gnaw off your face, you unsightly witch!” Azsha fell backward with a scream, nearly toppling into the campfire. Thinking quickly, she grabbed her staff and slammed it butt-end against his chest. He gasped for air before his head drooped once more and then the tears came.

“I’m so sorry,” Juju said between sobs. “I tried to warn you. It will only get worse from here.”

“No, I’m sorry,” Azsha proclaimed. “I had no right to react that way, knowing you were restrained. I was just startled. I said I’m going to help you, and I meant it. Perhaps some wine will help to pass the time.”

She grabbed the bottle from the basket and did away with the cork.

“Ahh!” Juju exclaimed, “festidian wine is some of the best you can get. Of course the House of Manasa has also produced some wondrous vintages.”

“More surprises! Are you a scholar of drink as well?”

“I am a scholar of temple-doings, fair Azsha. Well, that is my calling at least, to join the ranks of the Jinn-scholars in their endless quest for knowledge. I never feel so alive as when I’m surrounded by heaps of the written page. There is so much one can learn if only you open yourself to it. I have noticed the bottle has yet to touch your lips. Will you not partake?”

Azsha walked toward him with the freshly opened bottle in-hand. “You will find I most often do not. I have tried it, and do not much care for the taste.”

“Fair enough, then. More for me, I suppose.”

Azsha raised the bottle to his lips and he took in three large gulps. “Now, why is it you missed the great migration?” she asked.

“It is due to my affliction. I have a bit of the sleeping sickness. You see, it comes and goes at any time and is quite embarrassing. One minute I’m right as rain and—”

Silence. Azsha poked Juju with her staff, but he was completely out of it. She held a palm beneath his nose to check for airflow and was satisfied. This pleased her, for now he might actually have a sound sleep. Taking advantage of opportunity, with Beyberry back to his original position, Azsha cuddled up and allowed the crackling of the fire to lull her to sleep.

In the land of dreams, she felt a dream that was unlike a dream. She saw through eyes that were felt to be her own, but her body belonged to another. The place she did not recognize, but it was extraordinary, otherworldly, with those who surrounded her even moreso. All around her was music and dancing, and all the time she was clapping and laughing.

She stood in the center of a colorful ring consisting of twelve ladies who were happily enjoying a game of sorts. Azsha pointed her finger and turned until the world was a blur. When she finally stopped, in a darkened space she spied a glimpse of an odd silhouette with piercing red eyes and the horns of a great buck. It stood stock-still and pointed a single finger in her direction. Everything slowed to a crawl. The hands of a green-haired woman pulled her away, but she found herself wishing for more.

In the distance, the bell of firsts began to peal, rousing Azsha gently from sleep. She couldn’t recall the last time she had awoken so pleasantly. Beyberry too was now active and stood to shake out his mane. Juju was still asleep at his post, but Azsha thought it best not to wake him. He deserved a little extra rest after such a stressful evening. Picking the leaves from her hair, she marched off to find the nearest body of water where she could freshen up before meeting with Timerra.

With a bit of searching, Azsha came upon a small spring whereabouts she proceeded to splash some water on her face and pick the last few leaves from her hair. Beyberry remained close behind, and Azsha ordered him to take a drink. He didn’t budge. She patted his mane encouragingly, but he would not move.

“By Valora’s gray ghost, what has gotten into you this morning? You’re going to be running about today. You need to take a drink! Now drink, Beyberry!”

Azsha pushed against him from the side and he whinnied, kicking and stamping as he tried to hold balance. She got him as far as the edge when he stood there, resilient as ever.

“Now drink.”

With reluctance, he lowered his head to the still of the spring. Azsha knelt beside him, setting back to the task of washing her face. She rubbed the water from her eyes, took a glance at the spring and caught the horse’s reflection. In the watery mirror, she saw a dark shadow without feature, the silhouette of a great horned figure with piercing red eyes. With one hand raised, it was reaching out for her.

Unable to comprehend, Azsha screamed the scream of a thousand murders. She ran quickly and without pause. She ran past Juju, still adhered to the tree who remained unstirred. She would run back to the city if she had to. She would run until she could think of a reason to stop, knowing it likely occur at some point between the beating of his hooves and her heart.

She could not outrun him. It was pointless to try. But when he actually gave up chase, she looked back to see if it were really true and it was. They stared at one another for moments on end, struggling for breath, the heat of pursuit rising from flesh. The horse flinched for a moment as if he were relinquishing any hope for a resolution, lowered his head, and walked in the other direction.

It was the long walk back to civilization that left her weary and unobservant. Azsha hardly had the notion to avoid the collision that took place between herself and an elf with raven-black hair in modest garb. He was in a hurry to leave Ogre’s, as evidenced by the harshness of his words. It was only when she stooped to help him pick up his dropped parcels that she recognized her old acquaintance.

“Tamaryn, it’s you! It’s been awhile yet.”

“Oh, Azsha, I’m terribly sorry for snapping at you. It’s just that I have quite the journey to make and need to reach the harbor by mid-bell.”

“That is wonderful! Have you heard from your family, then? Have you arranged to meet them?”

“No, no, it isn’t that. Actually, it’s something better. You see, I met up with this fellow. He’s a mage, and he promised me an apprenticeship if all I do is map out these caverns.” He rushed to unfold one of the cloth diagrams in his keeping and she looked on, nodding along anxiously while he unraveled his tale.

“And he isn’t going with you?”

Tamaryn gave her a look that said he understood her skepticism. “I saw his tome and he showed me his craft as well. An odd-looking sort for a mage. That had little to no bearing on his work though.”

“But I thought you were going to keep fighting. You even said that you might join the king’s armada someday.”

“I want to hone my skills, yeah, but it’s mainly to protect my family. Imagine what I could do with magic, real magic!”

“I just want you to be safe. It seems like the moment I start to accept things, the rules change and I’m expected to know so much more about the way things work. ”

“Azsha, it was nice meeting you at the academy, but I know why you’re saying all this. I know we’re both gypsy, and you’re lovely, but I’m just not drawn to you that way.”

Azsha was at a loss for words. The sheer arrogance of such an implication made her head spin, but she was powerless to speak. Just a short time in a mage’s company and he was already picking up their arrogant ways and habits. It was revolting. “Gods bless, then,” was all she could manage alongside an indignant curtsey. Her eyes followed him until he was gone from sight.

Now feeling the ache after what was the longest walk of her life, she sat head-down at an empty table inside the tavern. Ayalana sat directly opposite, enjoying her morning cider.

“Oh, Aylee, I fear all is lost,” Azsha said, talking into her sleeve. “I am losing control of my mind.”

“Well then stop it this instant,” mused the nymph. “I find it most unbecoming.”

“You’re making fun of me.”

“Indeed I am. That is the benefit of friendship. It is always easy to tell.” Ayalana took another sip before tugging on Azsha’s hair, lifting her head from its depressed state. “You are going to be fine, do you hear? Your body and mind are out of alignment. The stress is getting to you. Now join me in a drink.”

“No. It is so early and I must be away soon,” Azsha said before letting her head drop. Realizing the time, she sat up with more urgency. “I need a favor.”

Ayalana gasped followed by a sly wink. “It is always favors with you. The strain of our acquaintance begins to outweigh the benefit.”

“Please, I will be staying in the countryside for five days in a manse. If you would be so kind as to check on the status of a friend of mine from time to time? You will not be without compensation and you would be welcome to stay with me if you like. It could be fun.”

“A manse and compensation? Dear Azsha, promise me this doesn’t involve any misdealings under the guise of male companionship.”

“No! It’s nothing like that! I have accepted a post, temporary in nature, as a housemaid.”

Ayalana tossed her head back so as not to get her slick black tresses caught in the last long draught of cider. She slammed the mug on the table and gave her lips a wipe.

“Alright, I’ll look out for your friend. And just to be safe, I’ll check in on you as well. Want to make sure everything is as it should be.”

Azsha leapt from her seat with a squeak, throwing her arms around her best friend’s neck. Looking up, she noticed the familiar face of Hemley, finally back in his usual spot after a noted hiatus. She approached him coldly and Ayalana turned to see what her aim was.

“I saw you running from the barn that night,”Azsha hissed. “What were you doing there? I want you to leave my friend Tamaryn alone as well.”

The elf did not bother to raise his head in acknowledgement. “That’s none of your concern.”

“You took something! I’ve lost my post because of you. You owe me to know it!”

Fearing for her young friend’s safety, Ayalana tugged at Azsha’s shoulders, pushing her toward the door. Once outside, she spun her around until she was face front.

“You’ve told me your mind may be lost,” scolded Ayalana. “Now I’m more apt to believe it. What were you thinking?!”

“That man is up to no good. I can feel it.”

“Aren’t they all? Now you’ve somewhere you need to be, and I’ve a match later today. I will meet up with you as soon as I am able. Leave trouble to its own devices.”

Azsha heaved a great sigh as a child might when feeling ignored. Ayalana was busy sliding on the protective gloves she wore for all her arena matches. Each time she completed this ritual, a transformation took place made evident by subtle changes in her posture. Every opponent was an unknown, a new puzzle to solve, an opportunity to grow stronger, and learn more about the woman inside. She was confident today, a strong contrast to the shadow of her past, and presently, Azsha was taking notice.

“You are a good friend, Aylee. I wish you the best in your match today.”

“Why, thank you,” she replied, smiling at the unexpected words of kindness. “I will tell you all about it when next we meet.”

“I should like nothing better.” Azsha leaned in for a brief hug before rushing off toward the east gate of the city. After her terrifying experience with the spectre in the spring, she was looking forward to a change of scenery. Kiro used to tell her that when she slept her dreams were only as real as she allowed them to be, but he never said anything about the waking kind. How could she convince herself to disbelieve what she saw with her own eyes? Now that Beyberry was gone, perhaps the source of her problems had gone with him. Regardless of the answer, it would give her plenty to think about on the easterly ride to the Sweedfellow manse.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The sun was beaming brightly on the trees and hills that lined the country road of Azsha’s travels. On the passenger’s side of an open-air carriage, she jostled alongside Timerra, who held the reins firmly in her grip. Ever cautious of spying eyes, the driver opted for a light though fashionable hooded cloak. In her world of appearances, gossip was always in fashion no matter the season, and she could not —would not—  afford to take chances with her reputation. Having developed a distaste for the particular garment, Azsha made do without one, preferring the feel of the gentle breeze on her skin.

Further along the road, the landscape was peppered with views of rolling estates. These homes were far more elaborate than those found in the city where land was sparse and households more abundant. The style of architecture gave weight to the theory that some very old families established these lands, perhaps even those dating back to the time of the elder sage himself.

As the view of the castle grew smaller, the sight of children playing in ornate gardens became more prominent. Men in workwear tended the grounds, and on occasion, a serene couple could be seen at tea or a family enjoying a picnic on the lawn. No gates of iron could be found. Only rows of hedges or trees provided natural barrier lines between properties. To the eyes of an outsider, this world could easily be mistaken for paradise.

It wasn’t until the carriage turned onto an offshoot of the main road that Azsha realized they had finally arrived. The sight that greeted them was even more imposing than those seen earlier on the way with one major difference: life. Unlike the other homes, this lot seemed devoid of activity, and it was, since Timerra spent most of her time alone. The horses pulled to a stop near the rear entrance of the house where Azsha was instructed to wait while the herdlings were stabled.

Once inside the house, Timerra immediately appeared more relaxed. She casually removed her cloak and draped it across the nearest piece of furniture. Reaching up to remove a well-placed pin, her hair fell loosely about her shoulders, and she exhaled as though the problems of the entire world had been lifted from them.

“Now then,” she said to her new charge, further mussing her hair with a free hand, “my apologies for the wait. Of course you know in the absence of my staff, it has fallen upon me to handle the chores about this place.”

Azsha’s inquisitive eyes began to wander. A thick layer of dust was clearly visible about the room. The crystal chandelier was in dire need of attention, and despite the effort Timerra had put into flinging open the shutters, there was a dim aura which clung to the walls. On the large dining table, there appeared the only evidence of actual work: a glass bottle, a rag stained from use, and a pile of cutlery strewn haphazardly across its surface. Timerra smiled softly before she beckoned Azsha along.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “There is much to be done in the time you will be staying here. To give you a better idea, let’s take a tour, shall we?” Timerra placed her still-gloved hands on both handles of the drawing room doors and flung them wide only to be caught off-guard by the crazed flutter of a hen, quite elated to be freed from her indoor prison. Both women shrieked and dove for cover. “Oh my,” she continued while dusting herself, “I was wondering where that one had gotten to.”

Azsha followed closely into the open room where Timerra appeared to be looking for a lost object. Moulted feathers flew about as cushions were lifted and vases checked. At the end of her search she held up two ovular speckled objects. “Look,” she exclaimed “Breakfast!”

Putting the eggs gently into her pockets, the mistress of the house weaved her way through various rooms and corridors, proudly spouting off hints and facts as they went. Azsha could tell the woman was most certainly in her element when it came to discussing her world and everything in it with pride. In addition to a dining and drawing room, there was a nursery, a library, office, and pantry. Notably enough, the nursery was the only room that appeared clean.

On the second floor, the sound of Timerra’s voice swelled in line with the opening of another door.

“—and this is where you will be staying.”

Not including the master suite, Azsha’s room was one of five bedrooms in the house, located upstairs. She stepped forward to examine its contents and was surprised at how it reminded her of the little gypsy wagon only much, much more spacious. The large vanity was similar to her own, and she missed having her very own bed. How easily she had taken so much for granted in those days. Reaching out to touch the pretty beaded coverlet, her expression turned to sadness once she recalled the temporary nature of her stay. Azsha found her thoughts interrupted by the continuous sound of Timerra’s discourse.

“—and seeing as this is where you will be sleeping, it may be the first room you wish to start on.”

Azsha nodded politely and quietly. Timerra seemed perplexed.

“Now this is a far cry from the woman who shouted me down in a certain dress shop not so long ago. What has dampened your spirits?”

“It is simply new surroundings,” Azsha purred. “Forgive me.”

“That will do it. See to this room then, and once you are done, I’ll have you join me for a bite to eat and we shall polish the silver together.”

Continuing her pattern of manners and compliance, Azsha nodded, and her silence granted the woman leave to withdraw. She brought nothing along to unpack, only her staff, which she laid against the wall with care. If she were going to clean properly, she would need something to tie her hair, but nothing appeared readily available. She looked under the bed to no avail and inside drawers, cupboards, and closets but still nothing.

Thinking she might have better luck elsewhere, Azsha stepped into the hallway, trying to recall the house’s layout from memory. The servant’s quarters seemed to be the best option for cleaning attire, so she made her way downstairs, hoping to remain unseen on her quest. After all, she did not want to create the appearance of snooping about on her first day.

The first door she came across opened only to a washroom. The second was the door to the study, which she closed rather quickly. The third door of attempt turned out to be the entrance to the nursery, and she lingered there for much longer than she felt she have ought to. Azsha was drawn to the brightness of this room that stood out among the others. Once she passed the door frame, the atmosphere changed, and an odd pressure could be felt all around. The feeling made her quite nauseous.

On the tiny chest of drawers, there was a partially burned candle and a three-part picture frame. On the left, was a portrait of Timerra. To the right, there was the image of a man in a hat whom she gathered to be her husband. In the center there was no picture, only a small, dried nosegay of timberwillows, the same color as the walls of the room.

Why must everyone look so serious in a picture? she thought to herself. Curious fingers reached out to touch the dainty floral favor. She lifted it in her palms for a closer look, but was taken aback by the sudden emission of smoke from the tiny, crumbling flowers in her grip.

A sharp gasp cut through the air, and she danced about nervously unsure of what to do next. Tiny, tormented screams of pain went up behind her, and she turned to see a rather small but despicable creature writhing about in the otherwise empty crib. Just as with the horned ghost, she stared horrified at what was taking place. The thing was fizzing away into non-existence just like the nosegay. Once it was gone, everything around her felt different, and more open. Thinking it wise to leave this room, she tossed the ashes out the window and made for a hasty retreat.

After a change into something more suited for cleaning, she went to work on her soiled bedroom. For two hours she scrubbed, swept, and fluffed without cease losing both herself and the memory of what occurred downstairs in her work. The difference could be felt at once. She surveyed her work with pride, breathing in air that felt lighter, smelled sweeter.

Azsha walked over to the window seat and leaned outward, taking in another deep breath. The view of two small fountains caught her eye, a sight missed on the initial ride up the carriage road. The estate boasted its own private water supply, unlike the communal pumps found in the city. Streams of colored water trickled about the stone figures of faery folk at play. It was difficult to resist the happy smiles they displayed, so carefree. She exhaled, and at once her sense of duty returned to her.

Timerra was waiting downstairs in the dining room, already polishing the silver. Azsha was invited to partake of the small platter that was set out. On it was a selection of cheese chunks, fruit, and salted meat. Water goblets had also found a place at the table.

“Please,” Timerra spoke, “help yourself. I bought everything fresh at market yesterday. It was nice to have an excuse. I do not keep the pantry very full on account of my solitude. Everything spoils so quickly!

“You know, it’s actually quite funny,” she continued. “Everyone in the circle paints me to be quite social, but the truth of it is I mainly call on the neighbors to sup and dine with them. It is just easier that way. Imagine that! Timerra Sweedfellow, one of the most socially prominent ladies of the day, a vagabond in silks and pettis.”

Azsha paused in mid-chew. It was odd to see the woman across from her laughing. In this state she began to appear younger, not much older than herself. It was her understanding that humes in general were a worrisome sort, even to the point of driving themselves to illness. In this case, however, there seemed to be something deeper at work. Timerra again picked up where she left off.

“Yes, I know what you are thinking. Why go on with putting on this charade time and time again? Well, I will tell you. Nothing is promised in this world of ours. One moment you are at the height of society and the next a beggarmaid pressed to the streets. They say the scorn of a woman hath no equal, but I say in the wake of a wearied husband’s shadow there lies no contest. I mean to secure my place in the onset of the plague that is disinterest.”

Timerra placed a newly polished spoon on the table and exchanged it with a tarnished candlestick. Buffing away, a grin remained posted on her lips.

“Why have you told me this?” asked Azsha.

“I’m sorry?”

“I mean to say, why me when we have only just met?”

Timerra’s actions came to a halt, and she gazed upon the cloth in her grip thoughtfully. She became lost for a moment as though suddenly trying to recall her own name. In a breaking moment, she regained her bearings, no longer rooted in her contemplation.

“I don’t know really. It is difficult for me to explain, but in you I sense something… something that makes it very easy for me to tell you things, that makes me want to tell you things. It is the reason I sought you out that day.”

“I see,” Azsha picked up a rag and a tarnished fork and began to polish.

“Please, if I have offended you—”

“No offense has been made. I was simply curious. But if I may pose a question, why do you doubt the love of your husband?”

“Because he doubts mine in me. I am certain of it. Years ago since we wed, we have prayed tirelessly for the blessing of a child with no answer. After so long, he must believe my love for him to be false. Surely, it is only a matter of time before I am to be done away with.”

“What an awful thing to say. Could a husband truly be so cruel?”

“I have seen it happen on more than one occasion to some of the nicest women. I am one of the few that have taken steps to protect myself, but it can and does happen. I am sorry. How terribly rude of me to bring up the drudgery of politics on a night like this. I think a change of pace is in order. Have you had your fill?”

Timerra motioned toward the half empty platter and Azsha nodded her confirmation.

“Excellent!” Timerra shouted, slamming her palm on the table. “Let’s play cards!”

“But I have never played cards before.”

Timerra’s look became one of absolute disbelief.

“Nonsense! Everyone knows how to play cards. You’re having a laugh with me.”

She traipsed over to a small drawer and pulled out a wooden box before returning to her seat. The object was placed before Azsha who remained still, unsure of what to do next.

“Oh, you were being serious. Alright, well it goes like this: I will begin by dealing the cards. That is to say, I will give you some cards and me some cards. The rest will go in this pile here which we will call the deck. Now, the object—”

Timerra trailed off into one of her usual ramblings, giving Azsha the chance to study the happy look upon her face. The same woman, who had seemed so cold as the world circled her very being, was now this bright, animated girl. In the back of her mind, she could not help but wonder if perhaps the entire thing had been a lonely woman’s ruse for company. She was about to pose another question but thought better of it.

Later that evening, Azsha sat alone in her bedroom, trying her hand at stitchwork on a practice pillowcase. The silver had been restored to its former luxury, and the master bedroom was once again ready for occupation. She imagined her father beaming with pride over her accomplishments and Lubekka scowling over the idea of her in cleaning rags. Each triumph was another step toward true independence.

The crackling of a small fire in the nearby hearth was interrupted by a knock at the door and she could not have been happier to answer it.

“Ah, so you came!”

“As I said I would.” Ayalana ducked low before entering. “I managed to arrange for transport with an old tradesman friend. I have seen these great houses many a time but never set foot in one. This is very nice, though ghastly quiet. It seems to me the only danger that may find you here is boredom.”

“It helps to keep busy. Did you manage to find Juju?”

Ayalana slumped into a rocker near the hearth allowing her pack to drop beside her feet.

“I found him, just where you said he would be, tied to a tree and fast asleep.”

Azsha’s eyes went wide. “That cannot be! I only know what he has shared of his affliction, but surely this cannot be true.”

“I saw it with my own eyes and checked his breathing. He is dead to the world but very much among the living. I took the liberty of moving him to a safer spot. The pixie ring I found in the forest should protect him from harm. Speaking of seeing things, I’m starting to miss your old smelly friend, Beyberry. Is he in the stables? I would like to say hello.”

“Beyberry? Oh no, you will not find him there.” Azsha sat at the edge of the bed, averting Ayalana’s gaze. “He ran away. It was a terrible thing.”

“Ran away? That does not seem like him at all. Such a loyal beast and quite fond of you. We should look for him at first light.”

“I have looked all over, but he was nowhere to be found. I suppose he simply tired of serving and made haste into the wild. He is not to be blamed after all.”

“Of course,” Ayalana’s voice trailed a bit as she propped her chin languidly atop her hand. She studied Azsha’s mannerisms and set her mind to work. In the brief moment Azsha braved making eye contact, she noticed the fierce glow of Ayalana’s circlet. Though a fire still blazed in the hearth, the light of the room vanished. The sensation that regularly made an appearance near the base of Azsha’s skull was again apparent, only this time it was more of an annoying tickle.

Hundreds of hairsbreadth feelers emanating from Ayalana’s circlet sprung outward in a ghostlike motion toward their target. Azsha’s pupils widened. Her eyelids drew back, and her vision was altered. Flashes of recent memories collided, and she felt as though she were inside them, living them for the first time until the glow of the feelers made a secondary pass. Now they were inside her mind, probing for something unknown until the hand she recognized to be her own cut with Tylden’s blade the unwelcome trespasses of the alien mass.

“STOP!” Azsha fell back at the break. Her breath shortened, and the room became as it was before.

Ayalana’s voice crept out at a whisper, “Who or what are you?”

“What are you?! What right do you have to invade me that way?! I don’t know who I am. All I know is that every day something new and strange is trying to kill me. I don’t know why.”

“Be still, Azsha. I meant you no harm. I simply had to read you to be sure.”

“I want you to leave. Leave now,” she commanded, doing her best to keep from shaking in Ayalana’s presence.

The nymph softened her demeanor. “Do you recall that day in the tavern when you inquired about my circlet, and I asked we not speak of it again until we were alone? Well, here we are and so the truth comes. It seems to me you are Gifted.”

“Gifted? I?” Azsha’s head turned slowly toward the mirror at her bedside. She scrunched her eyes in a feeble attempt to help her to decode some hidden glyph embossed upon her form. Her hands rose to explore the surface of her face in wonder and amazement. All that she knew of such gifts had been extracted from the thick of Bellafont’s tales, though she never imagined such a discovery of self. “But many are Gifted as well. That cannot be the only reason. It’s got to do with my name somehow. And you too possess the gift?”

Ayalana only chuckled in response. “Beyond a doubt, but, there is something I do not understand. We are not alike, you and I. Your gift has a different source. It is very much unlike the others.”

“What is my gift? Can you tell me?”

“Again, this is something which puzzles me greatly. I can only assume our gifts are similar because of what took place that day at The Ogre’s Arm. I was too bogged with drink to notice then, but the more I thought on it, I realized you read my thoughts. Not only that, but you were able to see my crownpiece. It is a phantasmagram, something only visible to those like us, a way we come to identify one another.”

“Phantasmagram? Are we like spirits?”

“Not at all. We are sentite. Our numbers make up one of the four major clans: Fortui, Sentia, Majii, and the secret clan Itaigo. The last called secret because it is not sanctioned by The Crown. The others makeup what is known as The Triad Protectorate. When it is possible to gain the cooperation of Majii, we join forces to protect the city.”

“For what reason would Clan Majii not wish to aid you? This kingdom is theirs as well. Why would they not stand to protect it?”

“Let us just say that mages and sentites have a very longstanding history of grave dislike for one another.”

Azsha’s expression grew somber whilst she continued to gaze at herself in the mirror. Her restless fingers began toying with the fabric of her garment, helping to arrange her thoughts.

“There is so much I need to know, but Kalo has already warned me against speaking to strangers. Do you know of someone, anyone I could go to for help?”

Ayalana pursed her lips, wanting to respond with caution. “He was right to do that. To be honest, I am not entirely certain. I think there is someone who might be able to enlighten you, but finding him could prove a challenge.

I suggest you seek out our clan and approach the Id.”

“Do you mean like a test?”

“Aye that, a trial of the mind. We sentites pride ourselves on mental merit. To become one of us, you must first find us.”

“But,” Azsha hesitated, “what if I wish to join Kalo and his group?”

Ayalana balked and snorted, “You would waste your gift on such an endeavor? You are not of the same grit on which Itaigo is built. Their world is not only dangerous, but against the laws of The Crown.”

“I believe that with guidance and teaching, I could become something of—”

“Something of what, a lowly thief?! Being dredged into the fold of Clan Itaigo is not what one aspires to. It is what happens to you when you have nothing left to cling to.”

“I think you are wrong. Kalo is your friend and yet you do not trust him?”

“It is because he is my friend that I know not to trust him.”

Feeling the twinge of an oncoming argument, Azsha returned to her bedside, turning down the linens in an irritated manner. Ayalana assisted by dousing lamplights around the room without ever leaving the comfort of her rocking chair.

“I will think on the things you have said tonight,” Azsha said. “We should rest for we have a busy day tomorrow. Do you know how to drive a four horse carriage?”

“Listen here, then! One day in a manse and practically barking orders. Are you sure you aren’t part cur?”

Azsha gasped. “Hold your tongue! If anyone in this room should have cur’s blood, it’s you. You certainly lie as well as one might.”

“Well put! You are learning to take a jab quite nicely.”

“I’ll jab your face!”

A pillow sailed across the room, nailing Ayalana’s shoulder with a light thump. She only giggled before offering her next retort, “Excellent work. Ten points.”

“Good night, Aylee.” The tension now made apparent in Azsha’s voice, her evening salutation was met with silence. Even with the blankets pulled tightly overhead, she could still feel the burn of Ayalana’s wicked cheshire grin burning into her mind. Aching for a distraction, Azsha’s thoughts fell upon unraveling the mystery of her special gift.

With four options to choose from, she still felt very limited. The warrior clan would find little use for her, and the mages all seemed overly snooty for her tastes, though their elaborately designed robes were highly appealing. Both clans made it a point to carry around heavy, bulky objects constantly, a prospect that held little appeal.

Then there was Itaigo and Sentia, both shrouded in mystery. Gaining entry into these clans would prove much harder than the others would. In this case she had both the privilege and the advantage of being acquainted with a member of each, but she respected and saw the merits of both. Only time and further exploration would help her choose. Azsha cuddled up with her pillows, deciding it best to pester Ayalana in the morning after a decent night’s sleep.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

If a word were to be used to describe the office of Medesta Faromir, it would be quiet, though dark and lavish would not be far behind. Very little was allowed to disturb the noiseless chamber, save for the delicate chime of coins clinking while she counted and the faintest scribble of quill-point to page. There was a knock at the heavy oaken doors and her eyes became slits at this disturbance.

“Enter!” she bellowed. The quill came slamming down.

In walked two maidens, both carrying satchels of considerable heft. They each set their bag on Medesta’s desk, uttered an unintelligible whisper, and departed from the room. Once certain of the door’s closure, she peeked inside one of the bags and a smile began to tug at the corners of her mouth.

“Well,” she uttered to herself quite whimsically, “now that I’ve lost count, I suppose I shall have to start all over!”

As she upturned the first satchel, its contents spilled out onto the desk, rattling and spinning haphazardly across the books and even onto the floor. A male voice from the shadows came to be heard.

 

“You missed one.”

 

It was the voice of Felic who now made himself visible. He tossed a single coin onto the desk before making use of the seat behind him. Two of his associates also made their presence known but appeared comfortable enough standing. “My, you hardly seemed startled at that,” he said. “Perhaps I am losing my edge.”

Medesta leaned back in her chair a bit. “Bah! Once you’ve worked with Kalo for as long as I have, the tricks become all too predictable.”

Felic began to cringe at the mention of his clan brother’s name. He also wasn’t fond of the word trick when it was used to describe what he considered to be a very powerful and cherished skill. In his view, the supposed tricks of his brothers were to be considered no less shadowplay than those of the Order Acolis, to which Medesta belonged.

“Besides,” she went on, moving a coin about between fingers, “I can always tell when I’m alone. The money echoes differently.”

“A very clever observation, my lady.”

“What do you want, besides my forgiveness for bungling yet another task which I have entrusted to you?” She glared at one of Felic’s men through the tiny pinholes of her mask. He was poking through a very large and expensive leather bound volume from her elaborate collection of religious texts. Felic searched his thoughts for a reply but met with failure. “I see the girl is not with you, so I can only presume failure.”

“Normally, she is seen rather frequently in the company of our leader, but she has been scarce of late. We have been scouring the streets for three days now.”

Medesta’s gaze turned toward the ceiling. A fingernail tapped against her teeth, a show of her utter disinterest in anything Felic had to say. “And to think, only a few days ago she was almost in my grasp, standing on the very steps of these halls. I suppose I should have been more insistent.”

“She was here?” said Felic.

“Yes! And I gifted her with wine, one of our more potent varietals. Tell me, gentlemen. Just how difficult is it to find an unconscious female gypsy in Eldersage?”

All three of the men did their best to fend off fits of snickering. Medesta knew even before she spoke, that she was setting herself up for laughter. She had only hoped that on the tiniest level she could count on these men to be above it. Unwilling to play the part of the fool, she stood and placed her palms flat on the table. She was ready to make a final declaration.

“The incompetence of your entire lot has me truly baffled. My patience is waning and it does not do me well to dote on broken promises. In light of your leader’s shortcomings, I have been lax in my choice of assistance, but no more.

“If you truly wish me to make rid of Kalo, as you have asked, then you have one week more to deliver on your word, or I will see to the destruction of your entire clan, personally. There’s always room for more in the fiery void.”

She fixed her gaze on the man who was looking at her books and uttered a string of ancient, unintelligible phrases. He hardly had the time to scream when the floor itself opened up to consume him. There was no more that need be said at this point. Steadfast in her last position, Medesta’s iron gaze followed the remaining men as they shuffled hurriedly toward the door. It was clear they were not in the mood for their usual flashy exit any more than Medesta was.
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“Oh no you don’t,” said Azsha, face-to-face with a baby okk, most precocious in nature, who seemed intent on making her work more difficult. Ayalana was upstairs taking advantage of the opportunity to sleep in. The sound of several carriages, despite their staggered arrivals, did not cause her to stir one bit. The okk had scampered off yet again, but Azsha was now locked onto its pattern. He was a smart one, cool to play the waiting game until her back was turned. It was then that he would strike, eager to nibble on the tasty tassels of a freshly beaten rug.

This time she waited, pretending to go about the business of adjusting a hanging carpet when she spotted movement in the corner of her eye. Azsha giggled to herself, almost itching with the excitement of her little plan. This was the perfect opportunity to try something new.

The baby okk returned to the same spot as before and lifted its mouth to the free-hanging threads. When it bit down, it felt the gentle swat of a hovering rug beater on its rump. More startled than anything, the okk skittered off, dragging the rug in tow with the tool floating along right behind.

Having seen this gross misuse of Azsha’s powers, a groggy Ayalana called down from the upstairs window.

“Oh Azsha, how could you?”

“What are you sour on?” Azsha called up between laughs. “He still got the best of me! I’ll have to give that rug the beating of its life now, or it will never be clean!”

“Never you mind. If you mean to go into town, we best leave soon. The roads are sure to be clogged from the festival lure!”

Inside the manse, the drawing room was buzzing with anxious voices, a great contrast from days prior. Most all of the servants had returned, and the topic on everyone’s lips was how everything remained so proper in their absence. At last, Timerra entered the room, sliding the doors shut behind her. She surveyed her staff who now stood single file, openly in confusion over what had occurred.

“I trust you all have enjoyed your time away from this place. The work you do here is most important, and I value your assistance, but I understand that everyone needs time to themselves now and again. I hope you are well-rested and ready for work.”

An older gentleman stepped forward to clear his throat before speaking, “I must say, Madam has done a fine job with upkeep of the home. There is usually a bit more to do when we return.”

Timerra nodded. “How good of you to notice. It would be unfair of me to accept the credit though. I did have a bit of help.” She turned to lean outside the nearest window and gave a hearty shout, “Oh, Azsha! Do come here, please!”

Following a long bout of quiet murmurs, another brave soul stepped out of line, this time a young woman who curtseyed just as Azsha climbed in through the window. The serving staff was a mix of bewildered stares and guffaws in the wake of her bizarre method of entry. The serving girl was hardly able to get a word in before Timerra started speaking again.

“Everyone, I would like you to meet Azsha. She will be attending the Regency Ball as my personal guest tomorrow night.”

Azsha was officially choked up, completely oblivious to the now downtrodden expression on the servant girl’s face. She was a filthy mess after working outside all morning, but it failed to hamper the radience of her smile.

“Thank you! Thank you!” Azsha did little to contain her excitement on the way toward the stairs. “May I wear one of the gowns from the upstairs closet?”

“Nonsense!” said Timerra. “You shall select one from my personal collection. A royal affair demands nothing less.” Everyone in the room tried their best not to stare when the girl swiftly changed courses downward then back up the stairs again to retrieve Ayalana for consult. Outsiders were not usually afforded such special treatments. Timerra turned back toward the line. “Now then, Lissa. What is it you wanted to tell me?”

“Oh!” The girl stood stunned for a moment. She was so lost in anger that her words were forgotten. “I was just going to say that it’s good to be back, Missus.”

Often known for being a bit more affectionate than etiquette would dictate, Timerra stepped forward, pulling the girl into her embrace. Lissa now felt as if her employer’s entire being were laced with poison, though she did her best not to show it. Her mind flitted to thoughts of revenge, and she had a few ideas on just how to make the new houseguest feel welcome.
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Not an hour had passed since their arrival in Eldersage, before Azsha and Ayalana set to the work of laying siege to unsuspecting city streets. Rather than drive themselves, they hitched a ride on a friendly trader’s buggy. They were red of face with cheeks still sore from all the singing that was done on their diminutive journey, and the condition was only just starting to fade. Timerra had saddled them with a list of household provisions to acquire, but they too set their own objective for the outing.

Deep into the hunt, they stopped at several shops leaving no corner unexplored. A myriad of jewels, charms, and spices could be found at every turn but nothing of note. In a particular sundry shop, Azsha opened lid after lid of countless barrels while Ayalana gnawed on a fist full of bittergrass. A few patrons winced at the sight. The best use for such substance was thatching roofs, not filling stomachs, but among her kind it was a tasty treat, especially when soaked on the tongue before chewing.

Feeling utterly frustrated and growing tired of wet bittergrass smell, Azsha was ready to give up her search. When a shopkeep overheard her desire for exotic dried blooms, he stepped in, overjoyed, as they were his favorite item to stock and sell behind the counter. Of course once she heard the price, she understood why. “Oh well,” she said to Ayalana, “I suppose trulilium just won’t be had today.”

With the contents of the barrel left exposed, a divine fragrance filled the vicinity. Azsha took note of the fact that Ayalana had long since retreated to find more exciting fare. She turned around to face the counter, careful to watch the shopkeeper’s back while he was busy tending to another customer. The barrel’s contents were plentiful, dark, and most alluring. A red so deep and pure it almost looked black, exactly what she needed for the Regency Ball.

He wouldn’t miss a few, she thought, slowly reaching toward the susceptible goods. Her normally steady palm began to tremble under the weight of her conscience. What would be the harm in just a few flowers? She could pick them herself if she wanted. She’d only have to cross the sea, camp a few days on The Bloody Shoal, and gain the trust of a few hundred gargoshian sentries, but the point was it could be done.

A sudden shout made her blood run thick. “Thief!” came the sound of a man behind her. If she had been able to fight against the involuntary spams that overtook her body in that moment, she would have pummeled Kalo upon discovering it was him. The shopkeeper began to curse in his mother tongue, swift on the approach. Azsha cried out in defense, quickly holding out her open palms to show nothing was taken.

“Do not believe this man!” she pleaded. “He means to make fools of us both.”

The shopkeeper only grimaced and slammed the lid on the barrel. For good measure, he rested a heavy stone on top to dissuade any further possibilities for misconduct.

“That was shameful,” Kalo said to Azsha. His tone was serious, but she was too irritated in that moment to grant him the pleasure of seeing her miffed. “I thought I raised you better.”

Ayalana strolled over after the commotion with a fresh batch of bittergrass. “It took you long enough to come slinking out of the shadows,” she said.

“My plan was to remain hidden,” replied Kalo. “I was cleverly baited by this one’s atrocious technique. She is wiser than she looks.”

His attempt to rest a palm on Azsha’s head was countered by one of her own. “You knew he was back there?” she said to Ayalana.

“He is everywhere I am,” Ayalana said with a wink, tossing her dark hair aside in the trademark manner for which she had come to be known. “I cannot set a foot in this town without him hot on my heels. The man is obsessed with me. I’ve told you, Kalo. There can be no WE.”

He balked, “Not for all the pearls in Irinii.”

She laughed heartily as she always did after one of their teasing matches and beckoned the group back out into the open air. The sun remained high and items still had to be procured, but most importantly, Kalo was bored and he took it upon himself to make that known at every opportunity. After making deals with a meatcutter and an overzealous baker, they made their way back toward the central fountain. In the summertime crowds, the grand fixture was barely visible.

Juju could be seen atop a well-decorated platform addressing passersby. He stood amidst a small, but mixed, gathering of both men and women milling about. The way they took turns removing objects from large sacks indicated some kind of game was at play. He appeared to be having the time of his life, nothing at all like the crazed vandal he was when initially crossing Azsha’s path. Genuinely curious, she approached with the others not far behind.

“True love awaits!” he cried while hoisting up the two sacks. “Step right up, and discover your destiny!”

Wedged in the thick of things, Kalo struggled not to make a face. People shoved him about to the point where he found it unbearable. He hated tightly enclosed spaces even more than willful stupidity.

“Ugh,” he grumbled, “now why would anyone be foolish enough to stand in a crowd like this? It’s a smoking den for pickpockets.” He held up a small coinpurse that was decorated with hundreds of tiny glass beads, clearly not of his belonging. “Now look at this. It’s revolting.”

Azsha gasped, careful to scold in more of a whisper, “You put that back!”

“What? He’s doing the same thing I am.” Kalo gestured toward the platform with purse still in hand. “The only difference is, I won’t bore you half to death beforehand.”

Azsha grasped onto Kalo’s hands, attempting to push his pilferage out of sight. His attempts to steal a few kisses only served to aggravate her and he knew it. She could tell he was enjoying this.

“Fair Azsha!” called Juju, unswayed by her predicament, “will you buy a favor?”

“To whom shall I give it?” she responded mid-blush, newly freed of Kalo’s makeshift bonds.

“Ahh, that is the beauty of the system. Each favor is part of a matched set. You obtain one and the keeper of the other remains a mystery until that fated moment when you are brought together at last. What do you say? Take a chance?”

Azsha hesitated before seeking Ayalana’s advice on the matter. The wary nymph took it upon herself to make an inquiry. “Tell me, birdie. Who profits from this venture?”

“An excellent question, o’ woman of wisdom. All the monies will aid my efforts in feeding hungry urchins come frostfall.”

“Now there is a cause which is near to my heart.” She tossed a coin onto the stage. “A favor for my friend here!”

The small gathering clapped and cheered as Azsha stepped forward to draw a ribbon from one of two open satchels. She peeked and then clutched it to her chest while giggling on the way back to her spot. Kalo sucked his teeth in disgust.

“Charity for children,” he groaned. “I do believe I just tasted my breakfast for the second time. I’m going to frequent someplace a little less deep. Mind your boots! It could get smelly.”

No one attempted to stop Kalo from leaving. The good thing was he hadn’t expected it. He preferred his exits to be unimpeded though flashy as possible. Before too long, the last of the remaining favors were purchased, and the game would proceed. Juju played the part of announcer, calling out the numbered pairs one by one.

Things went smoothly at first, with newly coupled partners stepping away for impromptu rendezvous. It was certainly a joy suddenly having afternoon company for most, but others were not so lucky. One poor female, a cur, had been jilted, and began to sniffle openly at her demise. Azsha pitied the girl and wondered if she too might share the same fate.

After about the 5th number, Juju hit the ground with a thud. He was fast asleep, and there was no telling when he might again rise. It was quite a shock for those unaware of his ailment, but someone from the crowd took it upon himself to keep things moving along. His features were elfin but not at all typical even by cultural standards. He was incredibly handsome, but when he spoke it was warm, inviting, and without boast.

Men and women alike listened to all he had to say without reservation. Azsha thought even someone like Kalo might pay heed to this one...maybe. When all the numbers were called, save for one, Azsha was still clutching her ribbon. The number twelve was announced and she gulped and looked about casually, trying not to appear overly eager. The announcer glanced among the crowdgoers, seeking out the one who still held her favor.

Feeling a bit cheeky, Ayalana gave her friend a shove forward. Once again upright, Azsha pushed fear aside and held her ribbon to the sky for all to see. Many were suddenly sorry that they had opted not to play when given the chance. With one side of the pair accounted for, it was time to seek out a match but the number twelve was consistently called with no takers.

“I’ll be number twelve!” pleaded a faceless voice in the crowd. Everyone turned to see who it was. “I will give all I have!”

A few titters came about before the announcer, woefully ignorant of his mage-like beauty, casually reached into his pocket. “Oh,” he said with a smile, though just as aloof as ever, “it looks like it’s me.”

He did indeed produce the matching token, holding it up as proof positive that he was the rightful holder. Everyone let out a unified sound of relief before clapping. Someone might have announced that the world was no longer ending. The reaction would have been the same. With all opportunities exhausted, the crowd began to dissipate, leaving the two of them alone with their stares. Each was clearly mesmerized by the other.

“Don’t hurt ‘im,” Ayalana said with a brief clap on Azsha’s shoulder. “You run along and have fun. I’m going to check on Juju, but don’t dawdle. Last coach is at sunset.”

No second directive was needed. Azsha and her newfound acquaintance started their walk along the dusty main street in a slow and casual fashion. In between quips, Azsha studied the deeply-bronzed skin of her walking companion, further taking note of the golden flecks in his hazel eyes and the unique way his hair was expertly sectioned into maze-like patterns. At the rear of the labyrinth, coarse back-length tendrils flowed freely, allowing the tips of his ears to be displayed both prominently and gracefully.

They were surprised to find themselves laughing a great deal. Azsha loved to make people laugh. She came to regard comedic ability as a higher form of attraction than one’s physical aspect and used it often. In a similar vein, the elf clearly thrived on the enjoyment of others in his presence, and his mannerisms were delightfully sophisticated. He asked her many questions, but she was only able to answer two before they found themselves interrupted by Sir Imdus Wyden, the roving legend himself.

“Pardon me, friend,” said knight to elf with a glint of his earring, “but I would like to borrow the pleasure of your companion. Would you mind terribly?”

He stepped aside without hesitation. “Certainly not.”

“And what would the lady like?” said Imdus to Azsha. He extended an arm, making clear his expectations.

“Do I have a choice?” she implored, clearly floored by the ease with which she was being openly traded.

“Oh, but you always have a choice.”

“I see.” She chewed her lower lip a bit. “Is it safe?”

Sir Imdus remained unrattled by the question. He cleared his throat, opting to rest his hands behind his back in the way he might have done while standing up for a regimental inspection.

“There isn’t a soul in the realm who doesn’t know my face. Let my notoriety serve to bolster your sense of security. At any given moment, there are at least ten scribes watching for when next I burp, just so it can be chronicled.” He pulled a card from his pocket and handed it to the elf. “To that end, kind sir, please escort the lady to my residence at the following address when she is ready. I thank you.”

Since it was hard to refute the knight’s presentary logic, Azsha agreed to the meeting. They weren’t long in arriving at all. The mid-level home rested on a fairly sizeable lot, but nowhere near comparable to The Sweedfellow Estate. Tall and wild grasses accented with the occasional flower made for an attractive touch. A string of topiaries graciously lined the finished walk that circled the house on both sides, eventually leading to a pond where a small waterwheel served to create ambient noise for relaxation.

Considered small by the standards of Great Society, the lot was impressive enough to be one of the king’s honorifics, a property bequeathed on loan to very special guests of the city. The list was always shifting, and during this time the residential roster consisted mostly of artisan-masters, judges for the ever-looming Festival of Fortunes.

The interior was open, spacious, and outfitted in the gargoshi fashion. There were no chairs to be had anywhere, only cushions in bright, bold colors and stripings. It was a rather intimidating color scheme, even for one of a gypsodic background, but Azsha took to it immediately. In the center of the room was a low table where Imdus sat cross-legged with arms outspread toward his guests.

“Ah, so you’ve decided to come. Most excellent!”

“It is certainly not what I expected, but lovely.” Azsha made herself comfortable, doing her best to remember her courtesies. She was taken aback by the sight of her escort walking toward the rear of the house. He passed through an open corridor to the kitchen.

“When you travel as often as I do and fight as I must,” shared Imdus, “you will find that optimum comfort becomes a mainstay in the home.” The elf returned, setting a tray of tea things upon the table. He did not wait to begin service. Imdus motioned for them both to partake. “Please, help yourself to some of my finest brew.”

Azsha lifted her cup and began to sip, far too confounded by what was occuring. Sir Imdus lifted his cup as well. He took a moment to breathe in, causing the steam to swirl and flutter about the rim of the delicate cup. “Ahhh, such an exquisite aroma. I actually acquired the leaves from an old woman who lived in a small hut near Timeon and Jewel. In fact, on a return trip south she actually sold me these cups as well. Did you know they are crafted from the shavings of bone? I just love things that are made out of bone, don’t you?”

He eyed her suspiciously, causing the liquid to burn a little more on its travels down her throat. The elf helped himself to a cup and took a seat opposite Azsha. She struggled to place his meaning. Could he possibly mean the bone sword? Kalo was supposed to have returned it, wasn’t he? Azsha kept these thoughts to herself lest she unintentionally incriminate herself in the matter.

“These are beautiful cups, indeed, but I am more curious as to the nature of your friendship,” she responded, opting to derail the conversation’s focus as a tactic.

His eyes shifted to the elf, body unmoving. “He is my squire.”

“Forgive me,” said Azsha, “as my knowlege of military doings is lacking, but isn’t he a bit old to be a squire?”

“He is my valet then,” Imdus said with a chuckle, solitary though it was. “Truth be told, he lost a bet to me. I commanded that he should acquire you and now you are my woman.”

Azsha looked directly at the elf who shot a redirecting glance at the knight. If the notion hadn’t been so foolish, she would have come down on herself for walking into a trap. Sir Imdus was doubled over, quite mad with laughter, and falling over on his side when she threatened to leave.

“I am in love with your expression at this moment!” he wheezed while gasping for breath in between fits of amusement. “Please, sit down. I merely jest. The bet is true but nothing more.”

“I did not want to say this,” she confessed, “but you are an odd sort. Everyone paints you as this wonderful, charming, heroic person, kind of like him!” she thrusted her hand toward the elf and her bracelets jangled. “But you are an unfeeling brat of a man and nothing more.”

He bit his lip at her statement and his demeanor calmed. “Yes, it is true people paint me in many a light. However, in the end, I am but flesh like you.”

“Why did you ask me to come here? Is it because you think me a criminal?”

“In this world we are half appearances, half the association of the company we keep, and half the part that we keep to ourselves. I was merely curious as to why an audaciously beautiful girl such as yourself would be seen with the flea trap known as Kalo.”

“Much like you, I had no control over the way I was made, and that has nothing to do with my actions. You are a fool to think so.”

“Yet you are correct to judge me by a portrait? I had no control over the painter’s hand. His brush moved as he saw me and now it hangs for all to see.”

The elf sat in silence, quietly sipping his tea. Azsha resumed her line of questioning.

“Did you truly save those twenty children from the nest of a giant hornwasp?”

“It was one child and she made it sound far more incredible than it was. A story spreads like butter and hungry ears are always for it. Who am I to stand in its way?”

Her tone changed from an accusatory hue to one of intrigue, “Do you mean to tell me you’re a fraud? They say you’re almost as wealthy as the liege. What of that?”

“Everywhere I go I am treated. I could sign my own boot and use it as currency. Who’s to say how much I have in terms of wealth?”

“This is beyond mad! All this time... Do you not care that I know these things about you? I could tell everyone.”

“Tell who you like. They won’t believe you. That is the power of perception.” Sir Imdus leaned back fully, taking in all the amenity his cushions had to offer. “In a thousand steps I live a thousand lifetimes, and every time I travel the legend grows. There is no shame to be had in it. That power is used to fight injustices, to shift the balance of society, to make people magically aware of their own blindness.

“To walk a line so thin without toppling requires humility and good judgement. If you hear a story, does it matter how the ending came about? If a war is won, who cares if the soldiers are made of flesh or brawnstone? All that matters, truly, is the end result.”

“You have given me much to think on.” Azsha sat her cup aside and rested on her haunches. “Maybe I judged you a bit more harshly than you deserved.”

“That is quite alright. And now that you’ve expressed your sheer disappointment in me, if you wish to go, I will not stop you. I’m sure you are eager to get back to your search for trulilium.”

“And however did you know?”

“Your friend Kalo isn’t the only one with connections. I might be able to tell you where to find some, as much as you like, growing wild and free.” He sipped his tea from a batch newly poured, eyes glimmering over the rim of his upturned cup.

“What do I have to do?”

“Simply to choose. Nothing more is required.”

“Alright, I choose to stay.”

“Excellent. In that case, you may go. I wish to thank you for gracing me with your presence. Please, allow me to walk you to the door.”

Sir Imdus remained true to his word until she was about to reach for the handle. He flung Azsha about face, pressing her hard against the wall, one arm extended overhead, the other blocking her at the waist. This was exactly the sort of behavior Lubekka would have warned her about had she ever envisioned it to be an eventuality. In a reflex move, she squeezed his face with a right-handed grip.

“Is this what you call nothing?” she asked, infuriated. “We had an agreement. Do we need an understanding as well?”

“That agreement is kept,” he managed through squished lips. She released him under the premise that if he wanted to do something, it would have already been done. He thanked her. “I said I would tell you where to find the flowers but not when. That you will know on the morrow. Will you grant me a kiss before you go?”

“I don’t suppose you give me much choice.”

“The lady always has a choice.”

“If that is the case, then I choose to remain one, sir.”

“Good girl,” he said. “Excellent frame of character, but it can easily be warped when wasted on the wrong sort of people. Remember that.”

Once Azsha was finally allowed to leave, he gave her a firm pat on the bottom. When she turned to give him a stern reproach, the door was closed in her face. She was stunned by his rudeness. What right did he have to judge her friends and acquaintances? He didn’t know them the way she did.

After the conclusion of her second meeting with the knight of eccentricity, she was starting to understand Kalo’s view of him. In the span of one afternoon, Sir Imdus Wyden had become more mottled myth than roving legend. The sun was setting heavy in a bright orange sky and she knew that was her cue to find Ayalana before they both missed their transport.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

It was on the eve before the grand ball that Lissa and another girl sat alone in the servants’ quarters of Timerra’s abode. In order to have a moment of discussion alone, they rushed through dinner. Lissa didn’t mind making the sacrifice, but the droopy sound of her friend’s voice made it obvious that she would much rather have stayed behind. It wasn’t until Lissa began to tell the tale of the missing nosegay that she showed signs of perking up.

“Gone? What do you mean it’s gone?”

“That’s exactly what I mean, Leonore! It’s been there in the nursery all this time.”

“Do you think it could have been her?”

They both nodded at one another in unison. It made perfect sense. One day a cursed charm is left unsuspectingly in a room and it suspiciously disappears after a thorough cleaning. The new girl had to be at fault, and though they knew her name well, there was an unspoken agreement never to utter it.

“Meddling wench,” Lissa scowled, “what business does she have mucking about with other peoples’ things? That charm cost me a great deal of money. “

“Maybe she didn’t throw it out. It could have just fallen off the dresser.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Lissa said while pacing. “I could stand another look about, but it just makes me so angry. If Timerra has a child, we’re the ones who’ll have to take care of the brat. All that crying and screaming to keep us up. I want no part in it.”

“It might not be so bad. A baby doesn’t cry all the time. And really, the missus has been kind to us, even letting us go off for fun at times. Not many of her like’ll do that. She might hire on a different nanny altogether.”

“Lovely. Then I suppose she can steal my invite to the next fancy dress ball.” Lissa knelt before the chest at the foot of her bed, pulling out various objects at a hurried pace.

“Oh Lissa, I just couldn’t believe it when I heard. You’ve waited so long for this chance.”

“What’s another four years when you’ve waited all your life? Do you know Timerra actually believed it to be a fertility charm?” Lissa’s sudden fit of laughter was broken off by a realization. “It’s so unfair. Why is it the biggest dullards are always the ones graced with money?”

Running out of floorspace to put things, Lissa finally drew from the cedar chest a pair of scissors, needle, and thread. She then handed one end of the thread to her friend and began to unravel the spool. Using motions both quick and steady, she ran the scissor-blade up and down the length of the fibers. “Now hold it taut, Leonore.”

“What are you doing?”

“I’m going to make sure this new girl remembers her special night for the rest of her days.” Lissa’s work was brought to a halt at the brief outburst of laughter that came from upstairs, but she resumed the task quickly using the happy sounds to feed the flames of her ardor.

Azsha and Ayalana continued their outpouring of mirth while recapturing the memories of their jaunt into town. Each had a fresh serving of tea and cookies, which had been brought up after dinner, as well as an unshakable case of the giggles.

“I must say, Azsha, I was skeptical when you first mentioned your post here, but this has turned out to be quite an experience. I am happy to be along for the ride.”

“You are quite welcome,” Azsha mouthed around a cookie-biscuit. “I am only sorry you will not be attending the ball with us. I feel almost cruel constantly bringing it up all the time.”

“Nonsense! You have been aching for this opportunity and here it is. I am happy for you. Apparently, you haven’t noticed, but all of this la-dee-da doesn’t much suit me.”

Azsha crossed the room over to the large wardrobe and pulled its doors wide open. She pawed through the many choices until she found something in a rich blue and yanked it free. Taking a proper stance, she danced about the room with it, glancing in Ayalana’s direction from time to time.

“So, you’ve never been curious?” she asked, holding the gown close to her torso, but Ayalana only shook her head.

“I’ve no interest in impressing anyone. Those who matter like me as-is.”

“I know, but sometimes dressing up is just fun. Come on.”

Ayalana groaned as she rose from her seat. She snatched the gown away from Azsha and began to slip it up and over her boots. “I’m doing this because I know you’ll only pester me until I do it anyhow.”

Once the back was completely buttoned, Ayalana shuffled over to the mirror. She could hardly believe the story her reflection told. For decades, she had become so accustomed to dressing down, it was amazing what could be done with a bit of fabric. Azsha jumped up and hugged her friend from behind who still appeared a bit shaky from the results. Kalo’s voice chimed in from a darkened corner of the room.

“Now now, what’s all this fussery about?” Upon seeing the surprise of Ayalana’s new appearance he blurted out, “Egads!”

“What’s that, then?” she responded rather haughtily, posture defiant as he strolled forward.

“You must forgive me. It’s just that I’ve never really seen you as a woman.”

Ayalana’s palm came crashing across Kalo’s cheek. Azsha drew her hands over her mouth. She was used to seeing the old pair clash but never before had Ayalana taken his words to heart. Both stood their ground unwilling to back down. It was as though neither understood the whys behind their behavior yet still they felt compelled to act.

“Get out,” Ayalana said coldly. “I don’t want you watching me while I get out of this stupid thing.”

Kalo laid back on the bed shoes and all, stretching his arms behind his head. He had no intention of leaving. Realizing this, Ayalana made her way back to her normal seat in the rocking chair and slumped down in it, arms crossing the chest. Azsha was stuck in the middle at a loss on what to do. If it hadn’t been for the beating sound of large wings to distract them, they might have remained in a standoff all evening.

“Oh my!” said Ayalana with her more usual tone of upbeat sarcasm. “I’ve heard the wild beasts grow large in the country, but this is preposterous.”

“Juju!” Azsha cried in the midst of running to give her friend a hug. Kalo began to return to a relaxed position once he realized they were not under attack. He was eternally jumpy from his first avian encounter. Azsha helped him inside. “I did not expect to see you here of all places.”

“Neither did I, but when your friend came to retrieve me I—” The sight of Ayalana’s eyes stopped him cold. Even as the shade of her hair drew closed, hiding one violet orb from view, he felt twice as moved by her as before. He advanced to her side and bent a knee, careful not to break eye contact as he painted the sweetest of flutterbye kisses on the back of her hand.

The same hand known earlier for its violence, found itself made passive by Juju’s unrelenting charisma. Kalo felt the need to stop himself from gagging. Azsha, now feeling the slightest twinge of envy, wanted to make public mention of his freewheeling romantic ways, but could not upon seeing the light returned to the recently bruised spirit of her friend. Ayalana was indeed not a fool. She knew of her effect on others as a nymph, but was still just as prone to flattery as anyone else. After all, no harm ever came of anyone for uttering a simple thank you.

“Please,” Juju continued, “allow me to say that a gown should consider itself lucky to grace a figure such as yours.”

Kalo no longer kept private his feelings of disapproval over such sentiment. Azsha, now sitting beside him on the bed, casually slapped his arm for being rude.

“What are you on about now?” said Ayalana in Kalo’s direction.

“I am offended. Why is he entitled to a hug? All he did was fly. I had to walk the entire way.”

“Why you no good vile pretender...” she huffed.

“Now, now,” Juju said. “My good sir, if you wanted a hug, all you had to do was ask.”

The two women laughed and guffawed as Kalo recoiled in disgust. It almost always served him right when someone got the better of him. A loud knock on the door caused everyone to scatter. Juju made a beeline for the wardrobe, and Kalo slipped underneath the bed while Ayalana tried her best to look natural in an extravagant silk ballgown. Azsha opened the door to find Lissa standing quietly by.

“Missus has asked me to tailor your garment for tomorrow evening. May I have it, please?”

“Of course. One moment.” Azsha smiled at the girl but received no courtesy in turn. She very carefully opened the door of the wardrobe, making sure that Juju was not to be seen and retrieved the garment hastily. Now holding the dress over outstretched arms, Lissa made her customary curtsey before trudging off toward the servants’ quarters.

The second the door was shut, Juju emerged from the wardrobe dressed in one of Timerra’s many frocks. Complete with feathered hat, it was an ill-fitting ensemble that was rife with comedic intent. He immediately burst into song and Ayalana joined in, clapping in time as he danced his folly. Kalo emerged from his hiding place and wrapped himself in the bedspread, using a nearby pillowcase as a makeshift snood. Together they performed a riotous scene from ‘The Widow Weeps’, one of the best known farcical acts of their time.
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Azsha’s room wasn’t the only venue for a lively show. That same night at The Ogre’s Arm, the tavern was overflowing with out of town visitors preparing for the next day’s festivities. Patrons sang songs linked arm-in-arm. Every now and then during a break in chorus, a barfly would shout out a joke or a bawdy poem to the delight of the crowd around him.

Everyone appeared to be in grand spirits save for Hemley who sat at his usual table, muttering to himself while poring over his monstrous magical text. His back was turned to the room, eyes affixed to the page. In his determination to decipher a particularly difficult passage, he remained completely oblivious to the small child that was toddling his way. The room had also grown eerily quiet save for a few sneers and snickers.

“Beetle on your boot!” yelled the child, and Hemley jumped up, causing papers to fly everywhere. His feet now glued to the floor, he flailed wildly to keep from toppling over, something he was unable to prevent his chair from doing.

Apparently, the child had just been regaled with tales of elvish folklore and was now part of a fresh crop of youngsters who would be dying to test the outlandish claims and theories. It was just Hemley’s luck that the one theory tried at his expense proved to be accurate. He fumbled and flailed doing everything possible to free his feet while everyone howled with laughter.

As a last resort, he picked up the bulky text and dropped it on one of his feet, smashing the bug and causing him to yelp in the process. After the pain lapsed, he used his free foot to kick away the other bug, resulting in an awkward spin that ended on his face. This incident served only to further entertain the crowd who begged for more.

“That’s it!” Hemley shouted. “I’m through with you, all of you!” Hoisting his book underarm, Hemley grabbed up the mess of papers and stumbled toward the door. Before leaving, he turned to utter the foulest of curses. Unfortunately, nobody cared to listen over the sounds of their own laughter.
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CHAPTER TWENTY

Azsha tugged gently at the tops of her long, velvety gloves while taking one last look in the mirror. Her friends had long gone back to the city, invigorated by the wild antics of the previous night. Surely they would be at the parade, cheering loudly and catching favors tossed along the route. By now, everyone in the kingdom was awash with festival fever and she could feel the energy shooting up her spine.

Earlier that morning, a surprise delivery had set the entire household mad with gossip. Around that time, Azsha was busy tying off her apron when Timerra stopped her in the corridor. The mistress said not a word but handed to Azsha a fancy card on textured paper.

The envelope was addressed to Timerra, but inside the note read: To the lady of the garden. That is where they are found. There was no mention of the sender, but Azsha had a feeling who the card was from. She made her way to the rear of the house where a barrel was sitting. When the lid was lifted, she found herself face to face with all the trulilium she could ever need and wondered if there was a boot now sitting in the man’s shop with the name of Sir Imdus scrawled upon it

That evening, cast in the soft lamplight of her bedroom, Azsha was a vision in a gown of rich ruby, heavily accented by crystal flourishes everywhere. With Ayalana’s aid, her hair was elaborately styled and tinted a shimmering shade of the same deep red just for tonight. Secretly perched outside of her window, a mesmerized Kalo watched her striking several poses in silence.

“It is unwise to leave one’s shutters unhooked while dressing, madame. You never know who might be peering in.”

“Goodness, Kalo, you frightened me!” she said while clutching her chest. “You didn’t, did you?”

“A gentleman never tells.”

“My, what a clever remark,” she said while beginning a slow advance toward the window. “I do believe I am succumbing to your wit. Tell me, Kalo. What would you say if I were to tell you that I wish to become your clanmate?”

“Not a thing. They would never have you. You are much too alluring.”

“Stop flirting and be true with me.”

“Alright,” he said with a newly donned air, “you wouldn’t last one day in our fold, and I am not interested in teaching you how to survive.”

“What makes you think I need to learn anything from you?” She leaned forward slowly in a manner suggestive of a kiss. During the split second their lips might have met, she mouthed the word ‘goodbye’ and gave the rogue a shove before slamming the shutters closed. Kalo lost his footing and tumbled down the trellis, landing somewhat gently in the bushes below.

Giddily, she made her way downstairs. The landing was flooded with the harried activity of servants flitting to and fro, attending the needs of Timerra and her husband who had only arrived a few hours prior. It appeared no one took notice of the falling stranger due to all of the goings-on that night. Azsha ran to the window where Kalo landed, eager to taunt him once more.

“That is what you get for being a peep,” she said. “Did you enjoy your trip?”

“You foolhardy strumpet. All I did was try to teach you an important lesson. Better me than some forceful woodbrute.” He grabbed for the dangle of her necklace, but instead opted for a less conspicuous rest of his palm against the nape of her neck. His grip was firm, but gentle, and seemed to convey his earnest.

Azsha’s smile softened into a more latent expression and this time he pulled her close, a thumb sweeping gently against her jawline. He kissed her lips soundly for what seemed like a lifetime. She never once felt the unlocking of her clasp before the little crystal bell went sailing into his pocket.

“Know this,” he said through ragged breath, “I am not one to be teased.”

Her response was hazy with eyes half-closed. “Clearly, I have much to learn after all.”

He spoke no further and departed from her presence. The sound of Timerra’s footsteps gave Azsha a reason to flinch. She lurched upward, appearing to smooth out her bodice.

“Azsha, we must be leaving soon. Are you alright, my dear?”

“Y-yes of course. I was merely getting some fresh air before the carriage ride. I am not used to wearing a waist-nipper.”

“Ahhh yes. I recall those days but not with any fondness of memory, let me tell you. Go on ahead and take your seat in the carriage. I must find Lissa and will be along shortly.”

Timerra advanced through the halls, asking various people of Lissa’s whereabouts with little luck. She entered the empty servants’ quarters and took a look around but still nothing. On the verge of giving up, she spotted the girl in the garden and called her inside. Lissa entered the room, out of breath, but still managed a stable curtsy.

“Lissa! We are very close to leaving and you have not dressed at all.”

“I am sorry, Missus. I understood Miss Azsha was to attend the ball in my stead.”

Timerra sighed in exasperation. The tip of her fan touched forehead in utter defeat. “I suppose I should have been more clear. Azsha is to attend as my guest. You are to attend as a member of household. I never intended for you not to go. Now hurry and dress, you silly girl. The Master and I will be leaving now as we cannot afford to be late, but the day carriage will be waiting to take you along. Use this card as your proof of invitation.”

“Yes, Missus! I will get Leonore to help me! Thank you for this.”

Lissa was on top of the world at this moment, so much so that she had forgotten all about her misdeeds from the night before. The only thing on her mind was the promise of the endless stories she would share with envious staffmates upon her return.

For one night, she would finally live out the dreams of her peers: to be one of the privileged class and looked upon as an equal. She would dance with young men of import and drink bubblywine. And no one would question her, especially not Leonore whose goody-goody ways often made her want to retch. Tonight would be a night of unimaginable bliss, even if she did have to ride behind in a second-rate carriage.

Outside, Azsha took her seat in the primary vehicle. Her hands fidgeted nervously in her lap. What was taking the others so long? She allowed a hand to slide onto the bench seat, peering at the house through the window. The bob of Timerra’s feathered hairpiece was coupled shortly with a man’s hat, and together they made their way toward the front steps.

There was a slight pressure on the back of Azsha’s hand that made her very uncomfortable. She snatched it away, curious as to what could have induced such a sensation. A warm breeze flowed past her ear, and she knew something was amiss. When the disembodied voice of a male felani shattered the silence, she knew.

“Now let’s just see how you like being teased.”

Azsha managed to squelch a pending scream once the carriage door flung open. The Sweedfellows entered, taking their seats opposite her own, completely oblivious to Kalo’s presence. His plan was without flaw. She was helplessly at his mercy and there was nothing that could be done about it lest she appear ill or completely insane. Now aware of the small kisses that were trailing down her neck, she took a few deep breaths and said a silent prayer, for this was now going to be a very long and awkward ride into the city.
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The boat that carried Hemley out to sea was a small one, weary from overuse. The worn wood creaked between the weight of its sole passenger and the crashing waves beneath. Though not the safest of vessels, it was all he could afford to get his hands on at the last minute. Positioned soundly at the bow was the book that served as his long-term companion and counsel. A satchel of important items was tucked soundly behind his feet.

Steadily he rowed, ignorant of the winds that seemed to grow more violent in warning. Or perhaps it was the howling cries emanating from his book that he chose to disregard the closer he came to his stopping point. His mind was set on a goal, and it would take more than a woman, paper or otherwise, to make him turn back now.

“Hemley!” cried the spirit from her mirrored prison, “I must advise against this. You are being most unwise!”

“You saw what they did to me. No better than a bunch of filthy herdlings not caring about who or what they step on. Nobody cares for me!”

“I do, Hemley. Don’t you recall all of these years planning in preparation for your grand ascent with me by your side? What of our plans to rule the stars together? You must turn back now. You are not yet ready to receive power.”

“Do you think me so foolish? You too have no love for me. I’ve been nothing but a tool for you.”

“That is not so.” the spirit’s voice took on a sudden sweeter quality in an attempt to coax him. “Hemley, place your hand upon me so that you will remember.”

The boat floated in stasis while he measured out his options. He looked down at the bag beneath him, then over at the book. The spirit continued to pour out her charms until he finally came to a decision. Hemley picked up the book only to be greeted by a mild paralytic shock to his right hand. Though he could feel his fingers growing numb, he knew it would pass in time.

“That was a good try,” he said, “but the Amulet of Oron will keep you from having any control over me now.”

“You arrogant fool!” she said. “You cannot summon true power without a sacrifice!”

“Why else do you think I brought you along? Certainly not for clever conversation.”

“Hemley, listen to me. You cannot do that. This now goes far beyond the preservation of my own existence. There are twelve Pieces of Eden. Six do you possess. To pair them now will only breed calamity.”

“Here now you pay the price of betrayal!”

The words of the spirit now fell on deaf ears as Hemley took from his sack a vial of viscous blue liquid. In the other hand, he grasped the sprig of havertwine that was hidden on the farmer’s land that night. He gnawed off a piece of the bitter plant while dousing himself with the vial’s contents. Swirls of liquid smoke trailed along his clothes and skin, unwavered by the surrounding sea spray.

In a final consecrating act, he raised the book to the skies and began to weave together a string of incomprehensible ramblings. Without aid of oar, the boat eased into a spinning motion and the clouds parted, more likely out of fear than natural occurrence. The pendant he clung to so desperately only moments ago now hung about his neck. Its pulsing, terrible glow was tremendous against the darkness.

By this time, the water surrounding the boat had ebbed and flushed, creating a torrential pull beneath the surface. Hemley was no longer in possession of his higher senses when he called the wind to his side, creating a vacuum that reached into the sky. Those witnessing the phenomenon from the shore ran quickly to inform anyone who would listen. Even the parade goers stopped to gawk in confusion.

Thousands saw it from a distance. They wandered out of doors and leaned from windows. The great funnel roared and twisted with all its might, an unnatural blend of wind and water masking the sinister activity at its core. Then, just as quickly as it had formed, the cloud mass began to dissipate bringing forth a collective sigh of relief from the townspeople. But in the space of two breaths, a pillar of color surged from the sky.

It pierced the water’s surface and went clear through to the ocean floor, sending a shockwave across the lay of the capital city and beyond. Echoes of gale force winds collectively swelled before fanning out over anyone brave enough to remain standing. The air was surprisingly warm, but moist, something akin to the breath of an angry hellbeast. Then it was gone, leaving the people to wonder about the security of their fate.
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During this rousing of chaos, a lone cry in Inami’s Temple hurtled through the courtyard. The frightened maiden’s hand shook viciously, threatening to topple her candle from its holder. With a free hand, she rubbed her eyes to make certain her vision. Then she raised the light higher, chasing shadows away from the cupola’s upper reaches.

Down the corridor Jhana flew, tugging at her robe and anxious to investigate the commotion. She had somehow managed to sleep through the quake, but the scream was far too alarming to ignore.

“What’s happened?” she sputtered, only partially awake. Her own candle rose to couple with that of the maiden on watch. In an instant, her hand took on the same shaky quality as the girl beside her. Together they looked upon the carvings that bordered the ceiling mural, only one had been significantly altered.

“I was startled by the quake,” the girl said, “so I began to walk the grounds. I tried to check in with everyone, only the doors won’t open and nobody responds. Sister Jhana, I’m frightened. What does it all mean?”

“There, there, it will all be alright. More than likely this is Eorick’s doing, nothing more than a prank. However, I must make it known to the high priestess at once.”

“What can I do?”

Jhana looked up again at the bust of the Hour-Goddess whose eyes were now wide open. They were as cold and motionless as the wood that bore them, but it was jarring all the same. “Pray.” It was the only thing she could think to say before turning to walk away. She attempted to test the doors, and they were unyielding as she had been told, even her own barred her from entry.

“It’s Solera! She’s finally come for me against all those times I’ve used her name in vain. Oh please, my, me, no.” Fueled by a sudden pang of paranoia, she clasped her thumb down on the handleset, clicking several times to no avail. It wasn’t long before she was outside the door of the priestess’ antechamber, demanding entrance. Once granted, she waited patiently, then less so as time wore on. She was actually a bit startled by how easily she entered this room when all others were off limits to her.

“Jhana, the hour is late. What troubles you?” The high priestess stood in the archway of her chamber draped in an ornamental robe that was still considered modest by noble standards. The mask upon her face caused Jhana to twitch in the wake of seeing the wooden courtyard oddity not long ago.

“Something appears to have happened, though I am not entirely certain it’s not a hoax. Solera’s visage seems to have...opened its eyes.”

“That is noteworthy indeed. Have the others been alerted to this?”

“Only the one who brought it to my attention. The others I cannot get to. They must have blocked their doors in fear somehow. In truth, I think the boy is behind this. We should wake him right now.”

The Priestess raised her hand in objection to the notion. “Such a thing will not be done. We shall not tarry in the darkness. Light will come, and then we shall delve further into this. Retrieve the girl and rest here for the night. I will do what is expected.”

Jhana abhorred the fact that Eorick’s very presence violated the tenets of their faith. The thought of him bedding down in a sacred space filled her heart with rage, and she couldn’t help but wonder if this was beyond a practical joke, something much more ominous. Abysmal thoughts filled her mind on the way back out into the shadowy halls. Yes, he is the cause of this ill which has befallen us. The priestess must be made to see.
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The pillar of light in the sky began to fade. About a mile’s way from the city gates, The Sweedfellows’ carriage was forced to a halt by the driver. The unexpected ground tremors had spooked not only their own horses, but those of the other travelers who shared the king’s road that night. Most were able to steer clear of obstacles, and each other, but a few overturned vehicles shed another side to the story.

Azsha was actually relieved at the moment of catastrophe for it granted her reprieve from Kalo’s wicked advances. After making sure everyone inside was alright, Timerra’s thoughts shifted to Lissa who was expected to be trailing behind them in the secondary carriage by now. Ignoring the pleas of her husband to stay put, she made her exit but not without the promise of return.

Her word was kept. Timerra spent the next hour walking along the road, speaking with others, and offering assistance where she could. She returned to her own carriage with Lissa and two others in tow, along with a second driver who would hitch a ride out front. Azsha’s nerves were all but frazzled by this point. She knew the extra personnel would surely bring to light Kalo’s hidden presence. But as the weight of the seat beside her shifted and the curtains fluttered in a tell-tale manner, she knew he was fled. He never did like cramped quarters. She smiled to herself at this thought.

Lissa, who had been so relieved at seeing Timerra’s outstretched hand, suddenly felt her world crack at the sight of Azsha’s tainted ballgown. It was now her turn to experience the extreme discomfort of riding along with an awful secret.
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Inside Eldersage castle, King Fraedelbaugh received word of the outside disturbance from Hamon L’Coeur, the captain of his three-point guard. The grouping consisted of knights, watchmen, and mages according to their rank. Now on alert status, the king marched alongside the members of his protective unit, making his way toward the royal saferoom.

“L’Coeur,” said the king. “Is my daughter alright?”

“Father King, I have been told she is awaiting us in the saferoom, and that she is in high spirits after the excitement of such an experience.”

“Bah! The poor girl. I wish she didn’t feel such need to overcompensate for my sake. Surely, she must be a wreck. I want a team of mages sent to investigate at the point of occurrence, a small one so as not to attract attention.”

“Yes, Father King, and what of tonight’s festivities? Should we postpone?”

“Absolutely not! A key point in all of this is to keep panic to an absolute minimum. Send word to all guards immediately. The public shall be encouraged to carry on as they would normally.”

“Forgive me, Your Grace, but what the people saw will be difficult to explain. They will almost certainly have questions.”

“Tell them it was fireworks, an accident that occurred when preparing the display.”

“Fireworks?”

“Yes, yes. Loud explosion, pretty colors, all of that. Would I lie to the public where their safety is concerned?”

“Well, that’s not what I would think, Your Grace.”

“Exactly. Also, I have been informed that a lead has been discovered in the case of Magician Humphrey’s whereabouts. He still hasn’t turned up since that dreaded dragon scandal. You are to retreive that report before your return. Now hop to it, Hamon, before the people grow restless!”

The knight bowed with pride, intent on fulfilling his orders. The king continued his trek forward. It was strange to see the castle in its state of quiet contradiction, so well appointed yet virtually empty. In a way, the hall of reception seemed sad to be disallowed to entertain in its refined glory. The king and his entourage rounded a final corner leading to the saferoom where Etticacia was being kept.

“Daughter, are you alright?”

“Of course I am alright,” the princess guffawed. “The blast was hundreds of miles away! Really, do we have to go to such extreme measures? We don’t even know the cause.”

“Highness,” Vanya interceded, “that is precisely why we go to such extremes. You need no reminder of the importance you and your father bear on this kingdom, and to say such a thing is an insult to the work we all do here on behalf of your well-being.”

Etticacia’s shoulders began to slump before she managed to muster a brief apology. Others often marveled at the way Vanya openly had her say even moreso than the way the princess responded to it. Of course, no one else would dare try the same tactic for fear of the king’s wrath.

“Vanya,” said the king. “I believe there is something to Etticacia’s words. As it is we do not know the cause of the disturbance, and as I mentioned to L’Couer earlier, the more we leave the people to their own devices, the higher the propensity for rumors and panic.”

Etticacia was shocked. “Father, you are actually agreeing with me?”

“Within reason. You are to remain under enhanced security until further notice.”

“Father, no! How am I to enjoy myself under such scrutiny?”

“You will manage to find a way. I’m certain of it.” He turned toward two of his most trusted guards. “Stopes, Lackey, mind the princess on penalty of your heads.”

“Stopes?” the princess did a poor job of masking her disappointment. “He is 3rd in command. Is Hamon not with you?”

“I have sent him to do an important work. He shall report back before the ball has turned. Let there be no more waiting. Vanya, have the doors opened and our guests welcomed. I am certain they are eager to get to safer surroundings indoors.”

She rose from her seat, steadfast as ever. “As my king commands.”

Vanya took charge of leading the regal convoy into the main hall where she gave the official order to open the gates. Princess Etticacia strayed purposefully toward the rear. Like many others that night, she too had a secret of her own. The only thing she hadn’t planned on was even more sets of watchful eyes following her every move. She took her seat on the throne beneath her doting father with a silent wish for things to turn in her favor.

The colossal doors swung open allowing hundreds of partygoers to flood the main hall. It was no surprise that the prominent topic revolved around the big bang outdoors in some way, shape, or form. Once the sight of glittering banners came into view, all were left speechless at the sights, sounds, and smells that greeted them. Guests filed into the hall of reception individually after the announcement of their names. Many of the parade performers continued to delight the eyes with energetic displays of fire-eating and acrobatics.

Countless goblets of bubblywine were passed about on trays of gold to outstretched hands. Others helped themselves to a never-ending buffet of sumptuous delights. Something new this year, and a constant focal point of conversation, was the elegant towers of candied fruit stationed sporadically around the room. They were a gift from the Liege of Godsgift who was nowhere to be found as he viewed such events, elaborate though they were, to be beneath him.

Each tower featured an elegantly costumed nymph who appeared to be happily bathing in chocolate. Any guest who ventured too far of a reach would be playfully splashed, resulting in a ruined outfit and inevitable jeering from others. Though an intentional slight, favors as these were not to be refused as such action would most certainly wreak havoc on relations with the all-important Godsgift. The king had become used to such power plays over the years and learned to dismiss them without extensive thought.

Throughout the hall, clusters of guests listened intently as spirited youths discussed the ways in which their strategies would net them the top honor of an apprenticeship. Clothiers, bakers, and cheesemongers all, each had a surefire secret that was guaranteed in some way to propel them to victory.

In a complete mirror aspect, the artisan-masters clustered together in greeting, each taking a moment to casually observe the many hopefuls who might soon be graced with the title of protégé. They reminisced fondly together of their own festival days and how nerve-wracking an event like this truly was, even those many years ago. At the festival close, a dying torch would be passed to these new captains of industry who would set the world afire with their own personal touches. In this way, progress was a thing of beauty.

The princess fidgeted about in her chair. She had no trouble making a show of her boredom. Normally, on such a grand occasion, she would be mingling with old friends or keeping courtiers on their toes, but the idea of being guarded so heavily spoiled her mood. One of the men beside her spoke directly and she immediately detected a nervous undertone. Knowing the guards were used to her unabashed method of conversation, she assumed her father to be at the root of his discomfort.

“P-princess,” he stammered. “I know it is still early, but I was wondering if perhaps you would like to dance.”

“I know my father sent you over here, Brecht, and I will politely decline. Everyone knows you have two left feet and they are both turned sideways.”

“Thank you, Your Highness,” he replied, kneeling with utmost sincerity, “for sparing me such a public embarrassment.”

“Return to your post. You will not come to a beheading on my word and honor.”

Guard Brecht rose to deliver word of regret to the king before again re-taking the place by his side. A snicker belonging to Guard Lackey made Etticacia twitch, and she honed in for an attack.

“Guard Lackey, I am growing both hot and uncomfortable. Do you know why?” She awaited his response in the negative and was satisfied. “It is because you are all practically breathing on me. Get back! All of you!”

The guardsmen scooted outward but no more than a few inches in response to the princess’ pleas. Vanya, in the middle of checking food levels, had the privilege to witness this debacle out of her corner vision. She wasted no time in marching over to the scene.

“Gentlemen, I will take over from here,” she said, taking Etticacia’s hand and urging her forward.

“But the king—” Stopes interjected.

“This may be the king’s castle, but this is my event. I will take responsibility for it, thank you very much.”

Stopes and Lackey looked at one another thoughtfully. All of this dissention was too much for one evening. It was a heavy risk, though when Vanya made a claim, she was usually right. The men broke apart but with great apprehension. The princess, now feeling hopeful again, glided gracefully down the platform steps to the main floor in Vanya’s tow.

“Now you listen to me, young miss. I meant what I said back there. I have worked very hard to pull this event together and your deplorable behavior is on the verge of ruining everything. Normally, I would look away, but the honor of being host city is much too important.”

“I understand, and I thank you, Vanya. I truly do. Sometimes I think you are the only person in this entire castle who gets me.”

“That will be quite enough of that. Just realize that I am taking a grave chance in what I have done for you. Stay by my side always, clear in the king’s view, is that understood?”

“Yes, ma’am. Would you please lead me to the nearest buffet station?”

Etticacia was eager to begin picking at the snack table. Her appetite had returned to her as well as her hope for escape. It would be much easier to slip out of Vanya’s grasp than that of seven armed guards. Aside from a serving of pickled mush-mush, the only thing she craved now was a diversion.
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CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

In spite of delays, Timerra’s party finally arrived at the royal fete. More and more latecomers were to follow without consequence, for everything was in such grand abundance. Azsha and Lissa were in absolute awe as newcomers to such a regal affair. They were both ready to break off from the group, but Timerra halted them.

“Just a moment, you two. I know there is much to see and be done, but you do not yet know anyone. You must first be properly introduced. To greet anyone here without an introduction would be a gross miscarriage of conduct, you see.” She kissed her husband’s cheek before breaking away. A man of his stature had the pleasure of making more than enough acquaintances in his day to be left on his own.

With a flick of the wrist, Timerra demurely extended her fan, a sign to all who knew her that she was open to being approached as she worked the room. Like a bee in first spring, she flitted from guest to guest, happily speeding through the tedium of formalities. After parting ways with a stately elder couple, she scanned the room for her next target. Their eyes met for a mere second before she quickly beckoned her charges. This would be a fun one.

The man in her sights was a fairly tall hume with reddish brown hair and a well-trimmed goatee. He looked exceptionally dashing in his formal dress uniform accented with ruby-red panels and twinges of gold that offset his warm brown eyes.

“Ladies,” Timerra said while flashing her grandest smile, “it is my absolute pleasure to introduce you to a man of the highest renown, Sir Imdus Wyden.”

“Well, if it isn’t the loveliest of lovelies, Mrs. Sweedfellow herself.”

“Do mind yourself around this one, girls,” said Timerra. “He is a bit of a seasoned professional. I do believe he has graced almost as many of these affairs as the king himself.”

“That is just her way of politely telling you that I am old.” He bent full at the waist, kissing each of their hands in turn.

“Nonsense, Imdus. I am merely trying to give these girls a proper introduction to society.”

“Then perhaps, my dear, you should have skipped me entirely,” he japed with a comely smirk. “Actually, I believe I have had the privilege of meeting one of your associates. In fact, I would like to steal her for a time if I could.”

Azsha stepped forward against her better judgement. It seemed her legs had taken control when her mind failed in the presence of her former hero. Despite him looking more like the man in the portrait tonight, it would be interesting to see if his behavior was equally suited. Timerra nodded her consent, but Lissa interrupted.

“Would anyone like some fruit?” she cried out in desperation. “I think we should all have some together!”

“Perhaps another time,” Sir Imdus replied before escorting Azsha toward the dance floor where several couples were waltzing about already. Timerra was too stunned to comment on such an outburst. She was pleased, however, that Sir Imdus maintained enough tact to walk away from the situation.

“It would appear we are a match,” he said to Azsha, who was still quite flustered. “Your gown, it complements my attire a bit too well.”

“Oh! Is that what you meant? Of course.”

“Yes, of course. You know, if we aren’t careful, people might begin to talk.”

The more the dancing pair whirled about, the more Azsha felt herself beginning to relax. “That doesn’t sound so awfully bad. What do you suppose they are saying?” 

“I believe they are saying, ‘My, what a captivating woman, and the old coot has actually managed to fashion his attire from the scraps of her dress’.”

Azsha found this manner of self-deprecation quite humorous. She wondered if such a quality was a common trait amongst all humes. With the exception of Timerra, her behavioral knowledge of their kind was limited to her encounter with the foul Daulton and what little Lubekka had griped about them.With each encounter, Sir Imdus proved to be a great deal different from her imaginings. He was confident but not brash, and projected such warmth where a warrior was expected to be cold.

“I must apologize,” he went on to say. “I never bothered to ask if you already had an escort.”

“I do not. However, there is a chance I might be spoken for.”

“You are not sure?”

“I hope so. Otherwise there is a meandering felani out there who owes me an explanation.”

“I see. Well until you are certain, would you mind if I ‘bespoken’ for you this evening?” He smiled, nudging her slightly closer with a hand at the small of her back, and she beamed at the return of his humor. She was much too engrossed in the activity to notice the popping sound along the seam of her gown. One of the main threads had popped loose under pressure.

The music played on, and Azsha continued to follow along gracefully, never missing a step. It appeared the knight’s predictions would soon come true, for more and more people were gathering on the outskirts of the ballroom floor. Had she been able to break her focus, Azsha might have become a bit self-conscious before such a large audience. Word was spreading fast of the fascinating young woman who seemed to have sprung up from the Sweedfellows’ garden overnight.

“You are light of step,” he bantered. “It makes a dirty old man’s heart weep for joy to be paired with one so fair as you.” Azsha slipped her tongue-in-cheek, trying hard not to giggle. She knew he was trying to bait her with his absurdity. It was no wonder he was welcome everywhere he went. Much like his worldly friend of elfish descent, there was a benevolent exuberance about him that outshone his countenance and left others wanting for more. When she did not reply, he took her pause to mean she agreed with his statement. “This is the part where you say, ‘Oh, no Imdus, I think you are the handsomest, most dashingest man in all of Aqua’Callah.”

She laughed aloud that time. It was the perfect timing in his use of falsetto that triggered it. “And what about you is old?” she wondered aloud, truly curious to hear his response. Sir Imdus was delighted by her plain-faced innocence regarding the subject.

“I’m so old, I still remember when we called it Eden. But since you were polite enough to ask, I shall be twenty-nine turns in the coming of frostfall. That gives me about twenty or so scant years to do what I like before I take up the shroud.”

“Truly?” she grimaced, but whether it was the idea or his open morbidity that made it so, she was uncertain. “That just seems so unkind.”

“And how old are you?”

“I am but a new woman among my breed. No wonder you humes are so wreckless. There is so much more to be done in that time. I can’t imagine.”

When the pace of the music changed to something fast and light-hearted, half the ballroom floor cleared as the more casual dancers decided to catch their breath. Azsha was dizzy from all the excitement, but her thirst for a challenge held fast. All the remaining pairs rearranged themselves into small groups, and so the fun began.

Moving in a grid formation, the merry dancers shuffled about in a complex sequence of hopping, lifting and clapping. Even the king, who was intrigued by such a bold mix of amateur aerialists, found himself bobbing along with the beat.

“I must also compliment you on your hair,” Sir Imdus said. “I see the delivery was made as promised.”

“Actually,” she said in mid-twirl, “you promised to tell me where to find them.”

“And did I not? Right there on the card.” He pulled her into a heavy lift from which she slid down gracefully. Her breathing quickened.

“Always such trickery with you.”

“Not trickery, no. I warned you about getting bogged down in the details. Lady Truth is fond of masks. The details are seldom important. Look to what she hides underneath and that is where her beauty lies.”

Poor Azsha never saw it coming. She had no idea that with every spin, tug, and twirl her gown was coming to pieces. Lissa knew it very well, but in her mind things had played out to a much more satisfying end. She never expected to feel violently ill at the sight of her misdeeds coming to pass before countless witnesses.

It took a few moments for Azsha to take notice once the music had stopped abruptly, but there it was. She examined herself, mouth agape as she stood among the rumples of her fallen ballgown. Her partner hastened to remove his jacket in the hope of offering some form of cover. He felt indirectly guilty, wondering if his words somehow gave rise to her misfortune. Once instinct kicked in, Azsha knelt and scooped up the tatters, making a break for the nearest exit. If Sir Imdus had anything to say, she had no intention of hearing it.

Timerra’s fanning took on a hard rustle, moving in time with the growing intensity of her breathing. Lissa stood as stone, unmoving. She didn’t need to look around in order to feel the hard stares in her mistress’ direction. She already knew they were whispering about the shame brought upon the Sweedfellow name by the base actions of that lewd girl. How could they acquaint themselves with such an individual? These same words once sounded so deceptively sweet in her vengeful dreams. Now they were rendered poison as they touched the air.

“What explanation do you offer for what has occurred?” Timerra beckoned.

“I believe she was too hard on the garment, Missus. An accident mayhaps?”

“That was no accident. That gown was placed expressly in your care, and I know your work. Lissa, I trusted you. How could you be so callous toward another? What has that girl done against you?”

“When I thought Miss Azsha to be attending the ball in my stead, I was so upset. My envy overcame me.”

“Here are your instructions. You are to use the remainder of this evening to find a suitable appointment among the benefactors here. After the damage you have wrought, I wish you the best of luck in that. I am sorry, but after what I have seen, I believe there is no longer a place for you at Sweedfellow Manor.”

Lissa was flabbergasted at the swiftness with which her punishment had been dealt but not the outcome. In the world of privilege, she had committed a mortal sin: the act of producing a scandal. It was to her misfortune that as savvy as she was in plotting against others, she still lacked true finesse in the art of vengeance. She looked at the faces among the crowd once more and knew that her doom was sealed. The thought to pack her belongings never once occured. Trite possessions would only slow her down in the feral lands beyond the city walls.

Vanya ordered the court musicians to begin playing again on her way to moving in for damage control. With the atmosphere once again party-like, she approached Azsha who was carefully hiding behind a large, gilded column. She was trembling, making a stalwart attempt at covering her undergarments, elegant as they were.

“My dear, are you going to be alright? That must have been a terrible experience for you.”

Azsha’s eyes contained all the fear of cornered prey. “I am unsure of what to do. What do I do?!”

“First,” Vanya extended her hand, “I think you should report your tailor to the king. Under the circumstances, we could have it charged as high treason.” Noticing Azsha’s lack of response she then added, “That was meant to be a joke, dear. If you will come with me, I’m sure we can find you something just as lovely to wear upstairs.”

The princess joined in with a suspicious ring of enthusiasm, “We can have her escorted to my room!”

“That is out of the question, Princess. I think it would do you well to return to your seat for now.”

“But you told me to stay close to you. Stop confusing me!”

Vanya let out a deep cleansing breath. She knew it would be pointless to argue.

“Princess?!” Azsha shouted. “Oh dear! I have not yet been introduced to you. Please forgive me. I mean no disrespect.”

Vanya waved the guards over to provide escort back to Etticacia’s room. “What are you going on about? Oh, nevermind. The both of you, come with me.”

Etticacia’s unseen heart was pounding on the way. Things could not have worked themselves out more perfectly. With her original plan in place, she would have had to come up with an excuse to return to her room. But now she had even attained a personal escort and an unsuspecting switch without even trying.

Once upstairs, Azsha gave a grunt when the last cinch of her new gown was laced together. It was clear that breathing would not be an option for the evening’s remainder. Vanya circled around the girl, stopping every so often to pick and straighten. When the woman felt confident in her post-inspection approval, the doors were again opened.

Vanya first took care to dispense with any maids still present. Then she began to follow, with the expectation of her guests to remain behind. It was the most natural course for anyone used to serving in the escort role, but that was her misstep, for when she was safely out of range, Etticacia pushed the doors shut.

“Why have you done that?” Azsha demanded to know.

Etticacia pleaded with Azsha for her understanding. Vanya was banging forcefully on the door from the outside. It would not be long before she sought help from the guards. “Please, this is most important. I must tell you a secret about my nursemaid. We could be in grave danger.”

Azsha found it difficult to distrust the sweetness in Etticacia’s voice. After all, in every fae story there was always some princess or maiden getting into trouble somewhere. By that logic, this was just another facet of the day-to-day doings of a royal. The guards wasted no time in attempting to break the door down. From that point, each of their statements was punctuated by the sounds of bodies ramming against wood. Where the princess’ life was a concern, every second was precious.

Etticacia leaned forward, taking Azsha’s hand in her own. It had happened so fast, there was no time to commit it to memory. Azsha, or the girl that once was Azsha, stood still for a time in order to stabilize herself. Everything in the room was so bright and colorful it made her slightly nauseous. Outside of her window, crackling fireworks made for a bevy of glittering jewels soaring against the night sky.

“It’s all so lovely, I’m almost sad to leave it,” she whispered softly to herself. She looked back once more at the body on the floor that was no longer her own. She studied the face of a young woman that had been described to her many times and only touched with curious fingertips. “Forgive me.”

The sound of Vanya’s booming voice reminded her that it was time to depart. Taking a running leap, she darted off the balcony and into the castle moat. Feeling anchored by the bulk of her gown, it was now that she appreciated having chosen such an athletic physique as she swam toward the water’s edge.

The guards finally broke through the door, surrounding the collapsed figure. Others spread out, searching the vicinity for potential dangers. Vanya knelt beside Etticacia’s body, checking for signs of vitality. Standing once more, she walked over to a nearby dressing table and slid her hand beneath the underside. What she pulled out was a satchel filled with a weighty amount of coin. She handed it to one of the soldiers.

“Guard Brecht, find me someone to fix that door immediately and discreetly. No one breathes a word of this to the king.” Everyone agreed to these conditions. Only a fool would disclose such information to a man known for taking life so readily and without just cause. Before returning downstairs, Vanya issued a final set of instructions. “Get the princess into bed and looked over at once. And find me that red-haired girl, wherever she may be!”

Earlier that day, Etticacia had fed one of her attendants lies about her desire to go on a secret evening picnic. With the girl swept up in a romantic dementia, it was easy to make sure a bag was hidden with dry clothes and provisions in a nearby bush. Around the corner from where she stood, two guardsmen were approaching. Realizing the importance of making herself scarce, she decided to indulge in such comforts at a later time. Without delaying herself any further, she propelled herself into the dark of night.
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CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

In an old abandoned structure, which lay north of the compass star, rays of sunlight filtered in through a grand mosaic window. Stone walls overgrown with moss crumbled in disrepair, and patches of roof were missing where the rain had successfully beat its way in. Beams of light pierced through countless cracks bringing further illumination to a sea of florals below.

This war-torn relic, formerly a meeting place for the Jinn, was now home to a sprawling indoor garden. From the fractured remains of the floor, wildflower and vine laid siege to rotted furnishings. The land surrounding this place was desolate and had been for centuries since Eden’s demise gave rise to the world now known as Aqua’Callah. But the sound of pan pipes made known the presence of its lone occupant.

A green-haired girl of at least twelve winters sat in solitude amongst the lush botanicals of her upkeep. Her hands wielded a set of pipes on which she played a happy tune for the flowers’ enjoyment. In between sets, she nibbled on a particularly tasty sprig of milkweed, the main conduit to which her arm attributed its beautiful patterning. There was also a smattering of pansy and vine. The girl was far too wrapped up in her playing to notice the dark shadow that encroached on her surroundings. It spoke.

 

“In a world with such pretty, pretty things, so much vileness lies underfoot, like an old maid who dons powders to cover her withered face.”

The girl recoiled in disgust, moreso from the insolence of such trespass, than the brutality of the invader’s appearance. Her playing had been disturbed, a craft she shared with no one outside of her haven.

“You disagree?” he went on. “Address me!”

The power of Hemley’s voice had increased in league with his size and form. As he roared his demands, the room appeared to shake, or perhaps it only seemed that way to the smallish nymph who was unused to such behavior.

“Stop it!” she balled her fists with an angry shout. “They don’t like yelling!”

“And just who is ‘they’, these putrid blooms? No more of this shall stand in my midst. Only truth and ugliness shall prevail in the world to come!”

He snatched the girl up and in one fluid motion took to the air, but she offered no struggle. Together, they faced the double doors that opened without touch, providing unbarred passage to a host of humanoid creatures bent on destruction.

“Behold the mighty worpig!” he cried. “Heralds of doom and destruction, my great creation, perfected. I shall call you Puppet. You shall be my pupil, and these fine fellows shall be your brothers. Do you like them, Puppet?”

Hemley stroked the girl’s hair gently, but she resisted his touch.

“No matter to me,” he said. “You will in time.”

The flower maiden was forced to watch in horror as her magical garden was torn asunder by beastmen in their snorting, untamed fury. She had dedicated all of her years, from the time of remembrance, to its care. As a nymph of the wood, her bond had grown with each and every blossom. There were thousands in bloom. It did not matter. Each one had a song to sing and a place in her heart.

For a moment, she thought it might be best if she closed her eyes or at least averted them from the destruction. Yet somehow, she had to look on if only to honor them. She owed them at least that, the vivid multitudes who once brought her joy. It was a comforting thought that as the masses were cut down, the sweetest fragrance wafted up from below. In the face of adversity, Puppet envisioned her own perfect world where men of war could be as flowers, to depart this world so sweetly only to be reborn anew.
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“Nobody knows where the hole goes.” Felic sat alone on a rooftop singing one lone refrain as he pondered his future. His thoughts were centered on the moment one of his own was effortlessly swallowed whole into a fiery abyss, all the time knowing such a fate was on his heels. The week was almost over and he had yet to make good on his end of the deal. He thought of the immense irony to be found in the situation. Here, he had such dreams of taking over as leader of Clan Itaigo, but instead he would be remembered for its downfall. Centuries of hard work would be destroyed in a single vainglorious instant.

Overlooking the city center, activity for this time of day seemed normal at first glance, but today was different. Small groups would meet and chatter around the grand fountain as usual, but the energy of the vicinity was anxious where it should have been leisurely.

Commentary spread regarding ‘The Incident’, as it had come to be called, but word of recent events would always manage to displace the old. A woman stood among friends who reached out to console her, and a bit of eavesdropping revealed her name to be S’avra. She was wife to a man named Jaucer who worked the fields, and apparently their son Olan had run away.

The event, though tragic, wasn’t altogether out of place. Everyday misfortunes failed to cease for the sake of a festival no matter how important it was deemed by the masses. Felic began toying with the brim of his hat moments before he spotted her. It had happened so quickly, he was unsure of himself, and a second glance assured his sanity. But of course it was her. No one could mistake those lengthy lavender locks bobbing along the crowded streets.

Felic began to trail her, the princess, whom he mistook to be Azsha on the surface, by leaping across a series of rooftops. Her façade was so convincing, even Kalo made no hesitation in greeting her with a full-on kiss. Realizing his plan to nab the girl now fruitless in the face of this obstacle, Felic stopped short. To accomplish his task, he would need the assistance of his clanmates and one very large sack. He retreated into shadow unseen.

Etticacia pulled away, clearly surprised by the stranger’s advance. Kalo appeared just as bewildered as she. Once she took a moment to recall her situation, an apology was given.

“Should I even bother to ask how the ball went last night?” Kalo inquired. “It seems you have forgotten about me already. Perhaps some noble fellow has captured your fancy.”

Etticacia felt herself ease into the thrill of playing the part. “Oh, not at all you silly okk! You are my one and only love.”

Kalo cringed quite openly at the mention of the word love, which Etticacia did not understand. Was this person who had kissed her so openly not Azsha’s intended? Were the rules of courting so different outside the castle walls? Acknowledging her mistake, she realized she would have to tread lightly if her cover were to be maintained.

“Love is a myth,” he proclaimed, without much to follow.

“I am sorry you feel that way, but may I ask why?”

“Another time. I have an appointment,” he said before making a rather uneasy departure. Etticacia had the strong suspicion that he was spinning untruths, but knew better than to get involved any further. There were infinite possibilities of exploration that lay before her and she had no intention of wasting them on problems that were not of her own making.
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The very same morning, Azsha awoke in a state of panic. She thought perhaps she might have been trapped in the fog of dreams, but this did not have quite the same hazy feel. All around her was darkness. She reached upward to touch her eyelids, feeling for a mask or some kind of obstruction, but there was nothing out of the ordinary to be found.

A voice to her left piped up, “Your Highness, whatever is the matter?”

“I can’t see!” Azsha wailed.

“But you’ve always been blind. Well, since you were little. But you already knew that.” Another maid walked up beside her associate and whispered something in her ear. She nodded in response. “Oh dear,” the first maid continued, “we had best tell Vanya.”

Both women exited the room with a softness of footfall that was customary of most castle staff, leaving Azsha in hysterics. Just as soon as they had gone, a young man entered with all the subtlety and grace he could muster. Azsha had calmed down considerably but also neglected to hear his footsteps as Etticacia would. He watched her in silence, waiting with thorough admiration as though he were studying a favorite painting.

“What? No greeting for me?” he asked.

“Who addresses me?”

“It is I, Hamon.” His face twisted in confusion, then broke into a knowing grin. “I see,” he went on to say. “You are angry with me for not attending the ball last night. I am sorry for not being by your side, but your father sent me on an errand. Had I not been detained, I would have been there...for our meeting.”

Azsha held her tongue. What was going on? She remembered the previous night so vividly, even the unpleasant parts, but no clue was to be had for her arrival in this present state. Hamon apologized once more before announcing his departure.

“Please, wait,” she said. “You must help me. I am not the person you think I am.”

He laughed in the same confused sort of way as before. “I do not understand, Etti. What are you talking about?”

She tried to go on, but it was too late. Vanya entered the room with eyes that cut straight across toward Hamon. Being unaware of the situation at hand, he had not expected her to be in this section of the castle at the moment. His guilt was written all over.

“You are not to be in this room, young knight, unattended. This is your only warning!”

Hamon did not need a lecture on the subject. He knew full well the risk he was taking any time he entered the princess’ chamber. He also knew that Vanya clearly held him in high regard as warnings were never issued for such an infringement, only punishment. He scurried off as quickly as possible, thankful for her mercy.

“So you have awakened, finally.” Vanya approached Azsha’s bedside, placing a hand upon her forehead.

“Oh, that’s nothing. I knew an avian who once slept for three whole days.”

There were several maids in the room who exchanged odd looks with both Vanya and each other. She waved them all away. Azsha paused momentarily, realizing her stupidity. If she were going to get through this unscathed, then it would probably suit her well to play the part.

“I am feeling much better. May I have a cup of water, please?”

“Are you certain everything is alright? I was informed you had quite a start this morning.”

“It was just a bad dream. Too much excitement last night.”

Vanya agreed but held her suspicions. If something were amiss, it would reveal itself in time. Nothing under the castle roof got past her. In the meantime, she thought it best to arrange an audience for Etticacia with her father as soon as possible. She was a woman of great patience, but even the king could be trying at times where his family was concerned.

“Are you well enough to visit with the king this afternoon? I can only feed him stories of sleeping in for so long.”

Even though it pained her to do so, Azsha agreed. She also requested a meeting with the knight captain that evening to which Vanya objected immediately. Azsha sat in obedience where the princess would have whined and wailed. This was all that Vanya needed to boost her suspicions even more.

“Alright,” Vanya went on. “I suppose a brief meeting with Knight L’Couer wouldn’t be too out of the question. For the time being, I will send someone in to dress you for the king.”

After exiting the room, she quickly pulled aside one of the castle maids and instructed her to keep watch over Hamon and the princess that night. She fully intended to get to the bottom of things.







 

. Ӝ .

 

The day rolled on as Etticacia continued her wanderings about the town. With so much over-stimulation, she found herself tired out rather quickly. Deciding to take a short break, she walked toward a nearby bench that was already teeming with rowdy strangers. The moment her bottom touched seat, she was caught off guard by a nymph in the face who looked rather displeased.

“I’ve been calling out to you. Did you not hear me?” Ayalana said. Etticacia’s heart began to pulse rapidly. Thinking back, she did hear a woman calling Azsha’s name several times, but up until now, she had no idea of the name she should answer to.

“I’m sorry,” she replied. “You cannot blame me. The crowds are thick today!”

“It’s all the game booths, I know. Come with me. I have a surprise for you.”

The princess was still tired but feared resisting or else she might have had to explain. Ayalana grabbed her hand, tugging her toward a side street where the activity was much more sparse. Etticacia was made to wait patiently while Ayalana retrieved her surprise. It turned out that was hardly the word for it. Once done rounding the corner, a startled Beyberry instantly reared upon his hind legs. He knew there was something very wrong with the girl who now cowered before his monstrous form.

Ayalana tried to calm him, but it was useless. Etticacia bolted. Her fun was had. When her plans were laid out initially, she hadn’t counted on Azsha’s popularity. She had never even heard her name spoken until today. Being another person wasn’t easy at all, and she was ready to put an end to her experiment.

More and more she found herself longing for the security of familiar things and decided to return to the castle. She would find Vanya, explain everything, and all would be put back to right. A warm, soothing bath would be drawn, her favorite meal prepared, and she would be back in her comfy bed before the rising of the moon.

By the time she reached the gate, Etticacia’s feet were blistered and worn. She was used to carriage rides and not very good at calculating walking distances. She was exhausted, a bit cranky, and very unlike her usual regal self in this state. The two guards watching the bridge took notice of her approach and questioned her immediately. They laughed at her claims to be the royal heir.

“If I had a slip for every time I heard that, I’d be richer than Baron Wexington. Now get out of here.”

“You must believe me,” she pleaded. “This is an urgent matter.”

“You have proof?” the other guard chided. “Of course you don’t. I’m gettin’ the razorbeak.”

Etticacia felt foolish. What poor luck that she should encounter the two guards in the entire armada that she had never met before. When she took a moment to think about it, luck really had little to do with it. She hadn’t bothered to acquaint herself with any of the lower level guards.

Etticacia backed away upon spotting the razorbeak. Her only option was to keep running, but where? She hardly knew her way about the city and she was growing weary of evading violent creatures. All her money was spent on games and trinkets. At this point, she was really starting to miss Hamon’s company. Then another thought occurred to her. What if he was cozying up to the girl he only thought she was? She had to find a way back inside, but first, a good night’s rest was in order.

Somehow she made it to The Ogre’s Arm without collapsing. Her only worry now was the availability of a room. By the looks of all the patrons, she would be hard pressed to find lodging anywhere. An open seat was another matter altogether.

A mix of emotions collided upon hearing the word Azsha called out in her general direction. It was a male voice but not one familiar from an earlier encounter. She approached Juju while trying to appear excited. Etticacia slumped into the seat beside her newest acquaintance. As the laws of society dictated, she politely declined his initial offer to buy a meal, doing her best to stay focused while resisting the urge to snap. She had never been so tired, and just how many friends did this Azsha have, anyway?

In a moment of dozing off, the sound of Juju’s goblet hitting the table brought her back around. Unaware of his illness, panic began to overtake her. Had he been poisoned? No one nearby seemed to care. She wanted to run but feared looking suspicious. Of course, staying put would only delay the inevitable. Feeling a tap on her shoulder, she practically leapt out of her chair. It was only the delivery of a message.

She examined the crimson page, dotted with gold ink, much finer than anything ever issued by the royal stationers. Someone named Kalo was listed as the sender. The body of the note contained instructions to meet him upstairs. It was signed with love, an odd choice given the afternoon’s conflict.

Now she was faced with a new dilemma. Upstairs, a bed was waiting with soft pillows just made for dreaming, but to meet a man in private, regardless of his station, without escort would be downright inappropriate. Then there was the matter of the potentially deceased fellow next to her. Etticacia grabbed a hunk of meat from Juju’s plate and proceeded to stuff her face. The warm juices flowed down her chin with every delicious rip of meat. To piece with Ettiquette! She would think much better once her stomach had quieted.

The meal was so good, she practically shuddered. With one need in check, the call for sleep was far too tempting. She opted for the nice, comfy bed. In the end, it would be Azsha’s reputation on the line, and she would be more than happy to reimburse her for the trouble if the issue arose. It would only be fair. She made her way up the stairs and knocked on the specified door. There was a marked period of silence before the sound of a bolt lifted and she was beckoned forward. The last thing she saw was four men and a sack, then total darkness.
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That same night, escorted by a company of maids, Azsha crossed the royal gardens to a waiting Hamon. She had donned the veil customary of young female nobility when dining privately in mixed company. They sat at a small table before a spread of tea and cakes though neither was in a partaking mood. Azsha insisted the maids depart or at least keep their distance. They chose the latter. In a nearby grouping of shrubbery, one of Vanya’s carefully placed spies honed in on the conversation.

“Thank you for meeting with me,” Azsha said.

“To ignore a direct order from Her Highness could be considered treason.”

Azsha pulled back slightly upon hearing this. “You would not have come otherwise?”

Hamon smiled wryly though she could not see it. “I have in the past and was almost beheaded for it, if you can recall.”

Hamon’s well-trained ears twitched at the sound of a rustle where a normal person might not have picked it up. Instinctively, he placed his hand on the grip of his blade, but paused, feeling it best not to draw unnecessary attention. Instead, he rose and reaching over he took Azsha’s hand, leaning in for a whisper.

“There are lurkers about. Walk with me over by the fountain as the water should make it difficult to hear us.”

Azsha rose as stately as she knew how to and followed along toward a grand bridge where water was made to flow in powerful streams forming a natural curtain underneath. The current was strong indeed. It would be difficult to hear the person standing next to her let alone someone creeping in the distance. Maids tittered nearby. No doubt gossip was brewing about the princess’ alleged tryst. She hoped Etticacia would forgive her.

“Now then,” Hamon leaned in again, this time placing his palm on Azsha’s waist, “turn your back to the maids. It never hurts to be cautious.”

She did as she was told, allowing his hand to guide her. “Please understand. I am a victim in all of this.”

“I believe you. Truly, I do,” he said, followed by a deep sigh. “Etti’s gift is a rare one and the closest thing to freedom she has ever known in this place. Up until now, I was the only other person who knew her secret, but I also doubted she would ever use that gift for the wrong reasons. I suppose I never really knew her at all.”

“Would it be safe to say she never mentioned her plans to you?”

“She never even said goodbye.” He now held his fists clenched tightly at his side. His face crinkled slightly, straining to remain emotionless. “Knowing her, she’s left the city on some wild adventure. It’s all because of that stupid ball. I wanted to be there.”

The naturally empathetic Azsha wanted to reach out and hug the heart-worn knight, but knew that doing so would only result in harm. She had to bring the discussion back on track.

“Would you seek her out if it meant at least the opportunity to confront her?”

“I would do so because it is my duty to The Crown, nothing more.”

“I see,” Azsha said with a twinge of sadness. “Please, take this.”

She extended her palm across the space which spanned between them. From afar, it appeared to be a common gesture of affection, the reach for a hand. He slid his palm over hers and held it there, working his fingers to transfer the note to his possession. She admired his prowess in the art of discretion. “Find the one called Ayalana who hails from Clan Sentia. I think she may be able to help.”

“For the sake of all our lives, let’s hope you are right. If the king should discover your ruse, it would mean certain destruction. I know you are not to blame, but he may not see it that way.”

There was a break in the conversation where only the creatures stirring in the garden could be heard, and the sweetest smells were suddenly noticeable. Azsha imagined the man standing beside her to be looking up at the stars, wishing for the return of his beloved. She did the same, allowing a soft breeze to coax out the flutter in her veil.

“If I may be so bold,” she asked, “you believed me so easily. Why?”

“It is the way you look at me… or rather the way you do not.”

“Forgive my brashness. Is the princess not blind?”

“Her eyes may be broken, but her heart is intact. I would prefer not to discuss the matter any further. Tomorrow, be ready for anything.”

Azsha nodded before being led back to the group of maids who were all pretending not to be flustered when Hamon bowed before leaving. His words only served to make her anxieties swell. What if the princess truly had left the city? What if the king found out and judged everyone to be at fault? She requested a return to her chambers, but the thought of sleep held no enticement. Certainly, she would be tossing and turning with thoughts on tomorrow. Gods-bless, she wanted her life back!
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CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

Hemley sat proudly upon a makeshift throne comprised of thrashed wood planks from the surrounding forest. The beastmen, formally known as worpigs, were fierce, though not the most artistic. In the smelly upstairs hall, many of them shuffled around the room, quietly snorting as they rifled through rubble for food scraps. Puppet sat at her master’s feet, playing a tune on her pipes. With eyes closed, she imagined herself in another place filled with an abundance of fascinating flora.

“Enough!” Hemley yelled, “I desire to be entertained. Bring in two from the cage.”

Puppet scowled as she put away her pipes. She hated interruptions even more than being insulted indirectly. Three beastmen raced toward the door leading to the basement, bashing against one another with great ferocity. They were constantly fighting each other in order to climb the imaginary ranks of their master’s approval. Emerging victorious, only one returned carrying four children, two under each arm. They tumbled onto the floor, clearly confused by the change in their surroundings.

“I said two, Claudius! Two! Look at my fingers!” Hemley rolled his eyes at this clear misinterpretation of his orders before slouching in defeat. “It was a nice attempt. Bring me sticks!”

The beastmen scrambled again, determined to gain favor through their efforts. They each tossed a large stick into the center of the room where the children were instructed to grab one. The weary kinder stood, using the sticks for support. Their days were spent in a large pen that was quickly growing too small for further containment, and had only been fed enough to keep them among the living. Threats of being fed to the worpigs kept them from acting out.

“I suppose you are all quite hungry,” Hemley said, leaning back in his chair. “You’ve all been down there for weeks, dining on scraps. Well, guess what? I have a nice, plump, juicy roast okk just waiting in the kitchen. Nooooooooooo vegetables.” The children’s eyes lit up upon hearing this. Their little tummies had been growling for days. “There is just one problem. Only one of you can have it. I think you know what that means.”

The four children looked at one another, then at the sticks in their small hands. At this point, hunger and boredom had taken its toll on their minds, and survival was the only thing that mattered. Screaming his fury, one of the larger boys lunged at the sole female in the group who shrieked as she ducked into a crouch.

“Stop it!” screamed a panic-stricken Puppet. “Don’t fight! He’s a liar!”

“Am I? I am shocked by these accusations, especially from you. A liar I am not. In fact, I will prove it.” He placed the heel of his boot on her backside and gave a shove, sending her into the center of the fray. The children keenly awaited his new proposal. “She is the target. Silence her wretched mouth for good, and I will give each of you your weight in toys and candy!”

It was a deal too grand for any child to resist. They chased Puppet to and fro, and all the while she pleaded. Branches swung and she leapt about, evading them with motions erratic. The worpigs laughed in their snarly, snorty way with their leader egging them on. In the midst of all this, a knock on the great entry door brought the game to a halt.

“Quiet, all of you!” Hemley raised his arms in the way of a conductor, waiting patiently for a second set of knocks. Puppet continued to scream in a shrill tone that only served to irritate her keeper. He made a fist, instantly severing the connection between her mind and her voice. “I said quiet!” he yelled. “If there is one thing I can’t stand, it’s unnecessary noise.”

With a flourish of his palm, Hemley raised Puppet to a place of safety before descending the stairs to the foyer below. “Now, my friends, we are to be truly entertained.” The massive door of his lair creaked open, and Hemley bowed, looking nothing like his former self. He had disguised his outward appearance to look like a stately servant.

“May I help you, sir?” he said to the burly gent standing outside.

“Maybe so. Is this the home of Remington Cross? I heard he helps people.” Though a man of large stock, he appeared quite timid, illustrated by the way he twisted his cap between his fists as he spoke. “You see, a great many children have started to go missing in the city and I was told Mister Remington might know what to do.”

“Say no more, sir. You have come to the right place. Please, do come in. May I have your name?”

“Why yes. My name is Jaucer. I’m out to look for my son, Olan.”

“Save your tale for the master, friend. I will fetch him.” Triggered on cue by hearing the word fetch, two beastmen leapt from the shadows and grabbed the man’s arms, holding him in confinement. He struggled greatly but to no avail.

Hemley raised his hands, allowing his dark magic to permeate the man’s skin. Jaucer writhed and twisted about, transforming into the same grizzly form as those who restrained him. Even after the completion of his metamorphosis, he continued to gnash and struggle against his captors. It wasn’t until he saw Olan, that he was forced to calm himself. Hemley held the boy in mid-air, much in the way he often did with Puppet, threatening to drop the boy at a distance of five stories for non-compliance. The boy wailed in absolute fear and terror. He was deathly afraid of heights.

“If you wish for the child to remain unharmed, you will join the ranks of my army. Refuse, and I will kill you both, but he goes first. That way, you may perish with the knowledge that the death of your offspring was purchased with cowardice. Do we have a deal?”

Up until now, it was unknown whether beastmen could cry, but as the man dropped to his knees, the look in his eye was unmistakable. Olan was returned to the cage, and all the while squealing, his father made to join the others of his kind. Hemley, still in his alter-form, stood scratching his chin.

“Supplies are getting low, and as much as I hate to feed these worthless creatures, I must if I am to retain an army. I suppose it’s time to pay a visit to the capital.”

Hemley returned to the upstairs hall and ordered the children to be returned to their prison. He plopped onto his throne and made himself comfy. If he were going to execute a tremendously evil plot on an entire city, a nap was in order. Out of sight and long out of his thoughts, Puppet had managed to squeeze into a narrow passageway behind one of the large sculpted flourishes that marked the upper half of the hall.

Carefully, she crawled on all fours, making certain not to drop her pipes. The worn stone was hard on her knees, and she could feel a roughness developing on her tender palms. The passage was mostly dark, save for a few small sunbeams that broke through in places. The further she went, the more downward pressure she felt. This led her to believe she was now moving down along an incline.

The sounds of the great hall were far behind her, and she had no solid knowledge of her position. She could try to back out now, but only the smallest part of her wanted that. A tiny pair of red eyes, glowing in the darkness, made her give pause. Could it be a mouse, or worse, a rat? Rather than find herself bitten, Puppet decided to back away, but the disturbance of her movement caused the thing to bounce about hysterically. 

There was a loud whooshing sound in the distance that became an intense fluttering and before she knew it, she was surrounded. Hundreds of screeching bats filled the passageway. They were not terribly vicious, but the chaotic scene set her heart to panic. She pushed forward, fighting off her attackers, desperate for a way out until she found herself tumbling without end into the abounding darkness below.
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CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

Azsha sat in silence with the world passing by around her. Though she was loath to admit it, she was getting fairly good at picking out the voices of her attendants. Since she chose to refrain from speaking, they often had to inquire as to her thoughts and desires. Many were starting to worry about her supposed condition with most choosing to write it off as matters of the heart. When the doors of her bedroom opened, she sat up at attention. Hamon entered to make an announcement.

“In lieu of Her Highness’ melancholy of late, I thought it most prudent to present her with a gift. Ladies, she is here in honor of our great festival from the realm of Endwyn. May I present The Great L’Ayalana, Seer of the Future!”

Everyone in the room oohed and aahed as Ayalana made her entrance in a fancy and exotic disguise. That is, everyone except Vanya who maintained a smug expression. Hamon watched on quite pleased with himself for having come up with such a wily plan. Ayalana knelt in front of Azsha and requested her palms.

“L’Ayalana, ey?” Azsha quipped. “How very original.”

“The knight told me everything, you poor dear. How are you enjoying castle life?”

“Aylee!” she hissed. “This is not the time for small talk. Now hurry up and do something before they discover you’re a fraud!”

“A fraud? You underestimate me! Now if I am to help you, I need you to cooperate. Focus on something pleasant. Make it a good one.”

While Azsha searched her memory banks for something distinctly pleasurable, Vanya sidled up beside Hamon. She had been watching him closely since the meeting in the garden. He could tell by the tone in her voice that she was clearly vexed about something.

“So,” she began, “I suppose you think yourself quite clever, sneaking the princess off for a bit of private chatter.”

“Who’s to say it was private? Anyone able to hear our discussion was more than welcome to.”

“I am told you were quite direct with your hands. Is this true, Knight?”

“Her veil was never lifted. I have broken no oath.”

Her voice took on an icy chill, and the feel of her entire body tensing could be sensed for miles around. “This is not a game. I demand to know what you spoke of that night.”

“Alright, if you wish to know, we spoke of politics, trade and tarriffs, the birthing laws, The Incident…”

“You dare play me for a fool?”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said whilst turning to face her. “Rather, I would say that I have always shown you respect, despite your methods, which are more often than not unorthodox. And when a matter arises concerning the princess’ well-being, I would be remiss not to remind you that there are others here who indeed have clearance to protect it. So perhaps this once, you might just back off.”

The woman stood before him, positively flabbergasted. No one short of the king had ever addressed her in such a manner. Feeling even more pleased with himself, Hamon decided to walk away while the moment was fresh. Before leaving, however, he paused to offer one last retort.

“Oh, and by the way, Vanya. The next time you decide to bribe one of the castle staff to spy on me, I suggest you hire one of my men. They work cheap and wear quieter uniforms.”

Vanya remained unable to move, amazed by the sheer audacity. A small gathering of attendants near Azsha’s seat made Hamon nervous. He approached the situation with care.

“What does her future hold? Can you see her true love?” pressed one of the older girls.

“It’s Hamon!” cried another.

“Hush! Let The Great L’Ayalana tell us.”

“No!” she cried once more. “It’s really him. He’s coming this way.”

“Plise!” Ayalana shouted in her best impression of what a foreign accent should sound like. “I cannot verk like dees!”

Eager to learn the results of Ayalana’s research, Hamon shooed them away before kneeling down for his own consultation. “Well? Are you able to help?”

“I am doing my best. I can sense very small traces Etticacia left behind when she vacated her body, but I am having trouble pinpointing them. They keep blending in with Azsha’s own markers.”

“How much time will you need?”

“Just a bit more. My feelers are very efficient.”

Hamon rose to his feet, unsure of how to process the word feelers. There was very much he did not know about the workings of sentite magic, if it could be considered magic at all. They consistently decried referring to it as such, but like the better part of the masses, he remained unconvinced.

Vanya was stunned enough to stay put for the time being, but how long before she would try to retaliate? When it came to revenge, she had quite the reputation for being subtle but deadly. Perhaps when all of this was through, he could convince Etticacia to run away again, only this time together. It was a nice thought, but brief once Ayalana’s faltering grasped at his attention.

“Oh no…no-no-no,” she sputtered.

“What is it?” Azsha asked, relieved that the process was relatively painless. “What have you found?”

“I know where she is,” Ayalana continued while clutching her forehead, “but I do not wish to go there.”

Hamon held Ayalana’s shoulder in a supportive manner. He had to get her out of the castle soon before someone came to investigate. “I’m sure my troops and I can handle it. Just tell us the way.”

“No. You’ll need me there to guide you. Its inner workings can be a bit mazelike. She is being held in the Festidian Temple.”

“Will you be ready to move by nightfall?”

Ayalana nodded as she attempted to stand. “There is something I must prepare for.”

From the corner of his eye, Hamon saw Vanya fast approaching. Tired of feeling helpless, Azsha chimed in, “I know there is not much I can do to assist with your mission, but is there some way to help in the meantime?”

“Yes!” Hamon replied while motioning toward Vanya. “Keep her occupied.”

“What is going on here?” Vanya said in a most intrusive manner.

“Plise. I am foine,” Ayalana replied with her phony accent restored. “Your princess has quite a strong loifeline. It took a great deal of energy to examine it, but I must return to my plaze at your festival. There are a grayte many others who require my zervices.” She made no further hesitation in heading for the exit with Hamon at her side. Azsha was sad to lose the close contact of her friend, but took solace in the fact that she would return, hopefully with her stolen body intact.
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CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

By this point in time, Etticacia was rightly confounded. Somehow, she had survived being bound, shoved into a sack, and dragged across the city’s expanse, only to be treated to endless pampering upon her arrival. As a princess, she was used to being quite spoiled, and even she could acknowledge that, but dense was not a descriptive term she would use for herself. Something about this equation did not figure.

The temple’s hall of cleansing was a feast for the eyes with ornately carved columns and elegant valances lining the walls. Sunken pools held crystalline waters infused with fragrances of far off lands. Etticacia reached for a jar of exotic essences for her face and found herself drenched with flower petals shortly thereafter. She had been treated before in her royal lifetime, but even this was beyond her imagination.

Her attempts at interaction proved fruitless. The ones who spoke only did so at a whisper, allowing naught but prayers to slip into the temple air. Like workers in a hive, when gathered, the keepers of the temple wove a floating, invisible meshwork of murmurs and sighs.

Barefoot maidens quietly maneuvered the entrances and exits, expressly focused on the tasks that they had been given. Even those appointed to Etticacia’s service abstained from speech. Once her ritual bath was complete, she was presented with the plain, standard-issue gown that all the maidens wore indoors.

Etticacia was taken unbound to a small room where she was instructed to wait. It was the first time anyone had spoken since her arrival. The door at her back was shut before the one in front of her opened. When Felic and his cronies entered, she immediately tried to flee. With no options for escape present, the men made short work of her apprehension. Due to her struggling, they had no choice but to keep her wrists pinned at her back.

Patiently, they waited with no mention as to why. Etticacia remained on her knees, wanting only to speak but knowing it was pointless to do so. She looked up when a slot in the door opened allowing Medesta to begin her interrogation regarding the whereabouts of Cherlydia’s Bell.

“When I last saw this girl,” said Medesta, “she was wearing a necklace. What have you done with it?”

Felic looked to his two partners before responding, “She wasn’t wearing it when we took her. I swear upon it, my lady.”

“Girl, bell, book, and spell. Without one the others are useless to me. Well, not completely useless. I’ll have my fun until she feels like talking.”

The sour bishop turned her line of questioning toward Etticacia, who, despite her brave front, remained puzzled and fearful of what was to come. Felic raised his fist with a vow to strike, but Medesta stayed his hand.

“A gentleman should never lay his hands upon a woman in such a brutish manner. I much prefer the whip.” She closed her statement with the launch of a smallish lash just perfect for flogging. “If she truly doesn’t have it, then toss her in the cells for safekeeping. But don’t hit her face. We are soon to have guests. I want her ready to receive.”

Who could say how much pain the princess had to endure? Etticacia was overly thankful to have blacked out for the better part of it, but she felt the wounds throb as her captors nudged her along. Most of the welts were hidden by her gown. She could only imagine the searing pain to be felt were they exposed to the open air. 

The group of four proceeded down a lengthy corridor fashioned of carved brick and aged stone, a far cry from the beauty of their former surroundings. This was clearly the old part of the temple, left behind in the wake of several generations. After a lengthy walk by torchlight, Felic stopped to open one of the cells and had Etticacia tossed in. She beat her fists against the door, screaming in outrage and demanding answers, but the men had long gone.

“Quiet!” shouted a voice nearby, “before we’re all whipped!”

Etticacia swiveled on her heel, expecting to find someone behind her. She glanced up and saw a tiny window.

“A woman’s silence is her highest virtue,” the voice carried on. It was coming from the cell next door.

“Says whom?” Etticacia asked with absolute indignance.

“The new ones aren’t normally so hostile.”

“I just want some kind of answer! Why was I brought here?”

“Brought? We are each called of our own accord to do a work willingly. It is The Way.”

“That is what I have always thought to be true, but in my case it is not. Who are you?”

Etticacia walked over to the sole protrusion from the wall, a flat bed of rock which acted as a lounging seat. She picked up the half-empty bottle of wine that was left by the bedside and took a whiff. The smell was strong though not intolerable. The voice spoke out once more. The girl it belonged to sounded surprised as though she had just been jarred awake.

“You are not Sincera!”

“No I am not,” Etticacia said before resting the bottle back on the floor. Her exasperation was growing apparent. A pair of footsteps could be heard down the hall. The voice of a woman carried a lilting tune.

“Drink the wine. It will make you forget.”

“Forget what?”

“Everything! Now hush! Medesta comes for you.”







 

. Ӝ .

 

Outside the temple, Ayalana led Captain L’Couer and a handful of soldiers to the rear entrance. There were no guards posted. Medesta had always felt it would project the wrong image for a place of worship. Instead, she made sure that all deterrents were to be found inside its walls where those who bore witness would never be able to find their way out. Carefully, the group approached the double doors, shielded by darkness.

Ayalana placed her hand upon the lock. An overwhelming desire to refrain caused her to shudder.

“Are you alright?” asked Hamon. He placed a hand on her back to steady her.

“Yes. It’s just this place, bad memories.” She touched the lock with both hands this time, and it gave off a steady glow. Then she closed her eyes, feeling about with her mind, listening for the succinct clicking of re-positioned pins. She was close now. Only two more to go and she would have it. That is, until one of the guardsmen sneezed, forcing her to start all over. At present, a dirty look was all he received, but there was no doubt he would hear about his mishap post-mission.

Her second attempt was a success, and the five explorers pushed through unimpeded. They moved forward, applying the principals of stealth they were known for as elite members of the three-point guard. A lone door stood between their passage from this room to the next. The soldiers moved forward, but Ayalana held them back before grabbing a lit torch from one of the sconces on the wall. Unsure of what to do next, they looked to their guide for advice.

“I remember this one,” Ayalana was pressing her palm at various points along the wall as she said this. “If we try to simply open the door, we will be greeted by a very nasty surprise. We have to find a trigger. Everyone search about.”

The guards broke apart to do some searching of their own, scouting in the low-lit halls for anything out of place. It did not take long before one sent up a signal, indicating his find. Hamon hoped the entire mission would go as smoothly, but Ayalana was quick to dissuade his thinking. Nothing was ever easy when Medesta was involved. The guard who made the quick discovery would be given the honor of disarming the trap, but figuring out how to do this proved to be the next challenge.

Everyone took turns examining the trigger. It appeared to be a very primitive disc shape with holes carved into it.

Guard Brecht spoke up, “Stick your fingers in there.”

The first guard did indeed slip his fingers into the five sockets, but not without some discomfort. He wriggled them a bit, feeling for anything of note. Nothing happened. They all waited patiently for a sound, indicating their correctness of choice, but again there was nothing.

“Look at the way it’s carved. Try turning it,” said Ayalana.

Guard Stopes clenched his fingers against the internal workings of the disc. It didn’t budge at first, but given a bit more effort, there was definite movement. Once the disc had completed a two-quarter rotation, the door actually began to lift. The group ran for it, but once the trigger-man removed his hand, the door came down, almost smashing one of them from above.

“Maybe it wasn’t done turning,” said Ayalana.

“Sorry,” said Stopes in reply, “but my arm couldn’t turn anymore if I wanted it to.”

Hamon ordered him to open the door once more, this time allowing it to lift halfway. One at a time, the party members walked through to the other room. Hamon was about to make his way through last before the trigger-man shouted.

“Wait! You’re going to leave me here like this?”

“We do what we have to for the mission, Stopes. If it bothers you to stay behind, then I suppose you can leave the way we came and return to the castle.”

“No,” said Ayalana, “we will need every member of this party present when we proceed.”

They took a few moments to think it over, keeping the mission’s urgency a priority. Guard Lackey looked up, and spying over Ayalana’s shoulder, he sprang into action. Not far from where she stood, there was a suit of armor, one of several which lined the hall. Medesta just happened to be a well-known collector of expensive and useless items from near and far. It was rumored among many that on the whole, the bishop’s entire estate was worth no less than fifty-thousand nobles.

Lackey carefully unlatched one of the metal gloves and joined up with Stopes.

They both counted to three, and on the final beat, they switched hand with glove. There was an expectant pause. The door remained open.

“No time to celebrate. Let’s keep moving,” Hamon pressed.

The group returned to stealth mode, moving swiftly and quietly down the hall. Several pathways branched out before them, leading into the mazelike structure that would bring them closer to their objective. Ayalana stayed out front, faded memories her only means to lead the best she could. Internally, she struggled to sift through thoughts that had long been locked away. A vision of Kalo flashed by. He was smiling. He was also much younger then, as was Medesta, and all the girls she grew up with. Then came fleeting pictures of the maze where she now stood, interlaced with fear of reprisal.

Reaching up to wipe away the beads of sweat forming along her brow, she dared not tread any further. At this point, even she had doubts of being on the right path, though she tried not to show it. As she stopped momentarily to re-trace her mental map, Hamon caught a glimpse of something passing by at a distant crossway.

“What was that?” he asked, his voice reduced to a gruff whisper.

“I missed it,” Ayalana said, her voice thick and hoarse. “What did it look like?”

“It was strange, dark, and smoky. It looked almost like a thundercloud.”

“Everyone get back! Now!”

They all pushed back around the nearest corner not realizing their mistake, for one of the billowing creatures was already there and waiting. The thing opened its mouth as if to speak, but nothing came forth save for a sort of grungy exhalation. It hurtled toward them, sparking their motive to run deeper into the maze without thinking. Fear was their guide now.

As they ran, another creature joined pursuit, followed by another. The group turned yet another corner leading into a long corridor that resulted in a dead end. The hall was just lengthy enough to put some distance between them, but it would not be long before the hunters caught up.

The moment she saw their ghoulish faces, Ayalana shouted orders. “Douse the light!”

“B-but, will that work?” Stopes asked anxiously.

Unwilling to wait for the conclusion of the discussion at hand, Guard Brecht grabbed the torch from Stopes and slammed the lit end against the wall, cutting off its air supply. With no water at hand, the result was a slow burn to extinguish. The monsters continued their approach with maximum aggression. Swords were drawn as the enemy closed in. With only seconds to spare, the torch went out.

The guards stood shaking with weapons still in hand, their bodies buzzing with adrenaline. They continued to wait for the onset of a titanic blow, but it never came. The monsters must have been following the light just as Ayalana thought. Everyone dropped to the ground and breathed a collective sigh. It was time to regroup.

“Did you know those things were in here?” Hamon said to Ayalana.

“I have known about them from tales we were fed long ago. There used to be one and a small one at that. Their hatred of Medesta must cause them to breed and grow stronger. ‘Wraiths-in-the-maze’ is what we called them. Whether they were real we did not know, but it was enough to keep us from trying to sneak out.”

“Wait a second,” said Guard Lackey. “Do you mean to say you used to serve here, as a Festidian Maiden?”

“Regrettably, yes, in my youth. Fortunately, I made the decision to escape, and was aided by a friend in doing so.”

“Is temple life really that bad?”

“If these walls had voices, you’d retch over the things they said.”

“Maybe if they did have voices, they could tell us how to defeat them,” said Hamon.

“Actually,” Stopes continued, “when I was small, I asked my grandmother about the incredulously large mirror she kept in her bedroom. She said it was to keep spirits away because the only thing they fear is the truth. That never made much sense to me then, but I think I understand now.”

“Well, we don’t. What are you getting at?” Lackey asked.

“The wraiths are just ghosts who wander. They are bound here by strength of desire. Whatever it is they want, it’s the only thing keeping them here. They don’t realize that they’re dead or won’t accept it. You have to make them see.”

“That’s a wonderful observation,” Hamon mused, “but where are we going to find a mirror?”

Feeling a bit nervy under the cover of darkness, guard Brecht felt the need to speak his piece. “Hey girl, aren’t you women known for carrying around shiny pieces of glass and whatnots?”

Hardly a second passed before he felt a hand gripping his neck. “You watch your mouth,” Ayalana snarled with contempt.

“Brecht, are you crazy?” Lackey chided. “That’s Ayalana Aquaeos, the Arena Queen!”

The strain in Brecht’s voice was growing more apparent by gasps and wheezing, “What about the importance of the mission? She might try…to…kill me.”

“I’d let her do it too,” Hamon said. “Show some respect.”

Ayalana released her victim’s neck, having thoroughly made her point. The group sat in silence again, tossing around possibilities and coming up short of solutions. In a moment of boredom, one of the guards started tapping his fingers against his sword. Hamon scolded him for it, but his slightly annoying habit was just what Ayalana needed to get her mental gears working.

“Everyone, give me your swords. I have an idea,” she said.

They did as they were told, placing each one into a short stack beside her. She placed the first sword in her lap and ran her hands over the broadside of the blade taking a mental picture of its overall structure. Working as quickly as possible, Ayalana called upon the power of her brainwaves to alter the molecules lying just beneath the surface of the metal. She refashioned the worn areas making them look new again. Because her power caused the metal to glow, an attractant to the wraiths, the work dragged on due to frequent pauses. One by one, she returned each sword to its owner who would be unable to see the results of her efforts until later.

“If this plan is going to work, I’m going to have to get this torch re-lit. There should be a few lighting posts around here somewhere. Keep back against the wall in single formation until we find one.”

Ayalana and the guards inched along the wall in complete darkness while the wraiths floated silently about the maze. If one were creeping past, they would be none-the-wiser. It was impossible to track their movements. With swords re-sheathed, the guards followed along, hand-in-hand. Aided by the ambient whooshing of a tubular breeze, the scuffling of their boots did little to steady their heartbeats.

On the battlefield, they had seen much, and taking life had become somewhat commonplace over the years, but this was an experience altogether different. Battle on the green was honest and direct, fighting a known enemy. Here, they found themselves enveloped by darkness with little to guide their actions but the hunches of their leader. For all they knew, their swords could be useless and what then? What could be done against a vaporous shroud?

The tell-tale sign of a dim flicker gave hope. Still heading the group, Ayalana peered around the corner to assess her prize. The light she desired was there, only surrounded by three wraiths who were drawn to its dance in a hypnotic state. She leaned back to inform the others of her plan to make a blitz for the post with torch at the ready. Once more, she glanced at her goal only to find two wraiths still in place. Where was the third?

The clang of his sword unleashed a painful echo as Stopes released it from his grip. He screamed in sheer agony while writhing about. It was too dark to see what was happening, but Ayalana knew the missing wraith had to be involved.

“It feels like it’s eating me from the inside!” Stopes cried out. “Help me! Please!”

There was no more time to waste. Ayalana commanded the remaining guards to draw their weapons and guard the rear while she made a dash for the flame.

Stopes made another attempt to get through to his team, “You can’t leave me here!”

“He’s right! We can’t do that!” Lackey shouted back.

At this point in time, Ayalana made her final assertion. Though second in command on this expedition, she was growing tired of being questioned. “Now is not the time for opposition. If you want to save his life, you cover me NOW!”

Upon hearing the change of tone in her voice, something in them responded. Every guard in that room was overtaken by an unmistakle jolt that signaled the charge. The time had come, and this call to action could not be ignored. They bolted around the corner, shutting out the fading screams of their comrade on the way. The wraiths near the flame were mindful of their approach.

One fanned to the left, intending to devour the soul of anyone foolish enough to engage him. The other decided to head straight for Ayalana. She blazed forward on her path, focused on the light almost as deeply as their enemies had been. At their rate of travel, they would soon connect, with the outcome hinged on who wanted the win more. The guards fell back slightly, scattering and then reforming in order to throw the first wraith off track, all the while keeping near to their leader.

In what she had determined to be the most crucial moment, Ayalana leapt toward her target with arm extended. The wraith too ventured a reach, more than eager to latch onto her wrist. In her it sensed such ferocity, such unwavering will, that would undoubtedly turn out to be quite succulent. The torch hit its mark, roaring into existence once more. There was one action left to take.

“Swords up!” she yelled with the same commanding presence as before.

The four guards raised their blades, stepping into wall formation. The light hit the surface of each sword, casting a brief but blinding light that served to confuse the wraiths for a short period. Hamon and his guards moved forward, giving the ghoulish grims a look at their own fates in the shine of a mirror finish. The wraiths fled the scene, weakened though not defeated.

The guardsmen also fled, determined to rescue their left-behind friend. They repeated their actions, raising their swords before the creature, still in the midst of its feed. Unprepared for an assault, the wraith left itself open for attack. It pulled back at first, unwilling to let go of Stopes’ inner being. Now too weak to scream, the guard rested on his knees. His neck had gone limp, but something in his posture made it clear that he was still fighting to hold on.

The guards advanced on their adversary, bent on destruction. They got in close on every side, using the tips of their blades to form a cage. Any option for escape had been eliminated. The wraith shielded its eyes, finally letting go of its prey. It bounced from guard to guard, trapped in the terror of its own reflection. With a curdling hiss, the thing finally dissipated and everyone gathered around Stopes. He was now extremely pale.

Hamon placed two fingers against the fallen guard’s neck. “He’s breathing, but just barely. Lackey, take charge of this man from here on out. Once we move forward, your job is to get him outside and find help as soon as possible.”

The guards hoisted Stopes upward with what little assistance he could offer. Now with the pathway brightly lit, they would be able to press on. The group traversed the maze much quicker than before, feeling a boost in confidence after finding the wraiths’ weakness. With the point of a finger, Ayalana indicated they were nearing the end of their journey and the speed of their gait picked up.

As they approached the final doorway, a ghoulish apparition obstructed their path. Unlike the wraiths, with their skeletal features, this figure was larger and much more foreboding. His face actually resembled a shadow of the living, as did his apparel. Judging by his oddly shaped hat, he was probably a former officiant of this temple, maybe even a bishop. His voice filled the halls with a booming proclamation.

“Defilers all! You who have borne trespass of this hallowed place shall reap the penalties of justice. For every drop of blood you’ve spilled, a curse will fill your house for generations!”

The guards raised their swords, but they had little to no effect this time. The ghost was too strongly rooted in his anger. Ayalana held her torch high, commanding the spirit to withdraw its impediment.

“Hold fast, Your Grace. We are not the ones you seek, but allies in your thirst for vengeance against this Great Defiler.”

“Lies! Prove your worth!”

Ayalana lifted her right arm just high enough to meet the ghost’s field of vision. She made loose the strappy brace around her wrist then held the dangling strips of leather in her other hand, giving him a better view of the evidence.

“I am vengeance,” she spoke. “and these are my men. Witness the mark of sin that has been cast against my flesh. Grant us passage and I offer the gift of a name.”

The ghost-bishop’s expression became that of intrigue, and he swirled about as though he were pondering something. “A name is useless, for we have been bound here by the broken laws of a spiritual magic. We have wandered these halls for days beyond our count, sent on a mission to restore balance. We wish to be free.”

“Then we shall destroy the defiler.”

“No!” The ghost interrupted, “we must do the work for which we were sent. Remove that which binds us and nothing more.”

“Your Grace, there is another matter we have yet unsettled. My friend here was attacked by one of your own and has grown quite pale. Can you help him?”

The ghost hovered nearer to Stopes. He looked him up and down with an unchanging gaze. “Complete the task you have been given, and I will see that his being is restored, but for this, a name will be given in trade.”

Ayalana looked back at the suffering Stopes and the weary faces of his fellow guardsmen. Their minds had been taxed more in the last few hours than in all their years of service to The Crown. They wanted out, and she wanted that for them, but they had to press on. For what she hoped to be the last time, she stepped forward.

“Should I be known a deceiver or fail in my quest, I shall allow myself to be taken into your service.”

Hamon stepped forward and announced the same oath, though it was neither expected, nor required of him. Guards Brecht and Lackey did the same. Even Stopes took up the oath, barely audible through his incoherent mumblings. Ayalana felt an odd twinge curl up the broad of her back in the deep of such honor, such unity.

 

“A name…” said the ghost.

“Ayalana Aquaeos.”

 

The group trudged on toward the temple’s inner sanctum.
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CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

Overcome by fear, Etticacia quivered in league with the onset of each footstep. The woman’s dark melody echoed on stone and grew louder in its approach. Who was this Medesta, and why should she have cause to fear her? Before long, the jangling of keys and a bit of jumbled conversation caused her to recoil in fear. She would soon have her answer.

The heavy iron door swung open, allowing for Medesta’s passage and that of three half-masked curs. Two were male. The other, a female, carried with her an ornately carved bowl. They wore ceremonial robes similar to that of the clergy, but none that Etticacia recognized. The foreign priests stood before her in a semi-circle.

The central male thrust out his knife-wielding palm, but Etticacia remained paralyzed with fear, studying the movement of his blade. He severed a lock of hair in one sharp motion and deposited it into the bowl. It dissolved instantly. Next, he held out his open palm before her, but she only flinched, unsure of what he wanted. He mentioned something to the other male in their breed-tongue. That man moved forward, yanking her hand outward for the letting of blood. He held it there while Medesta had her say.

“Tell me the whereabouts of Cherlydia’s Bell,” she droned.

“What?!” Etticacia countered. “I’ve told you I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

“So one day you just happen to be wearing it around your neck, and the next, you’ve gone completely ignorant. Somehow I find that hard to believe. Hold her.”

The man with the knife bent down, forcing the princess into a lying position. Medesta drew forward beginning a series of chants, motioning various signs and symbols with her fingers. Now caught in the crux of dark magic, Etticacia seized up, her body wracked with pain. She cried out uncontrollably, begging for an end to the torment.

In a reflexive fit of panic, she placed her foot on the bowl-bearer’s chest and pushed off, setting her on a collision course with Medesta. She spit in the face of the man who held her wrists, and he pulled back in repulsion. He pinned her again, this time bearing his weight on her shoulders. He spoke again in his alien tongue, pressing the knifepoint at her throat. She relaxed her body, feigning the acceptance of defeat just long enough to let her fingers search about.

“Have some wine!” she screeched as the bottle came crashing down upon the man’s skull. More disoriented than anything, he grabbed the collar of Etticacia’s garment causing it to tear but little else. With her mobility restored, it was time to attempt an escape from the cell.

One remaining man blocked her path, and the others would be upon her soon. Etticacia darted right, then left, then right into his grasp. He was far too sure of himself once she was caught, and that is what she had been banking on. In the darkness of the cell, he hadn’t noticed the broken bottleneck concealed in her palm. By the time it was lodged in his flesh, it was too late for discovery. Ignoring the writhing bodies around her, she fled from the chamber bent on escape. Kalo, who had heard the disruption nearby, was on his way to investigate when the two crossed paths.

“What are you doing here?” he asked. Thinking the harried girl to be Azsha, his mind labored to make sense of the situation.

“Help me!” Etticacia screamed. Having recalled their brief meeting in the streets, she was curious to know his reason for frequenting this place. For now, however, she needed his help.

“Yes, of course. Let’s go.” He took her hand in his own, sidestepping through various passages along the way. She desperately clung to his arm, her relief to have found him overshadowed only by her need to be free. In their haste to escape, they came upon a door which, unlike the others, would not open. Kalo tugged at the handle, unsure of the reason for its locked state.

“I doubt you’ll do it by force,” said Felic while stepping forth from the shadows.

Kalo turned to face his clanmate. “Why is this door locked? These doors are never locked.”

“It’s over, Kalo. The girl or your life.”

Etticacia opted to stay at Kalo’s rear, peeking out only when necessary. “He’s the one!” She pointed in Felic’s direction. “He’s the one who brought me here!”

Kalo studied Felic with a grim eye. “Would you go so far? I told you I would handle it. Are you truly so consumed with malice that you would bring harm to an innocent only to prove a point?”

“Itaigo has no place for a leader with ties to such sentimental drivel,” said Felic as he drew a bejeweled dagger, the one earned by all members of his clan at full rank. Kalo had no choice but to oppose him.

“Put that away. Come at me with claws bared as the Great Mother intended. We fight with honor!”

Kalo let out a great felani roar before swiping full-on at his assailant. His target remained cool and unshaken, waiting until the optimal moment to vanish from sight. Irritated, but still centered, he returned to Etticacia’s side, unsure of his clan brother’s plotting. She stepped up and into a curtained stairwell that would hopefully keep her out of harm’s way. Kalo wanted full reign of the space around him for maximum strategic advantage.

“Enough of these games!” he shouted once more. “You wanted a fight?!”

Felic appeared in front of him with teeth bared. He went straight for his opponent’s neck. Kalo braced himself against the attack, using the full force of his biceps to gain the upper hand. Once the hold was broken, he struck a blow to Felic’s ribs who then fell back, once again using the power of his dagger to pull a vanishing act.

“You see?” said Kalo, half out of breath. “This is why you could never be leader. You can’t even stand in a fair fight.”

“And that is why you deserve to step down, you old fool!” said a voice from the shadows. “You’ve forgotten the most basic of all rules. There is no honor among thieves!”

Feeling the hairs along the back of his neck stand up, Kalo whirled around to find Felic with dagger in hand. He slashed at Kalo’s face, making a smooth cut across the eyelid. Now stunned, Kalo had no choice but to fall back. He reached up to place pressure on his open wound. Getting through to his stubborn opponent was proving to be a hopeless endeavor.

Now fueled by pure hatred, Kalo grabbed his weapon and pulled a few tricks of his own. Adjustments had to be made to compensate for the loss of his eye during the fight, but what he lacked in speed he made up for in cunning. The battle carried on around the room’s perimeter. One moment they were visible and another unseen. Random objects appeared to throw themselves about as the phantoms slammed into one another.

Taking her cue from Felic’s earlier words, Etticacia grabbed a thick wooden curtain rod that had fallen nearby. The felani were far too caught up in their duel to notice her creeping up from behind. She waited for the second Felic appeared and then whack! That was the sound of the wood against his kneecap. He dropped to the floor, blown away by the shocking pain. He transferred his focus onto her, scrambling to grab hold of her ankle before she could get away.

Her chosen path of retreat caused her to run straight into Medesta’s grasp. “There you are, you insolent whelp!” Appearing from the stairwell, she grabbed Etticacia’s hair, jerking her to the ground in one solid motion. Thinking the woman he loved to be in danger, Kalo instinctively hurtled himself toward Medesta’s wiry frame. With a sweep of her forearm, Kalo found himself flung against the far wall, an attack that left him face down on the ground, unmoving.

Triggered by the force of Kalo’s tumble, Cherlydia’s Bell came rolling foward. The delicate tinkling of crystal called upon Medesta’s attention at once. She marched forward to claim her prize, a scowl still marking her face despite her internal delirium. With two of the things she wanted most now in her grasp, she was eager to put them to use.

“Quit dawdling, and watch the door!” she called to Felic and he did his best to hobble toward the opening. What he didn’t expect to see was Ayalana’s appearance from the rear corridor. She glared at Felic, but her focus quickly shifted to the motionless form of her friend. Running to his side was the best way to leave herself vulnerable to attack, but she didn’t care. Seeing to Kalo took priority. She flipped him over, scooping him up close to her chest.

“Oh Kalo, who did this to you?” Ayalana mouthed through sobs. “I won’t believe this. It is not your time.”

The corner of his mouth twitched. It took every remaining ounce of strength to mouth a simple phrase, “...had to...stop her...”

The sounds of Etticacia screaming from above grabbed hold of her attention long enough to notice that Felic was no longer at his post. He had gone up to warn of the group’s arrival. Captain L’Couer and the others finally caught up with their guide and it did not take long for them to assess the situation. He rallied his men, heading toward the stairwell.

“Stop!” Ayalana halted them, “Medesta is up there. She is a shadowmance and a wielder of forbidden magic. You’ll never get close enough.”

She didn’t bother to wipe away the tears that were shed for her friend. The swiftness of her approach spoke volumes. L’Couer and his men stepped aside, allowing her passage. “Wait right here,” she said. “I’ll throw you a blade-feast.”

Ayalana was fierce now, cold like a glacial mount when she stormed the stairs. Felic’s attempts to venture the long journey upward left him drenched with sweat. Exhaustion and pain blurred his sight, but he had to reach the top or face consequence. Ayalana’s voice brought him to a halt. Whether it was pride or stupidity that led him to turn about he knew not, but once the vicinity darkened, it was the quick flash of her luminous stare that left him temporarily paralyzed.

Ayalana’s swooping tendrils, now visible by the cloak of darkness, nabbed their prey and hurled it downward. By the time he reached the bottom of the stairs, Felic came to, staring up at three very apprehensive swordsmen. Captain L’Couer entered his field of vision, and he now felt the point of a very lofty sword against his chest.

“You manhandled my princess,” uttered Hamon in a very low and gritty declaration. The others soon leaned into view.

Flashes of green light flooded the room at the top of the tower where Medesta stood, chanting. With arms extended overhead, she petitioned the skies for divine intercession. Etticacia had been restrained, splayed out against the large glass window that served as the room’s focal point. She appeared to be unharmed, merely unconscious, though it was hard to be sure amidst the blinding, continuous flashes of Medesta’s power.

“Hear me, O’ Yardom, our celestial master. I, Medesta Faromir, have come before you seeking your aid! Grant me the knowledge of your gifts, for which the seven sages laid down their eternal lives! For your favor, I grant you the gift of your greatest desire! Here before you lies the last remnant of Bast’s unholy power. Take it and be appeased!”

She turned to Etticacia, moving her hands in a series of strange and erratic patterns before dousing her with a viscous blue liquid. Turning away once more, she continued her incantation, “O’ Yardom, I now invoke the names of the Hours! See it fit to bless me as you saw fit to bless them with the gifts of divinity, purity, and immortality. In the name of Festidia, Manasa, Denavi, Nyara; Valora, Inami, Trinoble, and Neesa; Solera, Izoe, Ovalicin, Bast; Cherlydia’s name—”

Ayalana arose from the previously blocked stairwell with a message for the bishop at work. “If this world is in need of a new god, Medesta, it certainly won’t be you.” Taking an aggressive stance, the banding so artfully woven about her wrist began to unravel as it became infused with her sentite energies, forming a weapon uniquely her own. Her scars were now exposed for all to see. Etticacia let out a gasp at their wretchedness, reminded of her earlier encounter with the foreign clergy. She had been trussed up in a very uncomfortable position. Grateful for a single moment’s relief, a tear flowed down her cheek.

Medesta turned to face Ayalana with a curt smile. Even in her darkest of moments, she took her role as a noble quite seriously. “Why, you miserable, pale-hearted splunk. You dare come into my home, into my temple, and give the orders of what to do and where to go? Do I come down to the filthy streets of the capital and tell you how to beg for food? Oh, that’s right. I did do that. I did provide you with clothes on your back and beautiful surroundings and food to eat when the gods themselves saw it fit to choose you for naught! And in return I only asked for one simple—”

“Sacrifice. The blood of the innocent, lost souls without a place to call home.” The electrified crack of Ayalana’s psycho-whip burst, bringing Medesta’s rant to an immediate pause. “You dare justify your actions to me?! You tout your status and throw us crumbs all so you can delude yourself into believing you are some kind of holy woman. For years I walked those same streets cowering in fear of your retaliation. How many sleepless nights did I live with the guilt of choosing to leave this place and the people in it behind? What you did to us…to all of us…is unforgivable.”

Medesta laughed in her trademark pseudo-mother-like fashion, sliding down into a crouch. “Look at you,” she said. “After all these years you’ve grown stronger. You’ve even made a name for yourself. How could I be upset with you for wanting to make your own way? I am glad you’ve decided to visit me, but even so, I must leave you with some words of advice. Whatever you do, don’t blink.”

It was these very words that left Ayalana unprepared for Medesta’s illusion. A fraction of a second was all it took for the cackling bishop reappear and lay hands upon the sentite’s forehead forcing her to relive the memories of her tragic youth. She was locked in a trance, eyes wide with fear as her body jerked about.

Medesta continued her speech, “Pitiful, just pitiful. You think you can wave your little toy around and strike fear into my noble heart? I am ordained by the Master Himself! He has imbued me with the divine spirit of the gods and I’ve already proven your greatest strength to be your ultimate weakness.

“I’ve already ensnared your mind, leaving an indelible mark on the deepest, darkest recesses of your very being. You can’t un-drink the wine! You can’t un-think those thoughts! You can never leave here no matter how far you run away. You’re broken! You’re broken!”

“You’re wrong!” the front of Ayalana’s boot connected with Medesta’s face. “For years I have been honing on this moment, and you are a nothing more than a monster whose time has come.”

Medesta retreated long enough to brandish her holy staff. The bishop knew her opponent well enough to capitalize on the fact that unlike a mage, the source of her sentite powers was internal, meaning a jaunt up the stairs would have sapped a considerable amount of her strength.

During this time, Ayalana had dipped back into the stairwell. She decided that her best strategy would be to wait in the wings until she caught her breath. As she reached upward to brush aside the sticky strands of her hair from view, she closed her eyes for a moment. This was all the time Medesta needed to launch a first assault. A chunk of masonry smashed upon the ground after taking the impact from a well-aimed energy strike.

“I see you cowering in the hall!” Medesta shouted between bouts of maniacal laughter. “Since you saw it so fit to interrupt, I’ll finish you off. Then you both can play witness to a modern-day miracle!” She drew another strand of mist from the well of the crystal ball atop her staff. In her hand it flowed about harmlessly enough, but once charged it became a force that could easily split boulders.

Ayalana again emerged ready to fight. She brandished her whip with full authority, making her objective clear. Her next move was to launch herself forward, dodging another of Medesta’s blasts. The whip lashed out, landing with a connecting crack at Medesta’s thigh. Knowing Ayalana’s advantage was space, Medesta made several attempts to close the gap between them.

In the few moments they drew near to one another, Ayalana noticed something strange about Medesta’s staff. Inside the orb, the mist moved about in patterns that were too purposeful and violent. There were even moments where she could have sworn she saw faces. Recalling her earlier promise to the maze-bound apparition, she realized it was the staff that had to be destroyed. Many attempts were made to tangle the object in the coil of her whip, but each time, Medesta arced her form, placing it just out of reach.

Ayalana was running out of time. She could feel her strength waning, her movements growing sluggish. She would abandon the whip to conserve strength, but first she needed it to accomplish her task.

“Alright witch,” Ayalana said in a taunting manner, “I am growing weary of this. Let us forge a compromise.”

Medesta raised an eyebrow. “What could you possibly offer me?”

Ayalana dropped to her knees with arms extended, allowing her weapon to go limp. “I know it is too late for me, but there is still hope for the others. I offer myself as a sacrifice. In exchange, the other maids go free. Your god would be quite pleased with such an accomplishment, yes?”

“My, how sickeningly noble of you. Clearly, your exhaustion has made you stupid.”

“This is not an act,” Ayalana said, this time tossing her whip aside. “I will not resist if you agree to the terms.”

“Alright. I shall agree, but that won’t stop me from enjoying this.” Medesta approached Ayalana with her curt little smile restored. Even when she was on her way to extinguish life, her steps were dainty and true. Internally, Ayalana was a wreck. She had pulled off some of the greatest deals in her lifetime, but this one hinged on the probability that Medesta wouldn’t take the quickest route to destruction.

The bishop, now turned executioner, took her place behind Ayalana. She hooked the length of the staff underneath her chin and proceeded to pull back, applying pressure to the woman’s windpipe. Ayalana reached up to grip the staff, employing the same principle tactic used to command her whip. Her mental energy would bore through the length of the staff until it could no longer be contained.

“Now remember,” Medesta cooed, “you said you wouldn’t resist.”

“I’m not resisting. It’s quite…the…opposite.”

“Tsk tsk. Poor, ignorant girl. Did you think I was dense enough to keep a promise after you were dead?”

“That’s alright…really. Because…I already…set them…free!”

“You what?!” Medesta felt her footing slip but quickly recovered. “What are you doing? Let go! I’ve decided I’d rather see you bludgeoned!”

The more she tried to free her weapon, the more Ayalana held on for dear life, pouring more of her energies into the holy staff. Whether it was from the denial of air or the amount of work it took to fill it, Ayalana was completely drained. Hold on or let go, both options left her lying at death’s door. The second Medesta attempted to draw mist, there was an extraordinary break and the crystal ball shattered. She and Ayalana tumbled to the floor.

Medesta placed her hands around Ayalana’s neck, determined to finish the job she started earlier. Even exposed to the burn of dark soul magic, Ayalana smiled blissfully, barely able to open her eyes.

“Why are you laughing?!” Medesta demanded to know.

“I’m laughing because you’re dead. You just haven’t realized it yet.”

Medesta never bothered to examine her surroundings. If she had, she might have noticed that what really drew out Ayalana’s smile the sight of an angry ghost-bishop and the satisfaction of a promise fulfilled. The only thing better was the look of shock on Medesta’s face when she was called to trial before The Divine Court.

“NOOOOOO!” the woman wailed amidst kicks and scrapings in such a pitch that the whole of the window mural glass splintered and broke, “I was so close!”

Ayalana lain beside the shell of her bitter rival, unable to move but still savoring the moment. She hadn’t before imagined an end more fitting yet something was off. The taste of victory proved sweet but not as filling as she’d hoped. For though her enemy had been vanquished, the weight of a tortured past would always be there, forcing her to remember. Unable to retain her grip on consciousness, Ayalana slipped into the pit of her reflection in the cold bishop’s eyes and eased into a sleep deeper than any she had ever known.
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CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

“There is very little I can say or do to make recompense for what I have put you through.” The princess never sounded more sincere as she uttered these words.

Seated just across a small tea table, Azsha was smiling despite the soreness of her wounds. So happy to be back in her own body, she hardly cared for apologies. What she wanted was details of Etticacia’s encounter but found herself rebuffed. For the princess, the pain of her trauma was still too fresh to re-live it through words. If she truly wanted answers, Azsha would have to be patient.

“From what I have heard, Princess, your ordeal was far worse than what I had to endure in your stead. In a strange way, it is I who owe you the favor, Your Highness.”

“Hmm, perhaps you are right. Being waited on hand and foot hardly compares to being kidnapped by a group of heartless thuggers. Of course, the agony of being stricken blind sort of evens things up a bit, no?”

Azsha’s finger fondled the rim of a flowered teacup. “You may have a point, but I think this is a debate that may not be winnable.”

“Though I believe much of this has been kept a secret, there is still a great deal that must be sorted out. For the benefit of your safety, please, walk with me.” Etticacia stood, calling in one of her maids from the hall to serve as a guide.

Azsha walked alongside the princess and her newly gathered attendants on the way to the throne room. The king was already seated. It was near time for the conclusion of public hearings and local grievances. A rather large group of townspeople were gathered in the hall, numbering well over a hundred, a highly unusual count for a general audience. Their approach was peaceful in spite of their voices which were filled with dismay. They had come to further discuss the growing epidemic of children being snatched from their beds in the night.

A couple, who recently lost both of their offspring, stepped forward to make known their concerns. “Father King, my wife and I have been in a state of grief since our young ones disappeared. The more we heard from friends, the more we have discovered we are not alone. Those who have gone off to search have not returned. Please, Sire, we request you look into the matter.”

“Please, Sire,” a woman begged while throwing herself upon the ground, “our families are dwindling.” The people fell to their knees, crying out for the king’s sympathy, their voices rising up in chorus. King Fraedelbaugh shifted uneasily in his chair.

Requests such as these were becoming more and more frequent. He had posted more guards at the gates to monitor any suspicious traffic. The mages and sentites had been consulted in the matter with little feedback given. Over the course of his reign he had carefully managed thousands of public woes, but this time, admittedly, he was having doubts.

He responded with his usual refrain of looking into the matter and had the people escorted out. Once the princess was announced, with Azsha at her side, she made her way to the front of the hall and took her usually vacant seat. Vanya, standing in her expected place as part of the king’s retinue, did not expect to see Azsha, of all people, kneeling on the dais. Having remembered her own instructions to keep the disappearance quiet, she was forced to hold her tongue but maintained a great personal interest in events to come.

“Now, this is a surprise,” said the king to his daughter. “I am told you have important business at court today.”

“Yes, Father,” she responded. Her posture was rigid, her expression, stone.

“I see you have chosen a new consort today, but the face is only somewhat familiar. My word! Are you the young lady from the ball? You have been a topic on many tongues of late.”

“My embarrassment was such that I chose to retire from the ball early, Father King.” With her hair fully restored to its normal shade, it was easy to understand the delay in his recognition of her. Azsha remained at the princess’ feet with head pointed downward. It was easy to see her blushing from the king’s range. He was smiling at her, though she dared not chance it to look at him, lest she break some unknown rule of etiquette.

The king readjusted his position to something that would more adequately reflect his active engagement in the current activity. Today was a proud day as both ruler and parent. During the few times when Etticacia had chosen to attend court, she did little to feign interest, a symptom of young age or whatever he chose to believe. But today, for the first time, he would be afforded a glimpse into the persona of his daughter as a diplomat.

“You may proceed when ready,” he said.

Etticacia was quiet at first, as were the guards who watched over the peace in the hall, as well as the nobility in attendance, and the castle staff. Her fingers gripped the curves of her armrests ‘til her knuckles, light with tenseness were well expressed. She took a few cleansing breaths before standing, the only thing she could do to keep her emotions out of her speech and under control.

“The best thing about one’s station as a ruler,” she began, “is the power to make changes which affect the people in a positive way. The worst thing is the inability to be everywhere at once. Fortunately, when a ruler makes use of good people, the task of leadership becomes a great deal easier. I now call forth Captain Hamon L’Couer as well as Guards Brecht, Lackey, and Stopes.”

The royal scribier toiled over a stack of parchment as he labored to capture the princess’ historic moment. She had woven every detail so perfectly in her mind. None would know the truth behind what occurred the previous night. Thanks to her cunning, she would be able to push forth her own agenda while simultaneously harboring the greatest cover-up to befall her personal timeline. Dressed in honorific attire, Hamon and the guards saluted before being presented with medals to commemorate their recent achievement.

“It has recently come to my attention that a member of the high clergy has been abusing both rank and status to commit numerous atrocities. Thanks to the diligent work of Captain L’Couer and these men, such activities have ceased in the name of the Master. I wish to submit for consideration my proposal to ban open worship of The Lady Festidia for a period of ten years.”

“I demand quiet in the hall!” the king bellowed. The slightest twinge of doubt enveloped his words, but he had to keep the proceedings moving forward. “The Crown shall acknowledge this request. Is there any business further?”

“There is an additional matter. Though her desire to be present was great, her current condition leaves her confined to the infirmary. I speak of one who has served as the final link in our great chain of progress by providing vital information that was used to displace Bishop Faromir. For this, We are most pleased.” The room found itself again flooded with chatter. “The Crown shall show gratitude by naming Ayalana Aquaeos the official Royal Liaison to the remaining religious houses.”

The king shouted once more over the clamor of the audience. His anger at being placed in such an awkward position before his people was frothing. “Any business further?!”

A member of the nobility stepped forward to express an opinion. “Princess, we have heard your initial proposal to place a ban on Festidian worship, but may we ask, if it comes to pass, what will become of the temple in all that time?”

“Rend it to smoke and ashes!” Etticacia howled. “If Festidia’s followers had been less engulfed in deciphering their deity’s teachings, then they might have stopped to notice the horrors that were taking place behind its walls!”

The hall began to tremble under the cacophony of angry voices. Captain L’Couer pre-emptively edged his way closer to the princess’ chair. If she did not exit soon, there was surely to be a riot on her hands.

“Highness,” whispered Hamon, “if I may suggest your swift departure. Please?”

Etticacia granted approval before announcing the close of her business for the day. To the king’s great relief, she opted for safe passage at the rear of the hall to return to her quarters. On this day, there was no exit fanfare, only total discord over the royal progeny’s haphazard handling of affairs. Normally, after a medalling ceremony, there would be much to celebrate or at least a banquet held for the honorees, but today there was only chaos.

With a handful of companions to guide her, the princess slipped out of sight behind a nearby curtain. They moved quickly through the long passage that would lead to the atrium housed in the center of the keep. From there, any point in the castle could be accessed.

“Hamon,” Etticacia said, “please see to it that Miss Azsha is seen to the courtyard. I fear it is not yet safe that she should leave the castle grounds. There is so much volatility as of late, it is as if the world has gone mad! I doubt the execution later today will make things any easier.”

“Forgive me, Your Highness, but protocol dictates I should stay near until you reach the saferoom.”

Etticacia gathered her skirts. “You know better than to quote policy to me. I’ve no desire to visit the saferoom. I shall be in my chambers.”

Hamon was dying to impose his will, but opted wisely to refrain. There were times when Etticacia’s stubborness made his currish blood boil but his duty to protect her always came first. With maids in tow, she made haste toward the main staircase, hoping to collect her thoughts on the way. Azsha grabbed at Hamon’s sleeve, stopping him in his tracks.

“Captain L’Couer, what execution is she speaking of?”

“The two thuggers that were apprehended during the temple infiltration. If you are concerned about missing the event, I can make sure you are given a clear view from the guardhouse.”

“Miss it?! Absolutely not. I want it stopped!”

“I’m afraid that will not happen.”

“Kalo is alive then? Well, that means one of those men is innocent. He aided her!”

“It is true. He did serve a role in keeping the princess safe, but it is also true that he carries a torrid history of wrongdoing regarding the aid of Bishop Faromir. Does one act of kindness pardon a man from a lifetime of injustices?”

For the sake of time, Azsha opted not to press him for answers any further. She needed to find Ayalana. The knight captain led his charge into the courtyard where she was offered a seat.

“Please, Miss Azsha. I know it is difficult to understand, but Etticacia has been through a tremendous shock. All her life she has heard of the harshness that can exist in this world through reports and figures. But to have experienced it firsthand, she has been altered in the wake of her suffering.”

“Take me to Ayalana’s chambers at once,” she said. Azsha’s status as a resident of the castle had changed, but the assertive nature she was expected to carry in that time again surfaced.

Her request was moot. Just as the words fell past her lips, Ayalana appeared with another member of the guard, out for a walk as part of her daily plan for recovery. She was dressed in an elegant, embroidered hospital gown. The breezy white fabric set off light purple bruises where Medesta’s hands had burned the skin, only now they looked like the shadowmark of a great bird emblazoned on her neck. She calculated each one of her steps while relying on the support of an unadorned walking stick.

Azsha crossed the grounds hastily, oblivious to the surrounding beauty of the gardens around her. It felt like seasons had turned since she last laid eyes on the face of her friend, or anyone for that matter.

“Azsha, you are looking more like yourself,” Ayalana said, extending her other arm so that Azsha could slide in to help her balance. It was an odd sight given their difference in height, but they managed it well.

“For that I thank you truly. It is good to see you well.”

The battle-worn nymph had to chuckle at that. “I would hardly call this well, but it gives me an appreciation for the smaller things, like breathing and roast okk. I keep asking for some, but they won’t give me any. I’ve never tasted meat before. I bet it’s delicious.”

The two stumbled a bit before coming to a scrollwork bench. The guard who served as escort kept his watch but also his distance. There was little chance of any fuss to be caused by a nearly crippled woman. Ayalana winced as she lowered herself to sit. It was amazing how things she had not been aware of suddenly creaked and pulsed with every breath and movement. Even the act of simply existing in her seat felt so tremendously good, a welcome relief.

Azsha fidgeted a bit while formulating her next thought. It was an awkward time to make yet another request, but she knew dancing around the subject with a mind reader was at best, an exercise in futility. “I suppose you are to be congratulated on your recent elevation,” she said. “Kalo was not so fortunate in fate’s dealing.”

“It is an honor I could do without. I mean to contest the decision once I am better recovered and far from these walls.” Ayalana propped both hands on her cane allowing for a more relaxed posture. Her eyes shifted downward in a very telling fashion. “So you’ve heard about the execution, ey? What do you plan to do about it? There isn’t much that can be said to bend the will of a determined royal.”

Azsha hesitated but only for a moment. “I need your memories. I want to know everything you know about Kalo. I need to know who he is, inside.”

Ayalana was taken aback by Azsha’s staunch willingness to undergo such a procedure, especially for the sake of another. She also found herself to be slightly envious of Azsha’s plucky innocence. How could she herself have not been so eager to help her old friend? She remembered her vow before thoughts trailed back to the moment when she found him unconscious in the temple, thinking death had finally claimed him.

Kalo always lived by a strict code, one that included accountability for his actions. If ever captured, he wouldn’t want to be rescued. Only the fates would determine his outcome. Countless recitations of this fact had replaced her sense of conscience with a dulled acceptance of his wishes. That acceptance was later contorted into a kind of forced respect that was now being challenged.

“Alright,” said Ayalana, “I will help you, but when this is through I want to go on a hunt for the biggest, meatiest rancor that ever prowled the The Pendant, and you’re coming with me. Yeah?”

Azsha smiled at the prospect. Visions of Ayalana chasing wild beasts in a mad fury already swarmed her thoughts. “Agreed.”

Ayalana pressed the tips of her fingers against Azsha’s forehead and instructed her to mirror these actions. “Bear in mind that I can only show what I know of him. My thoughts are my own to share but no one else’s. Are you certain this is what you wish to see?”

Azsha closed her eyes, and the transfer began. The feeling of the world melted away and was replaced by suspended reality. She traveled back in time through flashes of Eldersage’s past, particularly the streets she now frequented. Some of the buildings looked different from their present states, but still recognizable. The pictures moved quickly, and she felt her nerves twitch with each connected emotion. Fear and doubt served as a recurring theme throughout.

Through Ayalana’s eyes, Azsha felt cold nights without sleep and pangs of hunger. She was chased by peacekeepers and wracked with passing illnesses. She experienced the charming wiles of a younger Medesta, just as it had happened to herself. She took hold of the woman’s hand with a promise of something greater than what could be had alone on the streets.

Then she saw the Kalo of days-long-gone. Their interactions were bittersweet. Most nights he’d slip her extra food and keep her spirits lifted. He did that for all the girls it seemed. Then came the moment when he made her realize that she had the power to take back her future, and it all became clear.

For his risk and trouble, Ayalana kissed him goodbye on the night that she fled with a promise never to meddle in his affairs. They would both do what they had to in the name of survival. It was part of the code: shun pain and rise or eat death with vigor. Only the streets would judge them now.

The pealing of distant bells brought Azsha back to her wits. Ayalana sensed a transition and pulled away.

“Did you see all that you wanted?” she asked.

“Someday I will find a way to repay you for all that you have done for me.” Azsha hugged her friend briefly before taking off at a run. “There isn’t much time left. I have to go!”

Ayalana called out for her to wait, but it was no use. Azsha cleared the courtyard in record time on her way to the keep. Near various checkpoints, she kept her cool, lest the guards be tipped off by any strange behaviors. Since many had seen her in the company of the princess earlier that day, very few probed her for answers besides the standard grand ball inquisition to which she had now grown accustomed.

Upon arriving at the bedroom doors, she bowed before the maids there. Reminding herself to remain calm, her request to enter met no resistance. Etticacia stood before the window, taking in the sounds from milling crowds below. She sensed the tumultuous nature of Azsha’s approach but remained steady in her position.

“Get out of my way,” Azsha demanded.

“He is a criminal, a common thugger who has no place in Eldersage. He is nothing more than one of them.”

“Princess, he saved your life. The only crime he is guilty of is remaining alive alongside your painful memories. You are looking for something to blame.”

“You dare trivialize what I was made to endure? Fine. Jump through this window if it suits you, but if you are thinking it will aid you in disrupting the execution, do not bother.”

“If you will not stop it, you leave me no choice. Kalo could have died then, clinging to his last breath, but fate saw it fit to let him live. Why can’t you?”

Etticacia turned to face her accuser. “Azsha, what would you have me do? For a royal, to rescind an order is to send a message to the people that we are fickle and easily swayed. Those who commit wrongdoing will think it easy to wriggle out of their punishments. Before long, we will have a criminal epidemic on our hands.”

“You are saying the words, but they are hardly yours. The only thing missing is the strings by which you dance. I am going to stop this.”

With a final shove, Etticacia was no longer an obstacle. Azsha dove from the window, gulping air before the moat engulfed her. With every stroke, she ignored the jeering words of opposition from on high. She no longer cared for the thoughts of royals on the issue. The only thing that mattered now was effort. She had to try for the sake of the one who held her heart.

A newly enraged Etticacia called upon an escort to the king’s chamber. Defiance was now the spark which set ablaze her contempt, and she would as soon have justice delivered at her own hand than live with the concept of being thwarted.
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“I was so angry, Vanya,” King Fraedelbaugh said. He was slouched in his most comfy of chairs. “I was probably angrier than all the people in that room today.”

“I could tell,” she replied, all the while plucking a harp-tune for his enjoyment. “But I doubt anyone else noticed.”

“I wondered how could she be so flippant, so careless, about everything? I feared for her life until the moment that I realized something. I was the one to blame.”

“This time in a young girl’s life is always an awkward one. It is simply that they are not often granted the opportunity to draft policy decisions during such phases.”

He sighed momentarily. “It isn’t that, Vanya, really. You saw it too, didn’t you? It was the hate in her tone and the ice in her stare. I was always the tyrant but never my sweet Etti. First, it was the fall that took her mother’s life. Then, there was the accident that took her sight. What kind of man cannot protect his own family? Even with the weight of The Crown behind me, I have failed miserably.”

Vanya looked up from her playing just in time to see a single tear welling in the corner of the king’s eye. Like a bird of prey, she swooped in with a soft cloth to capture it before allowing it to reach his chin. His hand clutched her forearm, and she stiffened in surprise. He was never known to be forceful with any of his attendants. He continued his address.

“The day she was brought to me, when I very first laid eyes on her, I envisioned her future. I thought of her travelling the world and how happy she might be on her wedding day. I thought of her chasing flutterbyes or possibly taking up the bow like her mother. Gone. All gone in the blink of an eye.”

“Life is filled with uncertainty for all of us. You must not blame yourself so heavily, my lord.”

“Vanya, she lost her sight because I wasn’t there for her. Now, to the other households she is but damaged goods. Who wants to marry a blind princess from a father who can’t even host a decent festival?”

It was in these moments that Vanya chose to still her say. In her experience, she had learned that sometimes it was just best to let a person sort out their feelings verbally. She also possessed an extraordinary talent for expressing her thoughts with very subtle facial cues. There were days when she could direct the entire staff without ever parting her teeth for the day. She raised an eyebrow, which the king interpreted immediately.

“You know,” he said, “you are absolutely right. You are also the closest thing she has ever known to a mother. Because of that Etticacia has grown to be a fine young lady, I tell you, full of spirit, who would make a strong and capable ruler! Anyone else would have used their inability to see as an excuse, but you kept her challenged to be at her best. I owe you my thanks and her an apology.”

“You are always welcome, Father King. But an apology? Why?”

“Because, my dear Vanya, there is a decent chance that my daughter may very well inherit these lands. And if she is to rule, I wish it to be on her own terms. I had my chance to reign. The last thing this kingdom needs is a copy of me in a skirted waistcoat.”

Vanya gave the king’s hand a light squeeze before pulling away to pour him a beverage. “In light of His Majesty’s rousing afternoon, could I interest him in a nap?”

“That would indeed delight me, but who could possibly sleep with such an ungodlike racket out of doors? Have I forgotten to sign some sort of peace accord or something?”

“Actually, there is an execution scheduled at two-past.”

“An execution? I certainly don’t recall a trial of the past few days. On whose orders?”

“On your orders…according to the princess.”

“She has forged my seal. I know not even the names of those to be condemned!” King Fraedelbaugh sprang from his seat. He immediately called for his robe and carriage, his daughter, and his personal guard. “Vanya, I must pose a question. If a king has less than thirty minutes to issue a royal pardon and he is old and tired, will his heart stop beating before he reaches the destination?”

“Not if he is my king,” she spoke wryly before adjusting his stately collar. “Your carriage awaits. Also, when you do succeed in your endeavor, try not to be too cross with her. She is still learning the rules of politics after all.”

He felt entirely fortunate to be blessed with such a dependable assistant. Vanya was the complete ruler’s toolkit in a tidy bundle. She always knew just what to say in any situation and handled the castle’s affairs with a natural grace and affinity. There were many of the opinion that if life were fair she would have been born a queen. Of course, as one who has lived the life of a royal, the king had always felt she was right where she needed to be. Vanya was set to open the doors when Etticacia burst into the room along with her maids. Before she could utter a word, the king had his say.

“What have you done?”

“Has everyone lost their senses?” Etticacia whined. “All this worry over a criminal! It’s no wonder the streets are hardly safe anymore.”

“Criminal or not, Daughter, he has to be heard. It is the very basis of our custom in these lands. If we begin to ignore such rules at will, then what will the realm stand on? What will the people have to trust in?”

“Does no one care for me?! You were not there that night when it happened!” The Princess clasped her hands over her mouth, absolutely horrified at her own slip-up. Such details were to remain a secret, but her emotions overcame her.

“And you should not have been there! Don’t think I don’t know about it! You broke the rules put in place for your safety, and now you wish to take it out on the life of another being who may or may not have just cause to die!”

Realizing the swiftness with which time was escaping, King Fraedelbaugh tugged at his daughter’s sleeve as they embarked on one of his trademark hallway conversations. Captain L’Couer strided beside the group, along with Guards Brecht, Lackey, and Stopes in the lead. The princess remained intent on having her say.

“You have always been a man of retribution. Now all of a sudden you wish to change?”

“When is the last time you’ve seen me act without ration of thought? It is true long ago I built a reputation for callousness, a reputation which has cost me dearly. I have since learned to use it to my advantage, nothing more.”

They proceeded down the main staircase, the royal entourage growing with every few steps. Guards, maids, footmen, and the like gathered ‘round, all sensing the urgency of the matter.

“Dear Gods, Etticacia,” he continued, “is this the legacy I’ve left to you? I admit in my youth I may have done things differently. My actions earned me the title of tyrant, but the past is lost to us.

“I cannot undo what has been carved upon the wheel of time. It shames me to think of what this realm might endure because you failed to learn from my mistakes. Have you naught else to say?”

“I have nothing to apologize for. I did what I thought was right.”

“That you did, but with haste and in anger. While it may be our privilege as royals to take a man’s life in payment, it is not our right. If you learn nothing else from me, learn this: every decision you make affects everything around you. Now let us see what your choices have brought about this day.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

Eldersage’s main street was bordered by the masses in anticipation of the culprits’ march that afternoon. Still damp from her swim in the castle moat, Azsha kept to the rear, mostly to prevent being jostled about. She looked to the east, but saw no signs of a carriage in the distance. Uncertainty loomed in her mind. Was she too early or too late? She could not afford to miss the opportunity to speak with Kalo one last time.

“Excuse me, sir,” she said, “but has the jailer’s mount yet passed?”

The man turned to face her. “Whaddaya think we’re standing here for?”

“Right,” she replied with a timid warble before backing away. Too anxious to stand still, Azsha started her aimless walk again. Perhaps she truly was incorrect in her thinking. No one else cared to stand up for what she felt to be right. After all, she was still new to the world and its workings. How could she expect things to simply bend to her will according to her perceptions?

“Here they come!” yelled a woman whose hand was gripped by that of a small child. Those who surrounded them were quickly ablaze with chatter. A small dust cloud grew in the distance.

The jailer sat proudly upon his horse. Keeping to a schedule was one of his specialties. The people jeered in the wake of their passing, drowning out the sounds of Azsha’s solitary protest.

She broke through the wall of bodies, practically falling onto the street as a result of her desperate scramble. Kalo noticed her stumbling, but chose to remain looking ahead in a subtle attempt to dissuade her approach. Azsha walked alongside the horseman’s party, but it did not take long for him to become wary of her presence.

“Get back, girl!” shouted the jailer. “We are about the business of The Crown here.”

“I wish only to speak with this man! My doing so will not impede your task!”

The uniformed official detached the weapon at his side and lashed at his target with the pointed end of a pole axe. Kalo lobbed his full weight at Felic causing them both to fall, consequently throwing the jailer off balance.

“You let her speak,” Kalo ordered the jailer, “or I will dedicate the last few moments of my life to making sure you no longer have one.”

“Yeah, go on and talk that big talk,” said the frazzled horseman. “At the end of the day, I’ll still be on the other end of the rope. Have your little chat, but keep it moving.”

Once resituated, the jailer gently kicked his mount into an easy stride toward the gallows. His grip tightened up the slack on the rope before he gave it a stern pull, reaffirming his earlier point. Azsha found herself overtaken with sorrow at the sight of Kalo’s unbandaged eye. It was swollen shut.

“I came here to help you,” she said.

“There is no need for that. A man has to pay his debts. You should not be involved.”

“I understand why you are saying these things, but I know I can stop this if you want me to. I know you’re a good person deep down inside.”

Kalo allowed a bout of laughter to settle before he fixed his gaze on Azsha for what may be the last time. “Why?” he asked with a careful study of her expression. “Why do you see so much good in me? I am unworthy of a place in the mind of someone so beautiful and full of promise. That is exactly why I am asking you to leave me to my fate, Azsha. You don’t belong in my world. I once knew a girl like you who was almost swallowed by the darkness, but she learned to stand her ground, and I want you to do the same. Do not admire my position. Learn from it.”

“Blech,” Felic interjected. “Can I expect a conclusion soon to this twaddle?”

Azsha opted to ignore his barbs. “Is there nothing I can do to change your mind? Will you willingly choose death over freedom?”

“Choice is an illusion created by the powers-that-be. Do not cry for me, young one. In another time, we will meet again.”

“Is that it, then?!” When she stood still, his fingers slid from her grasp. The group moved along without her. “Is it really so easy to give up on yourself? What about us, ey? What about those who care for you?”

Azsha’s thoughts became tangled in a mass of unbridled emotions with the prospect of loss so imminent. Memories of the final moments came flooding back in which she had begged for the mercy of Lord Daulton, only to be denied. The concepts of honor and pride held no meaning for her now. If the worth of a man’s life were up to the judgement of a stranger, then surely that decision should be outweighed by those closest to him.

Defiantly, she raised her hands in an effort to channel her mental energies. If Kalo were too daft to save himself, then she would have to make him understand. Newly focused, her ears effectively tuned out the murmurs of the crowd. She struggled to unbind the ropes that held him captive but to no avail. The fibers resisted her commands. Something was wrong. There now existed a disconnect between her mind and her abilities.

A newly dejected Azsha took a seat in her favorite spot on the edge of the central fountain. She dipped a palm below the water’s surface and watched with curiosity as a microstream snaked its way up her arm with a smooth precision. What had caused her gift to suddenly stop working when she needed it most?

A toy merchant parked his cart nearby while he stopped for a bit of refreshment. Several decorative box cages were stacked one upon the other, each housing a stuffed herdling, save for a few that were empty. A tiny voice pleading for help caused Azsha to look up. Her eyes caught those of the young man across the fountain, and he smiled in greeting. She mimicked the gesture before turning away.

“Help me,” the voice said once more. Azsha casually glanced over at the toys who all seemed to be minding their inanimate business except for one with a serious staring problem.

“Are you…talking?” she said to the cute little rendition of a rabbit, all the while trying to appear nonchalant.

“There isn’t much time. You have to free me. I only look like a child’s toy, but I am really a powerful magician.”

Azsha blinked. “Then why don’t you magic yourself out of the box?”

“Because…” he sounded genuinely irritated, “it is to my discredit that stuffing is not exactly the best conductor for magic. Are you going to help me, or not?”

“What makes you think I can help you any?”

“You are completely lost to yourself. I know you desire answers more than anything. You are searching, and I can give you what you need, but there isn’t much time.” The bunny fell forward with his same solemn expression now pressed against the bars. “I know who your father is.”

Azsha looked up at the cage with a newfound curiosity. He knew she was hooked, but still skeptical. All he had to do was reel her in carefully with his words.

“Listen to me, girl. There is grave danger on the horizon if you do not make the decision to open this box!”

“I am certain you mean well,” she said with a sigh, “but I am afraid, and I want this all to stop. I’m talking to a toy right now, so if you don’t mind, I would like to just forget everything and go on about my merry way. Things will go back to normal.”

“You ignorant girl. Just because you close your eyes, you think the world will heal itself for you? You are on the brink of something bigger than our very existence, and without me you are doomed from the start. Let me out. Let me out! Out! Out!” Azsha reached toward the cage in the hopes of soothing its captive, but to the owner of the cart, the situation he perceived was altogether different.

“Hey!” the man yelled, “get your hands away from my property!”

“What? No!” Azsha yelled back, afraid of what he might do.

A vibratory hiss preceded the thud of a four-edged cross blade before it pierced the ground, sending the nearby crowds into a screaming panic. Shreds of what appeared to be silver lightning traveled about its metal frame in a most uncanny way. Azsha followed the lead of the townspeople and ducked out of view. From her hiding spot, she caught a glimpse of Hemley in his hulking new form, outfitted in a general’s war gear.

His helmet covered all but his eyes, which also emanated with the silver glow of an ornamental faceplate. In his right hand, he wielded a twin of the initial cross blade that had been launched only moments ago. His goal was unclear. He uttered no declaration on his way toward the city center.

Without a warning sounded, the king’s carriage was unwittingly on the approach. Following instructions to avoid being late at all costs, the driver was speeding along much faster than normal. Once he spotted Hemley, it was too late to turn back without being seen. Despite an inability to navigate soundly, the driver put his horses in reverse. Those to the rear would have to take notice and evade quickly for the king’s well-being was now at stake.

“Be aware!” he called out to the footmen as the vehicle began to roll back slowly. Captain L’Couer took a look outside the carriage window. It only took a second to piece together what was happening.

“What is going on out there?” asked the king.

“It appears to be a general or warlord wreaking havoc in the street. I do not recognize his uniform though, and he looks to be alone.”

The carriage driver knew they wouldn’t be safe at this rate. Horses could only move so fast at a backward pace, and turning around would leave them vulnerable. Their only option was to stop short and bolt until they could reach a suitable side street to turn onto.

With such heavy armor, their opponent wouldn’t be able to catch them on foot anyhow. The driver put his plan into action, racing forward at top speed. To outside eyes, it was a suicide sweep, but if it worked, it would mean heroism. Hemley showed no sign of interest in their oncoming. He stood in place, quiet and sullen, even when the carriage flew by, leaving him in a whorl of dust. With not more than ten yards between them, he launched his other cross blade. It tore a razor path across the ground with the same whistling buzz as before, taking out two wheels on a side before losing momentum.

The horses lurched forward, desperate to be free when the carriage came crashing down. The driver acted quickly, cutting them loose before he himself went down with the overturned vehicle. His arm was badly hurt, but he was still able to stand and draw his weapon. By now, Hemley was standing before the injured man and looming over him at what was easily a three-to-one ratio.

“Go home to your families,” he growled in a voice so deep it induced tremors in the soul. The driver dropped his sword and departed quickly. The footmen who had been working on unlatching the door made themselves scarce as well. By now, the entire area was deserted.

King Fraedelbaugh held his daughter close in a corner while Hamon guarded them both. The now familiar whistling buzz came closer and closer until the skyward side of the carriage flew off spraying splinters everywhere. A black armored glove crept over the newly exposed edge of the sidewall with a spider’s finesse. A body soon followed, shaking the casement under the weight of his climb until he reached the top, ultimately deciding to rest on his haunches.

“Now, this is a surprise. I expected somewhat of a big to-do, but a reception by the king himself? I am truly flattered.”

“Who are you?” prodded Hamon. “Proclaim yourself.”

“A former resident of this wretched cesspool. I am now known simply as Tempest: The Living God.”

The king offered up a quote, “No gods shall walk this land any further—”

“So sayeth the Mother of Beasts. Yes, yes, we all know the tales. However, the problem with books lies not in recording the past, but foreseeing the future. I am fact and yet you still deny what is in front of you?”

“What is it that you want?” asked the King.

“I, like you, have an army to maintain, and my men need food to sustain their energy. You are to deliver five hundred sacks of grain to my residence twice per month.”

“Twice monthly? That is preposterous. Our reserves will be depleted in half a year’s time!”

“Fail to meet quota, and my army will devour your residents. After all, fewer people makes for less grain consumption. I thought it wise to keep the math simple for you.” A shower of arrows nailed Tempest in the back. He let out a cry of annoyance rather than pain. The city guards were now on alert and reinforcements sent in. He growled ferociously. “Here I thought we would meet on peaceful terms, King! How wrong I was.”

Captain L’Couer stood, waving his arms above the carriage to call off the guard. The approaching figures halted their movement but it was too late. The situation had elevated beyond his control. He looked up in time to see the hand of Tempest surging toward the king’s neck and drew his sword. The blade met with the clang of a metal armguard before pulling away. They met each other blow for blow, testing one another’s strength and precision.

With a wave of Tempest’s hand, a lone flare rocketed toward the open sky. Angry, snorting worpigs streamed from between buildings, wrecking shops and flushing townsfolk from their hiding places. Innocents were slain and rooftops set ablaze. Man versus monster, the sounds of battle filled the air, leaving terror in its wake. For every demonic soldier, at least five of the king’s men would take up the shroud before the piercing of armor could even be accomplished.

Despite being well out of sight, Azsha still felt exposed. A great uneasiness began to well up within as a direct result of being so close to the sounds of despair. She had answered the call to arms before, once on the day she met Juju, but today she was outmatched. She even stooped to the low point of covering her ears but to no avail. Choosing not to act in the face of injustice was tantamount to aiding disaster.

Azsha made the choice to spring into action, grabbing the nearest object that would work as a staff. She lunged into the fray, aiming for points of vulnerability. Every now and again, a soldier would take notice, stunned by her bravery.

There was one person in particular who stopped cold in his tracks to watch her from across the square: a sun-kissed elven fellow of negotiable height with darkish-brown hair in plaited-rows. A high-collared privacy muff shielded the lower half of his hair and face. His long ponytail, that usually hung freely, snaked around his collar like a belt for extra security. Like several others, he was not dressed in uniform garb, just a civilian who felt the need to be helpful.

The sound of a familiar voice signaling for help caught Azsha’s attention, and she turned toward the source. The toy merchant’s cart was in complete disarray as boxes lay scattered on the ground and tattered remains of cloth and stuffing were ripped asunder. A diligent worpig was working at chewing off the lock, eager to gain access to the fluffy prize inside. Realizing the futility of her resistance, Azsha made the decision to get between a monster and his meal, using her staff to swat his cage-holding hand.

“She fights like a hellion,” observed the elf while keeping out of sight, “but her guard is lacking.” From his vantage point, he knew exactly what was about to happen. He wasted no time in racing forward to the danger ahead, but even with all the swiftness in his employ, he could not prevent the crash of a ham-fist on Azsha’s cheek or the twelve-foot slide that resulted from it. The box burst upon hitting the ground and its contents floated out of sight using floppy ears to propel its escape. The elf switched his focus to the fallen felani, scooping her up before dipping out of sight.

“Poor girl,” he said while examining her features, “to risk life and limb for such a silly thing.”

He reached beneath his cloak and pulled out a wad of paper money. Most folk in the world went their entire lives without ever seeing a slip up close, but for him it seemed to grow in the lining of his pockets. He deposited the currency into Azsha’s waist pouch.

“Now to get you somewhere safe,” he said before taking a few steps forward. Little did he know of the beast lurking nearby in the shadows. Its eyes flashed a fiery red before emerging in the form of Beyberry. Just as those before him, the elf was taken aback by the stature of such a creature so intent in its advance. He backed away slowly, which only seemed to agitate the beast.

Gently, he layed Azsha down before increasing his distance by a foot or so. The stallion lowered his muzzle, taking her garment in his teeth and lifted her effortlessly. Before turning to go, he moved in on the elf, locking eyes with his challenger. In a silent exchange, he issued a single, domineering snort that caused the elf to fall backward out of sheer disbelief.

He tracked the stallion’s every movement, careful to remain undetected. Every now and again, the horse would stop and flinch before looking over his shoulder. They wove through back streets until an especially shady alcove was reached. Moving in headfirst, the horse appeared to melt into shadow until the last of its tail could no longer be seen.
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Disturbed by the commotion that plagued her vicinity, Princess Etticacia screamed uncontrollably in the face of danger. Desperate to escape, but powerless, she cowered beneath her father’s protective grasp. He did all that he could to soothe her, but she was unyielding in her pitch. The aggravated Tempest began to teeter, agitated by the soundwaves that bore a hole through his brain. Initially, his plan had not been to harm the princess, but given her refusal to relent, patience was now a commodity in short supply.

He held his guard against the knight captain with one arm while snagging Etticacia with the other. Having seized her collar, Tempest held the princess dangling above the carriage. Her screaming ceased, but mainly due in part to the fact that she was choking to death. The guards at ground level were much too concerned with fending off the beastly horde to take notice.

Hamon wasted no time in acting on his instincts. He lunged at the burly extension that held Etticacia aloft and swung, slicing her free in one motion. To his dismay, this resulted in leaving the king wide open, and Tempest took full advantage. He struck the king’s gut, free and clear, holding his stance. King Fraedelbaugh, now bent double at the waist, was overcome with a telling expression of something more than just pain. Shakily, he fell to his knees.

“It seems you are out of moves, my friend,” Tempest declared as he hoisted the king over his shoulder. “I think you will be interested to know that I have implanted a doom seed within His Majesty’s person, which I will be taking as collateral. Should you disregard my wishes, he will be returned to you, only to serve as the destructive force that will rend this kingdom to uninhabitable ash. I will see you in three days.”

With the dark mage’s departure and the disapparation of his forces, the remaining members of the captain’s ground unit swarmed the carriage, gathering on one side to heave it upward. One by one, each passenger stepped downward into safe custody.

“Where is my father?!” Etticacia yelled.

“He has been captured, Your Highness,” Hamon replied, his voice both shaky and downcast. “But you have my word that I will do all that I can to recover him.”

“See that you do, or I will never forgive you.”

The sting of failure had already pierced the captain’s mind, but it was the barb of those words that stung what remained of his heart. The princess was hoisted away on horseback to the safety of the castle grounds, leaving Hamon alone to conjure a plan. He was now faced with a difficult task, and the pressures of time were mounting. With the ones he looked to most for guidance now kidnapped or dead, he would have to rely on himself fully for the first time.

A cart of goods headed toward the castle was doing its best to find an alternate route on debris-ridden streets. Desperate for distraction in the aftermath of the day’s carnage, Hamon decided to throw himself into his work. While the cart was parked for the removal of a blockade, he took it upon himself to question the driver. A glance at the man’s report listed a shipment of goods seized after the recent temple closure.

Among the items found were garments, books, and one part of a vast stockpile of Festidian wine. In the open air, it was easy for him to detect a subtle but familiar odor floating about the crates. He grabbed a bottle and pulled out the stopper to confirm his suspicions. “Make sure no one at the castle drinks this,” he told the driver before putting it back. “These are no spoils of war.”

Satisfied with his review of the situation, the captain waved the man on. He began to walk the streets, surveying the damage wrought as he went. Several of his men were already busy sorting out the dead, both military and civilian alike. Women and children lay slumped over one another, their empty eyes telling tales of their demise. That morning, they had awoken with no knowledge of what was to befall them in the market that day.

So much innocence lost. So much life yet to be lived. It was a tremendous mark in the loss column for anyone who bore the mark of protector. Thankfully, it was also Hamon’s motivation as he conjured a plan to raid Tempest’s hall and bring about justice to those who could no longer seek it for themselves.
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CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

Azsha’s hair danced in the wind, and a soft tickle on her nose nudged her into consciousness. She sat upright, taking in the bizarre scene which lie before her. The surrounding landscape was a dreary plane colored in what had to be a hundred subtle shades of gray. No grass could be found on the glass-like surface underfoot, but there were plenty of trees, mostly of the dead variety. Set against a backdrop of pitch-black sky, there were no stars, but the limbs of trees glittered with a crystalline frost, and bore occasional misshapen fruits of gold.

Clutching her skirt in a futile effort to shield it from the wind’s effects, she rose and began to walk about, searching for clues. As she walked along, the smell of something faintly putrid assaulted her nose from time to time. She did her best to ignore it and plodded on until the ground shifted into a downgrade beneath her feet. She stepped back, and it returned to its normal elevation.

Not far from her waking spot, she continued her expedition along the shifting earth until she came to find herself at an out of the way place. The ground was sectioned off into broken ascents that caused the formation of a natural border along a mountainous peak. Azsha peered beyond the edge and swallowed. It was a long way down.

Milky white waters trickled from a nearby talus fall into a secluded lagoon. Not sensing any present danger, she climbed upon a flattened rock to bask in the mystical warmth of an absent sun. Up to this point, it was the only place unaffected by chill winds. She relished the moment of solace, but serenity soon gave way to a foreboding blare in the distance.

“It’s coming for you,” said a voice to her left.

Azsha jerked upward to face her addresser. The owner of the voice was a male of undecided heritage colored in a most unhealthy palette. His hair extended in dark waves, accented by an oddly familiar red streak with eyes of the same color. With every movement of his lips, a clear view could be had of the jagged teeth that filled his unnaturally wide mouth. There was also something vulgar about the way his skin stretched over his exaggerated, pointy features like an ill-fitted blouse.

“I take it from your expression that you can see me clearly,” he said. “That is most excellent.”

“Does this mean I have completed my full descent into madness?” she quipped, leaning back against the surface of the rock. By now, she was openly choosing to be oblivious to her detriment.

“On the contrary. It means that your mind is now open. It has expanded beyond what is simply expected of you, an important first step. In this world, I am called Shrune, though you may better recognize me with the mane and hooves of an equine.”

She paused for a moment, doing her best to de-encrypt the meaning in his words. “You’re…Beyberry? That cannot be so.”

The demonic entity spoke in his usual deadpan tone, “I do not like it,” he went on to say, “but I will answer to it.”

“Did you bring me here? Why? Dare I ask what is coming for me?” Azsha rolled onto her side, using one arm to prop up her head. She made an attempt to study the demon’s features. Cognizant of this, he turned away, fearing her potential disdain.

“I brought you here as proof that my words are true. Your stubbornness has been wearing a bit thin on us all of late. It is time for you to accept your fate.”

“What did you expect of me?” Azsha threw up her hands in surrender, continually pleading her case to the non-comprehender, “I’m not anything. I can barely hold my own with a staff. Who or what is coming for me?”

“Paralysis, The Dark Heart. Thanks to the severe bungling of a summoning spell by one of your own, a tear now exists between The Land of Shades and Aqua’Callah. As you can imagine, the disturbance has left our dark lord rather restless.”

To Azsha’s great surprise, the stuffed rabbit plodded onto the scene. “You had best listen to him,” he said. “The great Shrune knows many things, with the exception of how to follow through on a plan correctly.”

“You dare insult my abilities? I entrusted you with Oron’s Amulet.”

“And you were supposed to watch the girl! Wait, where did she go? You’ve lost her again!”

While the doll was busy having a spastic fit, Azsha slipped around the side of the rock face. She was certain there was someone or something watching close by. She soon reappeared, dragging the elven-hood by his ear. Now rejoined with the group, she thrust him onto the ground with little sign of regard for his well being.

“You will forgive me,” she said while taking a seat in a fashion much too demure for the situation, “but I wanted to make certain any last shred of my sanity would be eradicated before we continue this chat. We now have a demon, a talking doll, and a masked man. I believe I am now ready for anything.”

The elf sat upright, rubbing his newly bruised shoulder. “I dare say, for one with such a petite frame, you do possess a tremendous bit of arm strength.”

“My thanks. I owe that to the advice of a once good friend.”

“May Solera guide his path,” Shrune uttered. Such a phrase was normally used indicative of one’s passing. Azsha caught on quickly.

“What are you talking about?” she said. Upon examining his features more closely, she noticed a striking resemblance to Tamaryn. “Oh no,” she quavered. “You didn’t.”

“If you are implying I took his life, that would be false. He met with tragedy of his own accord. I did, however, bear witness to the act, and it was apparent that his body would no longer be of use to him. He was foolish enough to think that he could learn magic without The Gift. And more importantly, how did you get in here, boy?”

“I followed you,” said the elf in a very casual manner.

“You cannot simply enter The Land of Shades as you please. Otherwise this place would be filled to the brim with tottering morons. Who are you?”

“Sir Imdus calls me Waxwick or Wick for short.” He directed all of his attention toward Azsha. “I just want to say that I never meant to deceive you. It’s only that I owed him a debt that wanted for clearing. I could hardly refuse.”

Azsha tugged on his privacy muff, revealing a great deal more of his face. “It’s you, the supposed squire from that mad tea party! What debt could you possibly owe him?”

“He was kind enough to grant me joint passage on a charter to The Pendant. He wouldn’t take money, only a favor on demand.” He reached into his pouch and pulled out the numbered token from the matching game. “I came all this way to find something. I can’t explain why, but I feel as though we might have some connection. Our meeting was real. The rest was not, and I feel dastardly about it. I don’t want you to think ill of me.”

“No one cares!” The demon marched up to the elf and attempted to size him up as he had done in equine form, though the effect was now diminished by his lack of height. Regardless, he stood firm. “I do not know from where you come, but heed this: I do not like you. I despise the way you reek of orangefruit and your pretense of self-importance is disconcerting. Leave.”

The rabbit flapped his ears in the usual trademark manner for which he would soon become known. It was apparent that at the core he was a rather high strung individual.

“Well, go on,” Shrune sighed in the doll’s direction. “I know you’re just dying to tell your story.”

“I shouldn’t even waste my breath, you arrogant piece.” The doll waited patiently for a retort making the history between them painfully obvious. “I was so busy working on one of my projects that I had forgotten to feed my poor dragon. Next thing I know, there was a mob at my door and I panicked.”

Azsha interrupted, her interest piqued, “Do you mean to say you’re Humphrey, the Great Magician? People have been seeking you out for some time now.”

“I’ve wanted to be found, believe you me.” He began a series of stilted steps as he relayed his tale, throwing in a dramatic ear flap now and then for added effect. “In order to take this form, I used the power of Oron’s Amulet. My home was stormed, and I found myself being knocked from the table. The blasted thing came loose, and I was helpless.

“When my grandson Hemley came to check on me, I was so relieved. Never in a million years would I think him to betray my trust, but he did. He knowingly snatched the amulet and sold me off at a toy maker’s shop. I’ve never felt so defenseless.”

This time it was Wick who interrupted. “Then why didn’t you turn yourself into a toy soldier?”

“What?! What in Eden’s name—? Who is this person, and why is he allowed to speak to me?”

“I’m sure he meant no offense,” Azsha said.

“I would like to know how you would have fared under the same circumstances! I’ll give you the boxing of your life!” The angry dolly marched over to Wick and began to throw soft, cushiony blows with all his might until Shrune tugged him away.

“Now, now, Humphrey, calm down,” Shrune said. “We wouldn’t want to dissuade the boy from helping us out.”

“Do you really mean that?” said Wick.

“I wouldn’t dream of it. Because the sooner you become involved, the sooner you get to lay down your life for the cause. Now tell me, why should we let you assist us?”

“I have a sword.”

“Marvelous!” The demon’s sarcasm was never more evident. “You have a weapon. That is very good. Then your job will be to protect this woman at all costs.”

“When can I start? Is there a reward?” Azsha’s jaw dropped in disbelief over this entire exchange. Ever since she set foot in the city, she could hardly take a step without someone trying to baby or rescue or ogle her. At this moment, she decided it was time to make her position known once and for all.

“Shrune, Beyberry, whoever you may be. I just want to go home. And you,” she began to point in Humphrey’s direction, “you promised me answers!”

“I did indeed, and you shall have them all. It’s just that right now, there are more pressing matters at hand.”

“Very pressing,” she said, “because this is a mistake. I am not the one.”

Opting to give Wick some space for the time being, Shrune returned his focus to the task of persuaion. “Azsha, the moment your foot touched solid ground, ancient triggers were set in motion. Those privy to the signals have been watching and waiting for your second coming. The arrival of those windwalkers in the wood was no coincidence.”

“Second coming of what? I’m just a dancer.”

“On the contrary. You have no idea what lies within. Azsha, you are the lost remnant of Bast’s power. That is why you bear such a dangerous name.”

“I am what?!” At this point, Azsha released a guttural cry of frustration. “I cannot help you! Do you hear me? Why can’t you leave me at peace?!”

“My girl,” Humphrey said, “it shall always ring true that those who most desire power should least have it, and those who deserve it are least willing.”

Wick seemed to perk up as if these words held some special meaning for him. He drew himself toward the others who were standing apart, and offered Azsha a kerchief for her tears, which she pushed back in defiance. She had reached her breaking point. Ignoring the voices of those now behind her, she broke away for a chance at solitude.

With her greatest desire to be hidden, she ran behind the stony wall, following the sloping terrain even as it grew steeper. When the speed of her steps increased, so too did the rolling dip in the incline. Despite her natural felani grace, her shoes lacked the traction necessary to take the hill at high speed. She was forced to slow her pace, negotiating each step with care until loose earth suddenly gave way beneath her.

Azsha rolled down the hill unable to catch herself. The few times she made an effort, her skin felt the burn of hard resistance. She continued to make the long drop, barreling out of control until she finally hit bottom where her body remained motionless from the initial shock of her rocky plummet. She rose and stumbled, fighting off a spell of dizziness. Her hands reached out for something to lean upon, but the land was bare.

After a time, her nausea subsided and she set on her walk again. Azsha placed a hand on her forehead as though propping it up in midair would somehow aid her balance. Her palms slid over her arms in the hope of blocking out the inexplicable chill that was settling around her with every step.

The current landscape shifted with her movements until it favored the one she left behind, wide-open, dreary and desolate. Grasses of a weedy brown color made for a noticeable change of scenery, but it was hardly more desirable. The dirt remained a sickly gray. Dust and wind were now her only companions. When her eyes closed, her headache seemed to dull, so she kept them that way for awhile.

During her blind walk, she shut out the darkness around her and thought backward, allowing the shadows of the past to overtake her. There were countless images of her wagon that grew smaller as she grew older. Thousands of smiling faces came and went as she performed, and the memory of Lubekka’s final say repeated itself in a rapid loop. She did not want to think ahead only to be reminded of Kalo; yet another life torn from the pages of her memory.

Next, a picture of Ayalana floated into view. Why couldn’t she have been the chosen? She was so much more capable, willing, and brave. Clearly, there must have been some mistake, but whom could she appeal to?

A new image formed in her mind, one that she was not familiar with. It was the caravan she once belonged to, under the cover of darkness. The bodies of her friends and family milled about in a mindless shuffle. This was highly unusual behavior for the normally extravagant gypsies.

Adjusting the lens of her mind’s eye, she scanned the area until a familiar face floated into view. It was Bellafont. She was actually happy to see him, but that joy melted into fear as the composition of his face morphed into terror itself. His grasp on her arms felt surreal, harsh, and wavy like a black dream. His eyes flashed red, and the horns of a buck sprang from his head, trapping her in a cage. She fought him off and the others who came for reasons unknown, attacking.

A pulling sensation on her arms and legs brought her back to reality. Shrune stood before her, hands pressed to her temples much in the way Ayalana did to perform a reading. “Now do you see?” he pressed, ensnaring her in the depths of his troubling eyes. “What more can you say when the future has been laid out before you?!”

Azsha panicked and flailed, knocking his arms away from her person. “Keep away!” she yelled back. “If the future is so certain, then why are you striving so hard to convince me?”

“If you want me out, keep me out!” They tussled on.

She fought to keep from shivering, an unusual result considering all of her movement. She should have been growing warmer. The cold was now immense enough to be felt in her chattering teeth. She continued to gripe, hoping to preserve the angry heat that warmed her from within. It took only the sound of a bellowing squall that could melt rock to douse it. All that ever was, both wrong and discordant could be heard in the foul nature of that sound.

The source emerged: a huge, scaly, black, pulsating mass with tubular, writhing appendages, all bent on the goal of tearing its opposition apart. Shrune turned to face the creature, suddenly crazed with what seemed to be a mix of remorse and blind hatred. A growing cold threatened to overtake them both in its approach, making it increasingly difficult to move. Dropping back a bit, Azsha caught a glimpse of two figures on a distant hill that she recognized immediately to be the ones she left behind.

“Don’t be daft, girl!” Shrune shouted. “Run! Oh Ye Gods, what have I done?”

The apologetic raised his arms allowing his whole self to be drawn into the pull of Paralysis. Shrune was frozen on impact, shattering into a hundred icy chunks before melting into the ground. Now understanding the breadth of her impending doom, a horrified Azsha clambered to her feet and made the play for escape.

Hearing her frantic cries, Wick jumped at the chance to become involved, but found himself unable to advance. He looked down to find a hand gripping his shoulder. It was that of Shrune, revealing the illusion cast before Azsha’s sight to be merely a copy.

“No,” said the demon, “we shall let her grapple with this one. She needs to feel the weight of desperation as those who need her soon will.” With arms crossed and eyes focused, he muttered something quietly, “Watch her fight. She is more than flesh and sinew.”

Wick spun about, eyeing Shrune carefully. There was just something about the tone of his words that didn’t feel right. He squeezed the hilt of his blade, waiting for the order that would never come, rocking slowly on his heel. He felt a spring of urgency welling up in his stomach until he could no longer contain it. Thinking him unworthy of death by his sword, he opted to grab the demon by his throat.

“Devil!” said Wick through gritted teeth. “You abandon a helpless girl to that abomination?”

Shrune responded in-kind, “She will succeed on her own or perish, in which case she was nothing more than a waste of our time.”

Humphrey remained silent on the issue. He put on a tough exterior, but inside he was siding with the elf. As the oldest living hume, Humphrey had come to know Shrune through a chance meeting. Over time, he gained the demon’s favor and through his prowess became the closest thing to a likeable person in his entire existence.

For the gift of his friendship, Humphrey was granted the secret of longevity. For this reason he often gave Shrune the benefit of the doubt, even when his instincts told him otherwise. Nonetheless, in a situation of this magnitude, he found it difficult to hold back.

“I think possibly, we maybe should have stopped her?” Humphrey said with caution and care. “She might need just a wee bit more time to develop.”

Still twisted in the crook of Wick’s grip, Shrune offered no further say. With eyes fixed on the distant scuffle, he rarely wasted his breath explaining things twice. Azsha had taken to a strategy of hiding behind rocks and boulders down below, but even those were not impervious to the pull of Paralysis. In a desperate effort to evade the creature, she attempted to wedge herself in between a narrow passage that led to a small opening on the cliffside.

Her attempt was bold but miscalculated, and she found herself unable to move in either direction. Stuck between two stalagmites, it was boon and tragedy both. The inability to break free of her bonds doubled as the only thing preventing her from being pulled into the orbital force of her attacker.

Paralysis slinked ever closer, making her anxieties swell. An icy burn began to permeate her skin. She tilted her head back, and a sound was released that caused Wick to fall to the ground, clutching his head in utter agony.

“What is that noise? It’s driving me mad!”

With Wick distracted by the distress signal, Shrune fled the scene, grabbed for Humphrey, and dove for cover. He and the bunny both looked on, unsure of what to make of things.

“What’s happening to me?!” Like Lubekka before him, Wick’s body became charged with a radiant blue light. He pulled his sword from its sheath, releasing the same powerful luminesence that filled his eyes and mouth. Several markings on his blade matched the ones that now appeared on his wielding arm. Not realizing it at first, Shrune’s jaw fell open in stunned silence. He knew attempting to stop the elf now would be futile.

“It seems another piece has moved into play,” said the demon, his words tinged with black. “The precious guardian lives.”

Wick ascended to one of the higher peaks of the hill with a supernatural ferocity. In his preparations to jump, the glow cast off by his sword showed like a beacon. Set against the backdrop of darkness that defined their surroundings, the light alone was enough to strike fear into the heart of the beast, causing it to rise up in defense.

With defending Azsha as his first priority, Wick took aim before he took flight. Brandishing his weapon, he leapt from his position on high, slicing through anything that dared oppose his wrath. He missed his primary target on the first pass, which only served to infuriate the injured mass. The cuts he did make began to singe and smoke in at least three places, casting a foul smell upon the air. It flailed its nubby tentacles about while the elf touched down, shielding Azsha’s path.

Wick readied his sword once more, breathing hot and coarse. In this state, he seemed lost to himself and ignorant of the dark, veinous wounds that crept along his hands and wrists. Azsha grasped his hood with the only hand available to her, preventing him from being pulled away, but the combined weight of body and sword made for a struggle.

She pleaded with him, but it was no use. At this stage his mind was all animal. He continued to pull against her, swinging his weapon wildly in all directions. Knowing full well the consequences of cold steel and icy encounters, she held on for all it was worth, grappling with an overwhelming strain. One touch of that blade and they would both be lost. Her arm began to burn at the shoulder, the feeling of muscle disintegrating.

It could not be said which was worse in that moment, the monster outside or the battle within. For the next few seconds, while bearing the terrible pain that was ripping through her body, everything floated in the pull of the monster’s orbit. Wick raised his sword, poised for a power stroke. As he leaned back, Azsha re-negotiated her grip onto his shoulder and pulled down hard, sending another wave of pain through her.

This time, the point came down and with it an electrifying current of the infamous blue light. Instead of drawing the cold and freezing to the core, Wick held his stance, completely unaffected. No longer able to refrain, Azsha went limp, allowing the raw heat to fill her being. Paralysis too, unwilingly fastened to the conduit, was enrobed in a bath of pure, unmitigated light.

When the connection was finally severed, the resulting blast sent Azsha flying backward into the cliffside cavern. She made contact with the ground in a hard slide made worse by her previous roll down the rocky hillside. Her eyelids became very heavy, and she succumbed to pangs of weariness. However, when she came to, there was nothing in existence that could prepare her for what she saw next.

Outside of the cave, Paralysis was in full retreat mode. The pull of his dark orbit had forced the sword from the elf’s grip. Instead of imploding on impact as most objects would, the sword lodged itself deep into the folds of the monster’s exterior. With a loud, shriekish bellow even worse than those before it, Paralysis sounded off, then withdrew from the struggle.

Wick dropped to his knees, the runes on his face and arms fading from view. No longer trapped in the hold of a berserker state, he labored to again find himself.

“My sword...Starfire...” was all he could manage to utter. The look he bore was that of someone coming to terms with the loss of a limb. Until now, he thought himself and his blade to be inseperable. Wearily, he glanced over his shoulder to assess the situation, and saw only the mouth of the cave behind him.

There was a speck in the darkness, one tiny speck that grew larger as it came closer to the cave’s opening. The speck took on a dull glow until it was revealed to be Azsha, trudging forward. Her skin was burning hot, yet she felt no pain. There was something unidentifiably wrong and yet it felt so wonderfully right. Something was _awake_ inside her.

Wick rose to his feet. He was quick to notice the change in Azsha’s stride and posture. Eager to regroup, Humphrey landed on the ground with a thump and kerfuffle. When Shrune took it upon himself to suddenly appear before them, Azsha pulled back, still thinking him to be vanquished by the great destroyer.

The demon went straight for Wick. “You idiot! I hope you’re happy. We might have had a chance to seal the tear before that thing got out, but now you’ve driven it straight into Aqua’Callah!”

“You have the nerve to blame me for executing the one task I was entrusted with? If it is such a danger, then I will hunt it in the next world and do away with it there.”

“With what?! Without that sword, I can’t imagine you’d be much of a hero. Why don’t you go home and spare us your inadequacies?”

“Enough!” Azsha stepped forward, somewhat startled by the resonance of her own voice. Even her hair was now tinged with a fiery scintillation. “Fighting amongst ourselves will solve nothing. Shrune, if anyone has a right to be angry it is me. You played me false! I thought you to be obliterated.”

“Shadowplay used as a tool to drive you out of harm’s way. I brought you here simply to look upon the danger and know the truth. You chose to run headlong into danger’s path.”

Wick snorted with the breath of disenchantment. “There are a great deal of secrets floating about this circle, Shrune, and you seem to know every one of them.”

“Well, of course he does,” Humphrey said. “He’s many thousands of years old. There is not much he hasn’t witnessed in his time.”

The elf looked down at his empty sheath but held close his suspicions. When he noticed the veinous wounds that began to develop along his wrists, it triggered a need to return to the point when all of this began. His abrupt inability to recall such a simple fact sent him into a state of panic. Everything prior to the battle was lost to him.

“Wick,” Azsha whispered in his ear, “thank you for coming to my aid.” Azsha took his hand in her own and gave it a squeeze. Somehow, this small gesture helped to restore a glimmer of light to his dimming thoughts. It came and went in an instant, but the hope of recovery was enough to keep him vested in the woman’s cause.

“Not exactly my plan,” Shrune said, “but it worked in the end. There is much to be done, and our time has grown even shorter thanks to our sword-happy hero.”

“Disparage me all you like,” countered Wick. “When the creature has been bested, you and I will meet in a duel. Then you shall reap the rewards of your pomposity.”

Azsha stepped in between the hostile parties. “Both of you, stop it! The world itself has a gaping hole and still that isn’t enough to keep you in corners. Shrune is right. The sooner we leave, the sooner we can destroy the creature and put things back to right. I am inexperienced in my abilities, but with all of you helping me, I’m sure we can win.”

“You won’t do it alone, Azsha,” said Wick. He fell to one knee. “You have me to help for as long as you desire.”

“Or until you meet with an unfortunate accident,” Shrune scowled under his breath.

“Devil!” cried Wick.

“I can certainly see when I’m not wanted,” Shrune huffed. “Just see how far you get without me. After all, your world is not my burden.”

The demon melted into a bubbling puddle of seepage, disappearing into the thirsty ground. Wick was only too happy to see him go. Humphrey fluttered his ear flops before making comment.

“That one will stew for a bit, but in time we shall see the likes of him again. Where trouble brews, he’s like to stick his mug in it.”

Azsha spoke next, “I hope you are right. His guidance would have been helpful. I fear I am at a loss on what steps you would have me take to rid ourselves of the creature.”

Humphrey weighed in again, this time feeling more comfortable outside of the demon’s scrutiny, “If I may, I would suggest we tackle the most imminent of dangers first. Paralysis, though menacing, is wounded and not likely to strike. Tempest is the active threat. He must be subdued before we can proceed.”

“Humphrey,” said Azsha, “if your grandson absconded with the amulet as you said before, does that mean he and Tempest are one and the same?”

The group began to move in the direction of the putrid odor, signifying the location of the tear between worlds. “Aye, my great grandson of five generations. He was bereft of the common social graces, it’s true. But my, what a facility for magic. Many days I would worry for him, but it broke my heart when he chose the dark path.

“As much as it pains me to go against him now, we must wrest the amulet from his possession. There’s no telling when he will call upon those windwalkers next. Then there is the matter of where he put that book.”

“There’s a book?” Azsha asked with a wearisome air. The tale was growing ever tangled in its expansion.

“You have enough on your thoughts as it is,” replied Humphrey, “and it is unimportant at this juncture. All in due time. For now, we should seek an audience with the king. I am eager to hear his thoughts on this debacle.”

The group emerged in the same dark alleyway of entry into the shadow realm. Night was fully upon the land. How vivid the sky looked in comparison to the pitch-black world they had frequented only moments ago. Even the stars gave off a brighter intensity.

Never before had Azsha left her tiny wagon, and now the world was threatened to be destroyed before she even had the chance to truly take in its wonders. She gazed upward at the moon and felt imbued with a shot of hope.

“I want to save it,” she said aloud to herself. The hardest part was saying the words. Her next challenge was only to believe them. “If it has to be me, then let it be so. I have the least to lose, I suppose. After all, how can I miss a world that I’ve never seen?”

Azsha turned to face her supporters who nodded in agreement. There was no need to call attention to the way her sweet words were lined with a hard and painful edge. She was moving forward, and that was what mattered. They walked along together as proof of their newly united front.

Azsha clenched a fist, contemplative of how she would learn to make use of a type of strength that was previously unknown to her. One conclusion was clear. As long as hope remained, running from her problems was no longer an option. She was ready to face the future, no matter what it entailed, and live each moment to the fullest of her abilities. If not for herself, then for the beauty of the world made real by each of the lives she had touched thus far, and been touched by in turn.
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CHAPTER THIRTY

Azsha stood outside the castle gate at first light with bunny Humphrey in arm. It was by his input that if they were to be successful in their quest, then help would need to be enlisted. The guard who kept watch for most of the night said nothing to them. He showed no signs of interest in anything less than an emergency. When his relief finally arrived, Azsha decided to get his attention. The new guard recognized her at once. Irritated, he sucked his teeth, having grown most abraded with their frequent meetings.

“I wish to speak with the princess most urgently,” Azsha said.

“Her Highness is not currently welcoming visitors. It’s right early, and even so, she’s off limits.”

“Then I should like to seek an audience with His Majesty the King.”

“You shall see the king when the king calls for you. Be gone.”

Azsha bit her lip. She never expected this to be easy, but was hoping that just this once, allowances would be made in her favor. She glanced down at her stuffed companion who then gave her a subtle nod to continue. “Kind sir, if you will not permit me passage, then please, by all means deliver a message to His Majesty for me: I look into the mirror of my lover’s soul, that it may reflect the depth of all that I am to her.”

The guard appeared unmoved but assured that every effort would be made to deliver a note. Having a strong inkling of what lie ahead, Azsha plopped down on the ground beside the gate. If she was going to be forced to play the waiting game, she may as well make herself comfortable.

By the way, Humphrey,” she said, “there is something I’ve been dying to ask you. However did you manage to bring a sand-dragon all the way from Tytos?”

The rabbit remained listless in her arms even as he replied, most careful not to draw attention. “Why in my pocket, of course. I have always had a particular fondness for shrinking things, and once I saw him I could not depart without him.”

Azsha laughed at the notion of a pocket-dragon as various people came and went without giving her a second glance. The lonely hours rolled by. Shrune preferred keeping to the shadows, and Wick had set out to track the whereabouts of Paralysis.

When the guard called for her attention, Azsha leapt to her feet, remembering to give herself a fair dusting before making her way inside the grounds. With colors abreeze, Captain L’Couer headed the greeting party, a formality she hadn’t expected. From the looks of his expression, neither had he.

“Miss Azsha, this is a bit surprising. May I take your doll?”

Azsha pulled away slightly, not only to deter the captain’s advance, but to keep a firm grip on the easily offended Humphrey. His bulky limbs twitched in indignation.

“Thank you, Captain, but that is unecessary. The toy is a gift.”

“I see, and I apologize if you have been kept waiting. The king has so many channels of correspondence, you know. In any case, I will escort you to your meeting.”

He led her to a grand stateroom that did little to ease her nerves. In past visits, she had been presented in more appropriate attire. Even now, the drapes on the walls seemed overbearing compared to her state of underdress. Today, she was just ordinary Azsha in the presence of a princess. Hamon stood readily at Etticacia’s side.

“Princess, my thanks for agreeing to meet with me,” she said with a deep curtsey. “I had hoped to speak with your father at the first opportunity.”

“I am afraid that is not possible,” Etticacia replied with a somber air. She was so much more different now than the mirthful shadow of her freewheeling past.

“Her Highness is displeased with my presence?”

“It is not that. There are not many outside the castle who know of my father’s kidnapping. We have opted to keep such knowledge private for the time being.”

“Kidnapped?!” Humphrey blurted out. He leapt from Azsha’s arms and flopped upon the table. Azsha thought back to her battle with the hungry worpig and realized her memories of the event were indeed hazy. In light of Humphrey’s acrobatics, Captain L’Couer wasn’t sure whether to draw his sword or at least block his charge from the frantic doll’s path.

“Who said that?” Etticacia gasped. “I was unaware there was another party in the room.”

“It is I, Princess, Magician Humphrey. Miss Azsha was kind enough to come to my aid in the square on that ill-fated day, just before Tempest made his appearance.”

Etticacia’s expression softened from fear to utter elation, and she beckoned him near. Her fingers alighted upon his tiny face, but she instantly withdrew. Her touch had been misaligned with her expectations as grainy fabric was felt where skin should be.

“Oh Humphrey, what has happened to you?”

“It is a dreadful story which may bear repeating, but now more important things are at hand.”

“How happy I am you have returned to us! If only you knew how long my father has searched and worried for you.”

Hamon drew his blade but held it in reserve at the halfway mark. “I do not wish to dissuade your happiness, Princess, but how can you be sure it is the real Humphrey and not some demonic spy?”

“It is him. No one else could know to utter such sweet words, the same words he fed to my father on the very night he tried to woo my mother. I have been told that story a hundred times and longed to hear others. I am sorry we had to meet under such circumstances, but your presence is welcome here, nonetheless. If anyone can aid my father, it is you.”

Humphrey’s ears fluttered. “Oh, that it were so. I regret to say I am powerless in my position. Something very important has been taken from both of us, but if we work together, this thing may be rectified. What do you know of the king’s whereabouts?”

Etticacia’s fists began to clench as she spoke. “He is being held hostage by that vile beast-lord, Tempest. At present, it is left up to myself and Captain L’Couer to see him returned safely. Sadly, we have yet to devise a plan that will prove successful against an enemy we know so little about. You have seen firsthand the strength of his army. I could not willingly approve of sending my men into battle knowing the potential greatness of loss.”

It was in this moment that Humphrey wished for lips with which to smile. “I am proud to see you keeping things together. That is the mark of a successful ruler.”

“I know you mean well, Humphrey, but please do not speak such words. It is my carelessness and selfish ambition that led to the abduction of my father and the endangerment of our people. That despicable cretin! He shall have his putrid grain, but not without a full scale attack!”

“Putrid grain,” Azsha quipped. “that might be an answer.”

“Yes, I’ve got it!” said Hamon after giving it a bit of thought. “Miss Azsha, you may yet be a strategist at heart!”

“I’m still not sure what the two of you are getting at,” said Humphrey, “but you can explain it on the way down. We’ve got a king who needs saving.”

With Humphrey and Azsha out of the room, Etticacia paused before issuing a final statement to the knight captain. “Before we go, I feel the need to say something. Hamon, I know I have been unpredictable of late. Regardless, you have been patient with me, and I know that is due only in part to your position. I owe you my thanks.”

“Princess, please…”

“I am not finished.” She smoothed her dress. “I also know that you are used to working with my father in times such as these, whereas, I have very little experience in the art of strategem. I want you to know that I am trusting you with the complete oversight of this operation. You have my full backing to do as you see fit.”

Captain L’Couer took Etticacia’s hand and knelt before kissing her signet ring. The back of her palm smelled of elderberries. He then led the group downstairs and outside toward the grain stores. With his level of clearance, it took mere moments to pass through unimpeded. Even under Vanya’s rightful inquisition, they were able to continue their purposeful trek, sorting out their plan along the way. She, of course, objected to Etticacia’s leaving the castle grounds, but as interim ruler, the princess pulled rank and disallowed all further questioning. This battle was personal, and she intended to be there for every strike and blow.
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At the end of the second day, in the recesses of Tempest’s lair, King Fraedelbaugh found himself in a most dire situation. Lying in a dank room, enshrouded in darkness, he was lost in misery. Much like the captive children, he too had not been fed in days. The deep, dull ache of hunger distracted him from the real pain in his belly that was magnified with each breath. The windowless room served only as a reminder of his isolation while he spent his time staring at the open door that nobody ever bothered to pass through.

He turned his gaze toward the ceiling and started counting bricks. When he was hovering on the brink of sleep, a haunting melody, accompanied by the hollow drip of a leaky crevice, filled his thoughts. The sound of pan-pipes caused him to stir, and he worked himself into an upright position. This tune was not a product of his thoughts but of a distant source down the hall. He had to seek it out.

Though far from being an elder, in his condition he felt as though he had aged a good thirty years. The wall aided in keeping him upright as he edged himself along the dampened corridor. About every ten paces, he would stop and listen. The piper had not moved. He also took note of the way his bellyache subsided, the closer he got to the sound. This was surely a good sign!

His search ended near a rusted grate where he knelt down to listen.

“Hello?” he said once with no effect, but on the second pass the music stopped abruptly. No sooner had this occurred than his pains returned. He clutched at his stomach, writhing in pain. In his peripheral vision, he caught sight of two small eyes shining in the darkness. They looked at him, but did not seem frightened, only curious. “Oh my,” he said, “you are but a small child. Whatever are you doing down there?”

Puppet only blinked in reply.

“Do you not speak?”

She shook her head in the negative.

“I see.” The king winced in pain again and her look turned to one of concern. “You have quite a talent for music. Will you please play your song for me again?”

Puppet placed the pipes to her lips so overjoyed by the request. She played a happy tune much brighter than the last. The king again relaxed by the grate, feeling such relief from his aches. In the darkness of the hall, it was easy to see a bright, spherical glow, but where was it coming from? He gazed down at his stomach in shock and awe as the violet light waxed and waned to the beat of the music.

Did this nymphlette know of her powers, or was it strictly coincidence? Puppet played on, and the glow became brighter. The accursed bulb rose to the skin’s surface, penetrating without pain. King Fraedelbaugh held out his hands to catch the dark seed once it had reached the peak of its miraculous ascent. All he could do was stare in a mix of fascination and bitter revilement.

The moment Puppet’s eyes fell on the object, her playing stopped at once. She reached upward toward the grate, holding her hand out rather expectantly. The king held the item tightly in his grip.

“What, this? Oh no, you don’t want this. It is bound by very dark magic, not for children.”

Puppet stamped her foot and did her best to emulate begging. King Fraedelbaugh looked down at his hand then back at the girl. Any sensible person would know not to entrust such a dangerous object to a child. She could try to eat it. Still, she was so adamant in her desire that he plopped the seed into her waiting hand and she scampered off into the darkness. After all, he did owe her a good turn for her kindness.

The king attempted to stand and make his way back to the makeshift bed of his cell, but after only three short steps, he collapsed onto the cold, hard walkway. Though happy to be rid of his pains, he was still immensely weak and felt a good sleep should speed his recovery.

“Do not fear for my sake, child. I shall be fine,” he said aloud to himself through bouts of wheezing. “However, it is the world I now fear for.”


[image: ]

CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

“Two-hundred-twenty-eight henchmen, are you sure?” Etticacia pressed.

“Quite, Your Highness,” Juju confirmed.

“And fifty-two starving children in confinement,” Ayalana added to the report.

They had both touched down beside the royal convoy just moments before sharing their findings. Etticacia bit down on her knuckle, lost in thought on the way to the locale of her father’s holding. Her carriage was at the rear preceeded by twenty-five carts, each loaded down with sabotaged grain and pulled by teams of fighters in civilian garb. Another part of Hamon’s plan to appear less formidable than the truth would reveal. She hoped there would be no need to utilize them in battle. With most of her forces left at home, casualties had to be kept to an absolute minimum.

As an additional caution, a large unit of mages had been deployed around the perimeter of Tempest’s lair accompanied by sentite warriors to cloak their presence. Such a large spike in magical energy would otherwise be detected by even the most novice of mystics. Deep down, the princess wanted to believe in a victory, but even with all her preparations, it was hard to grasp. She held Humphrey close in her lap, and though he remained silent, his warmth helped to put her fears at ease.

 

Off in the distance, a man’s voice trailed off signifying the end of their journey. The door to her carriage was opened, and a hand that belonged to Hamon took her own. He escorted her on foot to the front of the convoy where Azsha and several others were already waiting. Regal banners teased by an ominous wind flapped wildly in defiance. A horn was sounded, and the true test would now begin.

Etticacia’s retinue waited for a response in the form of doors opening wide or at least a shifting of soldiers to occur. There was neither fanfare to be had nor magical signal. Of course, with this being her first attempt at hostage recovery, the princess was unsure of the proper etiquette to be used in these situations. Instead, they were greeted with the site of Tempest atop the roof, goading them into approach. The knight captain placed a hand on Etticacia’s shoulder as a reminder that she was not alone. He could sense the uncertainty pulling her muscles taut.

“Did you feel that?” Humphrey said through threaded lips. He had been passed off to Azsha at this point. She held him close to her person, her incandescent bell sleeves dripping toward the ground. She and Ayalana were disguised as a pair of Etticacia’s attendants, allowing them to stay close together without drawing much suspicion.

“Now that you mention it,” Azsha said. “I have felt a stirring. It is faint but flows differently than the others surrounding this place. What do you suppose is causing it?”

“I haven’t the foggiest idea, but I mean to find out. It draws me in so that I practically have a taste for it.” Humphrey wasn’t able to make proper lip-smacking sounds, but his intent could be sensed all the same. “While it is entirely possible to be Hemley’s doing, this is just so raw, so organic. Or maybe, heaven-forbid, a secret weapon perhaps? It will be difficult to pull away from the group undetected. If only I still had the use of my hands.”

Azsha tugged at her good friend’s sleeve, interrupting a dialogue with Juju, “Ayalana, I need you.”

The nymph was only too happy to respond, “This occurrence would certainly not be a first.”

Azsha was far too wrapped up in the weight of the moment to give Ayalana’s snarky words any credence. The nymph may have appeared irritated on the surface, but deep down Azsha sensed she enjoyed being depended on. When the three were safely out of view behind a nearby grain cart, she began to outline her request.

“Humphrey’s mind is intact, but his body is useless, and I yet lack the skill to conjure. Could you somehow connect our thoughts?”

“To be honest, I haven’t quite mastered the skill, but I am willing to try if you are.”

Ayalana pulled up her sleeves and placed a palm on the head of both Azsha and Humphrey. Unlike users of elemental magic, sentite warriors had no need for chants, spells, or incantations. She worked in silence, requiring the same of her subjects. A gentle breeze caused her gown to flicker, independent of the winds that surrounded the area. At the joining of her hands came the connection of two nearly invisible threads that sparked with relative brilliance.

“It is done,” she said, in a voice both cool and collected, “but it is not permanent. You have either twenty minutes or until the time you break your physical bond. That which comes first.”

Azsha reopened her eyes to the sight of an ethereal blue thread running down the center line of her vision. Humphrey was quick to redirect her focus, emphasizing their need to hurry. He funneled several images into her mind, demonstrating various hand motions and recitations that would be needed to complete the required spell. The first two demonstrations were a blurry jumble, but like most lessons, the third time began to stick, and so she spoke with a noted eloquence.

Words spilled from her lips like woven silk, and the world around her grew in concurrence until she and her cloth companion were no taller than a pair of fleas. Ayalana laid a massive palm at her feet, and Azsha braved a climb until they were resting comfortably in the crook of the nymph’s ear. The sleeves of Azsha’s gown were proving to be rather ticklish. Despite this, Ayalana resisted the urge to smack herself silly in the enemy’s presence.

Captain L’Couer led the initial group forward until they were in a better range to speak with the dark overlord.

“Princess Etticacia,” said Tempest from atop his lair, “so good of you to make an appearance. I am truly humbled.”

“You have your grain. Now give me back my father!”

“My goodness! There is such a thing as protocol, you know,” he looked down at them with a renewed animosity. “Bring me one from the cage!”

There was a bit of a wait between the issuance of his command and its fulfillment, but eventually one of the large doors at ground level crept open. Out stumbled a weary little boy whose darkened eye circles only served to accentuate his bony frame. Behind him loomed a worpig who was quite grandiose in stature compared to the regular lot. He poked and prodded the boy along until they were both ordered to a halt. Hamon leaned in to give Etticacia a full report that made her teeth grind.

“I demand to know,” the princess queried of her opposition, “what exactly is the purpose of this display?”

“Consider it a bit of a purity test. After all, I am within my rights to make sure you haven’t tried anything foolish such as poison the stock.” He emitted a wicked laugh.

A simultaneous chill ran through every present body in the vicinity as the mediocrity of their plan was made apparent. In a matter of seconds, the truth would come clear and their trip for naught. A bit of slack was allowed on the rope around the boy’s neck, and he did his best to stand proper.

“Stop!” Etticacia cried.

“Is there a problem?” asked Tempest. “Something you would like to tell me perhaps?’

“There is a problem! You cannot feed raw grain to a child. They do not eat it that way.”

“Normally, you would be correct, but by the looks of him I doubt he will be very finicky today.”

The boy rose and stumbled toward the cart so delirious with hunger he could hardly stand it and shoved the grain into his mouth by the fistful. There was a wait. When no adverse effects presented themselves, the boy was hauled back to the cage. The remaining carts were ordered to be wheeled to the rear where their contents would be devoured by Tempest’s army.

Everyone exhaled a huge sigh of relief. Never before had failure felt so satisfying. Unfortunately, this little mistake would leave them fully unprepared in the face of a serious attack.

“Satisfied?” said the princess. “I have kept up my end of the bargain, now give back my father this instant!”

“He is here and alive within the walls of my keep. You shall be united with him soon, but first we must celebrate our new partnership. It is the way things are done, you understand. Do come inside.”

The grand doors opened fully, and members of the retrieval party prepared for lunacy within. Surely, this had to be a trap. What sensible warmonger would play the good host at a time like this? Truthfully, no one could be accused of labeling the fiend as sensible in the first place, but the sight that greeted them next was certainly not what had populated any of their thoughts, conscious or otherwise.
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Azsha called for luck into Ayalana’s ear, which came across as but a whisper, and Ayalana reciprocated to the reverse effect. Together, in their diminished states, Azsha and Humphrey hitched a ride on a passing breeze. So tiny, they glided without wings, however erratic their patterns, until feet touched floor. It felt as though they had covered quite a bit of distance, but in truth they had only put close to six feet behind them.

Forever undaunted, Azsha called upon her natural gifts of speed and agility. She bolted on legs that carried her swiftly and without cease to the next great corridor. The desire to break bond with Humphrey was strong, but she refrained lest they should risk being seen by a thuggish, meandering worpig. They had to play on the safe side.

“I can feel it in this direction,” Humphrey said. “Left! Left!” He no longer possessed a pair of actual lungs, but the rhythm of his voice conveyed pure excitement.

In mid-run, Azsha’s words were more on the breathy side. “Yes, I feel it too. I just hope we can find it in time. Our bond is already weakening. If we return to normal now, we’ll be spotted for certain.”

They continued their search for the secret of the keep, scuttling undetected past enemy soldiers. Temptation loomed in their thoughts coupled with grandiose ideas of the leverage to be gained with such an awesome tool at their disposal. Eager as they were to discover such this sizable source of power, their desires were batted down by the understanding that it had to be destroyed for the sake of Eldersage and all of Aqua’Callah.
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Newly relieved of their cart pulling duties, a sea of fortuitous clansmen flooded into the main hall of Tempest’s domain. Their protection was the only requirement given by the princess for her entry into the castle. They were completely unarmed, and the princess could not promise their safety. In they marched regardless, bound by oath to protect their ruler.

Ayalana and Juju chose to remain unseen, mixed in with the crowd. After Azsha’s successful breakaway moment, the two masters of stealth made their way in the opposite direction. They stayed close to the wall, wary of any guards who might be present and together made quick work of those they did encounter. Their search led them several stories up to the barracks that looked and smelled more like a kennel.

The bulk of enemy soldiers had gorged themselves and were now sleeping peacefully, for Hamon’s plan had in truth been successful. It was at Humphrey’s suggestion that the herbal ingredient salvmoram be substituted for poison resulting in a delayed and less harmful effect. Fortunately, the captain had successfully identified the herb as a chief ingredient in the batches of wine that were recently comfiscated from the Festidian Temple. The captive children who were penned in the same room quietly attempted to relay their distress. They were far too weak for any exuberance.

Ayalana spoke with them, easing their minds with the promise of freedom soon to come. Though pressed for time, she had to try her hand at picking the lock. It would be difficult for her to leave them all behind, even for a short period. While sympathetic to her motives, Juju urged her to keep focused on their ultimate goal, but she swatted him away, reminding him of her need for silence.

“Ayalana, we can’t stay here any longer.”

“I’ve already asked you to hush! What is it?”

“BIG worpig.”

Her head turned in time to see the accuracy of Juju’s description in mid-bull-rush. Too large to be considered just one of the standard breed, his overgrown stature and bony mouth protrusions made him worthy of the name Tusk-Jaw. No weapons were needed in its ham-fists that were deadly enough to crush rock. The children covered their ears as it brayed a heady war cry, gearing up once again for another stampede.

Ayalana closed her eyes, attempting to reach out to its mind, but there was no connection to be had. Its wavelengths were too base to interact with on a higher level. This was a creature driven purely by instinct. Juju pushed her to the ground, hoping to save her from the fate of being barreled over by a raging pork bully.

“Meet me on the roof!” Juju exclaimed before extending his proud avian wings. He pushed off from the ground beating them hard enough to cause a distraction of flying debris. Ayalana scurried off while she still had the chance. Once she cleared the exit, Juju took her head start as the cue to rise higher, taunting the beast to follow.

His body was a javelin now, soaring straight and true through the room’s entryway. The tusk-jaw heaved its girth in the wake of the avian’s path, following him down the window-lined hallway with blind determination. Juju swooped right, leading the chase into the nearest stairwell, riding the flowing currents upward with half the effort now. Predator and prey zig-zagged up the stairwell, a scant two story climb, which surely should have tired the creature, but its stamina was surprisingly enduring.

Ayalana was already waiting patiently on the roof with several unconscious grain victims scattered about. The whooshing sound of wings preceded Juju’s full ascension through the rooftop entry point. While large enough to accommodate a person of reasonable size, the square-shaped hole would present itself as a challenge to the tusk-jaw, or so they thought.

The building itself being rather weather-worn and dilapidated had not seen much in the way of major upkeep for years. This meant that with enough force, the mortar would easily crumble, giving way to whatever might be pounding its way through to the other side. There was a minor cave-in once the tusk-jaw pushed through, leaving behind a mess of rock and dust. Confined to such a small area, Ayalana’s gut reaction was to flee but she instantly found herself caught in Juju’s grip.

“No, stay with me,” he said, but there was no pleading to be found in his voice. Her eyes traveled the length of his arm and just briefly caught the hook of his gaze. She nodded fervently, still unsure of his plan before turning back to the problem at hand. With every step, another chunk of floor gave way to the tusk-jaw’s burden, creating a smaller space in which to maneuver.

They both watched as one of the unconscious guards slid into the gaping hole. He long disappeared from view before there was any sound of impact. The big beast was dangerously close to its own deadly fall, but it seemed completely ignorant of the fact.

“When its focus is split, it seems to have a concentration problem,” Ayalana said. “If I line him up, can you knock him over the side wall?”

Juju took to the skies, taking the tusk-jaw’s focus with him. Ayalana whistled while snapping her fingers to reclaim its attention. She stepped back upon the thin, rocky strip that barely held the roof together. Under her weight it endured little strain, but she knew this would not be the case for long. Continuing her backward stride, she evaded the tusk-jaw’s powerful swings while questioning Juju’s ability for savvy timing.

The tusk-jaw made another step, doing away with the last of the floor tiles. With her worst fears realized, Ayalana did her best not to look down, but it was hard to disregard the drop of twenty stories below. She teetered a bit then froze in place as her muscles became paralyzed with anguish. There was a creek, then a crack before the feeling of weightlessness pooled up in the pit of her stomach and she watched the tusk-jaw with a steady view as it plummeted deep into the well of the spiral stair.

Juju now held her up, wings extended, his arms linking with her own to form a harness. In that moment, she was quite thankful to have skipped breakfast but still annoyed by his tardiness.

“That was not the plan!” she quavered.

“Yes, but I like this better,” he responded with a sly chuckle. He let her slip again, this time gripping her by the waist to give her arms freedom of movement. She threatened to beat him bloody once back on the ground.

“Have you always been afraid of heights?” he asked.

“I’ve no fear of heights. It’s death that doesn’t agree with me! Now give me the flags.”

Ayalana grabbed the two pieces of red cloth that were attached to Juju’s breeches and waved a signal to the mage units down below. The quiet and stillbound expanse of greenery erupted in a sea of life as sentites and mages ceased their bickering long enough to storm the keep. They remained outside, forming a mystic circle around the entire perimeter. Even with their combined efforts, it was not enough to overcome the power of Oron’s Amulet, but it would help to curb Tempest’s strength, providing one more chance at success.
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At this point, Azsha and Humphrey were beginning to wonder if they had made any progress. They checked under doors in various rooms and found nothing, but the energy that called out to them was still strong. They peeked into the next room, surprised by the king resting quietly only to be further disturbed by the sight of what looked like a falling boulder. The hurtling mass smashed its way through what they only thought to be a solid floor down the hall.

Startled by the commotion, Azsha released Humphrey from her hold, returning them both to their full size. The unexpected head rush left her dizzy, but she quickly recovered.

“Is all magic this jarring?” she asked of Humphrey.

“Only when you’re new at it.” His bunny body began to float away, propelled by his ears toward the hallway crater.

“But what about the king?” she asked.

“I have a feeling he will be here upon our return. This is more important for the time being. I’m sure Evan will understand.”

 

It was strange to think that anyone knew the king on a first name basis. Azsha’s impression of him was anything but casual. Humphrey disappeared below until he could no longer be seen, giving Azsha great cause for apprehension. Somehow she managed to drum up the courage to slide in after him.

Once her felani eyesight kicked in, things weren’t too terribly bad. She was able to see Humphrey quite clearly, even though his frequent ceiling bumps indicated a lack of sight on his part. They were closing in on the location of their prize, and it caused their hearts to pound rapidly at the thought.

The underground sewer was rank with the overwhelming smell of mildew and festering decomposition. There was a certain wetness to the odor that wasn’t content with simply invading the nostrils. It happily made its home in the exact spot where an aftertaste couldn’t be more unwelcome. Azsha covered her facial openings, quite envious of Humphrey’s deadened senses, before moving on.

The sound of an airy tune drew them deeper into the sloshy pit. Such a random finding would surely prove useful in their search. Perhaps the piper would have the answer of where to look for their mystery treasure. They followed the sound until the presence of a dull light brought them to a halt. Azsha stepped forward and peered around the corner to find Puppet sitting alone with her pipes and a few fireflies for company.

Also at the young girl’s side was the unnerving sight of a rather large plant that was segmented with pulsing dark blooms. A plant that flourished in darkness? Never before had such a thing existed, even in the time of Aqua’Callah. To raise another interesting point, what exactly was the source of power? Was it the plant or the girl? At the first sign of Azsha’s approach, Puppet leapt into a guarding stance. Her intentions were clearly written in her grim expression.

“Oh no, we’re not here to harm your…friend?” Azsha searched her mind for the least offensive terminology. “Aren’t you frightened down here? This doesn’t look like the nicest place for a sweet girl like you.”

After a period of silence, Puppet lowered her arms but only a bit. She then pointed upward making hitting motions with her arm and her face began to convey anguish. It took some time to decipher, but Azsha was able to discover meaning in the glyph.

“That’s right!” she continued. “We are here to stop the awful man from hurting anyone ever again, but we might not be able to without the help of your…friend there.”

Having grown bored with the lack of music, the fireflies hovered away. Puppet remained steadfast, unwilling to lend her trust so easily. Nothing was going to come between her and her plant, especially after having witnessed the devastation of her first garden. She was prepared to fight, even unto the grave if necessary, to protect what she loved and cared for.

Azsha looked upon the young girl’s spirit with admiration and saw much of herself staring back. Here, she had been called upon to perform an unimaginable task that left her doubtful, shaky, and frightened. Much like this young girl, she was stunted by youthful ignorance, wanting nothing more than to be held and assured that all things would pass. But this would not be so, for it was her time to do the holding and that girl was the world who now needed her greatly.

“Please, I am not sure what I can say to convince you, to make you understand.” Azsha held her hands outward, attempting to further demonstrate her passive position on the subject. When Puppet pointed at her, Azsha turned around to spot Humphrey peeking around the corner. She knelt down to pick him up and Puppet stepped forward with a bit of reluctance. “Well Humphrey, it looks like someone wants you to join her circle. What shall we do?”

He spoke quietly into Azsha’s ear, “It’s alright. Leave me with the child.”

Azsha winced at the idea of just abandoning her stuffed companion, but the exchange would prove essential if they were to progress.

“Alright, little miss. Humphrey says he will be happy to stay with you, but you must understand he is my friend. I think it would only be fair to trade my friend for your friend. Don’t you think?”

Puppet thought on the woman’s words before nodding in agreement. She hugged Humphrey so tightly that Azsha was concerned for the security of his button eyes. The girl came about with her fist clenched and dropped three little buds into Azsha’s palm. They very closely resembled the original doom seed, only these were much smaller and more faded in color.

“Oh, thank you very much. I’m sure these will help.”

Before she could leave, the sound of Puppet’s whimpering called her back. The girl pointed a finger at her mouth and Azsha again played the guessing game. Once she confirmed the instructions were to eat the buds, the idea made her nervous, but she had little reason to believe a small child would be so malicious as to poison her intentionally.

She gulped the buds down and offered her thanks before turning to go, but Puppet stamped her foot, commanding more attention. She put her pipes to work, playing a most alluring tune. Azsha failed to notice at first, the rhythmic glowing in her belly that grew brighter with every measure. It was now impossible to deny the immensity of the change that was taking place inside of her.

The feeling of ice turned to heat in her veins. The feeling of heat turned to life and the sudden power to affect it in ways she had never conceived before. There was a newborn shine in her eyes that resembled stars against the sheeted blackness. Sparks danced, and Azsha erupted with laughter, the only way she knew to express her newly discovered fondness for raw power.

“I can finally see what all the fuss is about! I feel incredible! All I need now is a way out.”

Puppet pointed toward the right-most tunnel, and Azsha grabbed her hand, thinking the girl would play guide to the exit. She was surprised by Puppet’s resistance.

“Do you mean that you would rather stay in a smelly hole underground than risk crossing the path of that nasty old Tempest?” asked Azsha. The girl nodded in the affirmative. “Well, if you come along with me, I’m going to make sure he doesn’t hurt anyone ever again, and your friends can come with us too. Just point the way out of here.”

Puppet was a bit unclear on what was meant by friends coming with, but her answer came in the form of Azsha rolling up her sleeves and putting a touch of life magic to the dark plant and all its seedlings. The stalk responded wildly, taking even deeper root into the ground. Giant offshoots began to spread in every direction, and all standing by were ordered to hitch a ride or risk being left behind.

Tucked close to Azsha with Humphrey in tow, Puppet clapped excitedly as they sped along. Her joy of freedom was only secondary to the knowledge that someone had gone to great lengths to bless and renew her defiled dreams. Along with Azsha’s true power, hope had been born this day. Even after surging through the tunnel exit, Azsha and her crew continued their wild ride. She waved at a pair of awe-struck sentites who made short work of opening the doors to the keep.

Before making her way inside, Azsha handed her cargo to Juju for safekeeping. Ayalana was nowhere to be seen as she was inside, busying herself with unlocking the cage that held the other children captive. Juju was mesmerized by Azsha’s appearance. Though unaware of the details, he too could tell that a change had taken place, not just in her demeanor but in her very being.

With little more than a wink, she left to enter the keep on vineback, slithering straight into the main hall where Tempest was on the brink of a major fit. It was a serious scene albeit laced with humorous undertones. Princess Etticacia and Captain L’Couer were in the process of being subjected to a perverse exercise in dignity through coercion, as demonstrated by the elaborate display of tea things that were strewn about. The princess was in mid-sip when she noticed the spectacle of Azsha’s approach.

Azsha dismounted her green, leafy steed and took a seat right across from the disconcerted overlord. It was easily the boldest move she had ever made in her life, but she had a right to it. After all, it was he who had put the unraveling of her twisted fate in motion. His happiness was none of her concern.

“Just what do you think you’re doing?” he said through gritted teeth.

“I take mine with sugar,” she replied.

He continued to stare, the culmination of recognition beginning to form in his eye.

“I suppose that was rude of me,” Azsha said, “to come barging in on your little event. In a way, that makes us both similar. Neither of us seems to care about intruding on the other one’s life.”

“Just what are you blathering about? Aren’t you that filthy gypsy who spends her free time skulking about the tavern?”

“I am indeed that filthy gypsy. Only now I’ve come to collect a debt on your head.”

Tempest was hard pressed to contain his laughter. “By what means?”

Purely as a show of offense, Azsha rose from her seat and smashed one of the teacups, shattering it into countless pieces. What Tempest hadn’t expected, nor anyone else for that matter, was the cup’s complete reformation on her command without a single chip or crack.

“Ready to play?” she said.

“Stupid girl. power is useless without the knowledge to wield it effectively. You will share the fate of that cup. Then I will hand-feed you piece by piece to my minions.”

Azsha wasted no more time with idle banter and launched the first assault. The cup was sent soaring at Tempest’s head only to be once again be broken by his sheer force of will. He was actually surprised by the intensity of her attack. This led him to the awareness of the mystic circle that was binding most of his power. He called out for reinforcements, but they were all deep in slumber. He quickly caught on.

“Well now, I suppose you all think you’re quite clever.” Tempest increased the depth of his breathing, reaching down into the well of his psyche for a burst of raw, concentrated energy. One explosive tick was all he needed to fell the entire line of mages outside in a domino effect.

Everyone inside dropped to a crouch, save for Azsha, who was harnessing an extra store of energy herself.

Plant life actively crept along the walls, indifferent to the battle taking place in its vicinity. This time it was Tempest who struck hard and fast, knocking Azsha for a loop, but she managed to land on her feet. He considered the use of his cross blades, but pride would not allow it. This was the chance he needed to show off the scope of his magical capabilities before a captive audience once and for all.

Tempest’s attacks were sharp, fueled by the Core of Wind. They could easily take off one’s head if not careful. He was the embodiment of a storm on the seas, the perfect union of power and chaos. Azsha elected to summon a cloud of dark mist that appeared to be weak on the surface but cascaded into a rain of dark blooms. Tempest summoned a tunnel of windpower to clear the mist which only resulted in an increase to the damage he inflicted upon himself.

Hidden within each bloom was a thorny protrusion, that when caught in Tempest’s turbine did the work of a glassy shard hundreds of times, leaving razor thin cuts along the exposed parts of his skin. He stood quietly for a moment, taking in the reality of what he had just done. His hands began to twitch from the sudden fire that seemed to lap at every one of his nerve endings. His blood was now magma that crept from his pores.

Azsha had naught to offer but a warped little giggle at her own cleverness. Or was it the word cunning that he so badly wanted to spit in her general direction? The gypsy was clearly smarter than she led others to believe. Like the dark blooms, her outer appearance concealed a formidable danger, a quality once shared by Hemley. Only where most were held captive by her beauty, those who looked upon him only did so with fear and rejection.

“You laugh...at me...” Tempest sputtered. His upper lip began to curl and twitch as hurtful memories seeped into his mind through the pain of his cuts. Azsha remained steadfast, refusing to strike as anything less than a reactionary measure. Despite her hunger for victory, seeing him break in this way caused something to stir within.

“Your pain runs deeper than the physical. Let me help you.” In this way she sounded very much like the spirit once trapped inside Hemley’s tome.

The pitious lull in her voice triggered the return of his thoughts to harm and destruction. He had now gone far beyond himself and who he ever was.

“You summoned the Rain of Chaos,” he remarked. “That must mean you possess the Core of Darkness. Give it to me!”

“You shall have it when I am dead,” she bluffed, not wanting him to know the true source of her power.

“So be it, wench!”

Tempest continued his descent into the confines of his rage, no longer resisting its desire to take control. Now left unchecked, it consumed him freely, giving rise to the beast hiding within. His movements became erratic and unstable. His eyes began to flicker, and a dark and throaty chant filled the open spaces of the hall. When paired with Oron’s Amulet, the Core of Wind’s dark side afforded him the power to summon the spirits of three great beasts: The windwalkers who had fallen in their pursuit of Cherlydia’s Bell.

Onlookers watched in horror as he himself morphed into what resembled the king-beast of the North with a long-flowing mane of white. The predator spirits soared into view, then landed, each one becoming part of a large stalking circle. Their clicky claws served only to roil the senses when making repeated contact with the stone floor.

Azsha eyed them all carefully. She had been sure of herself before with only one opponent, but this would prove to be a serious challenge. The east windwalker leapt into action, landing the first strike with its claws at her hip. She gasped and whirled into the direction of the swipe, enabling her to minimize the damage taken. They continued to deal out blow for blow before the presence of princess, soldiers, captain and kin, each of whom silently cheered for their lavender champion.

It wasn’t long before she found herself in the company of the westerly walker as well, who was successful in an attempt to latch its teeth around her wrist. Her hand came crashing across its face with claws of her own, fully drawn with the force of her powers behind it. She managed to knock it out of consciousness. While fending them off, Azsha noted the beasts acted differently now than from previous encounters. Once proud symbols of the divine realms, they were now simply marionettes in Tempest’s play of evil. The very thought made her stomach turn.

By taking them out of commission, she felt that at least a service was being done. The preservation of her own life was secondary to the belief that the windwalkers should be left to rest, not utilized as pawns in a game of selfish misdeeds. Even as she found herself pinned by the beast of the south, who was by far the fastest, Azsha held onto her beliefs. She kicked up her powerful legs, and locked the fiery beast into a submission hold until it tired them both out completely.

This was the moment Tempest had been watching for. In his ultra-form, he let out a terrifying roar that shook the whole of the keep. The zombie windwalkers were once again summoned to his aid, only this time they merged with the king-beast to form a four-headed menace of unimaginable power. Azsha looked on wearily as it padded forward. She needed more time to recover.

Unable to merely stand back and watch the inevitable take place, a soldier from the ring of onlookers ran forward with little else but his sense of duty surrounding him. He was ignored by Tempest who chose to keep focused on the total elimination of his main deterrent. Another soldier stepped forward and others beside. Hamon tried to intervene before it was too late. His men had no chance this way. If an entire line of mages could be dropped at eight-hundred meters, what chance did they have unarmed and up close?

By now, the men were shouting and charging in their fury. A small unit swooped in to pull Azsha out of harm’s way. She offered a warning, but it would not be enough to stop two of the men from being mangled by a great set of claws. The king-beast moved about, snapping its teeth at anything not quick enough to evade them. As Hamon drove his sword into one of its towering hind legs, another roar jutted through the air. The monster craned its neck to the rear, but Azsha called again upon the power of a dark mist to shield Hamon’s escape. He commanded the men to retreieve what weapons they could from the sleeping worpigs.

A little mist was nothing compared to the power that would be needed to hold off the creature’s advance. Time was running out for herself as well as the others. She saw it the next time their eyes locked. Tempest was through with playing the defensive. He hobbled toward her on three good legs. The deep wound did little to crush his determination. All four heads were locked in fit of gnashing. To himself he vowed, this would be the true end of all that he despised, and the beginning of a perfect world as he envisioned it. A place where people like Azsha would not only cease to have worth but the right to live.

The faint sound of Juju’s voice could be heard over the lawless discord. He was shouting, “Come back!” but to whom it was impossible to discern. The king-beast was now standing above Azsha with forepaw poised to strike. The sight of those gargantuan claws forced her to look away at the crowd, at anything she would not be ashamed to say was her last waking visual. She was thankful for all the support she had been given during the final battle, but there was still a lingering sense of disappointment over the lack of fitting options.

Azsha scanned the crowd of faces who remained. Most were nameless to her, only having met moments ago in battle. Ayalana was still missing, Juju unseen, and Hamon belonged to his princess. To steal such a glimpse, even in dire circumstances, would be callous at best. She had never truly known love and to have it all taken away so swiftly. It was not fair!

Her body expelled a scream that mimicked the king-beast’s mighty roar. In the next moment, her lashes became unbearably heavy. A single tear cascaded down her cheek, and the beast stepped back in response to the pitch of her cries. Her head rolled to the side. Once more her lashes parted to the blurry sight of Puppet gripping Humphrey tightly in one arm. Juju was pushing his way through to retrieve her, but the girl would not go without finishing her task.

Puppet looked at the creature without fear, only hatred in her tiny heart, for all the devastation wrought up to this point. She saw the bodies of the ones who had tried to stop it, and thought of the lost souls from her precious garden. She thought of the way Tempest had stolen her voice simply because she was smaller and a push-a-bout. During days underground, she met with fear, but she also met with Azsha, the one who had given her something to cling to.

The girl took a deep breath and blew into her pipes as hard as she could. Tempest had managed to gag her speech, but he would never, ever take her voice. No truth was made more evident as the creature fell back a second time. Azsha’s swan song had served as a potent reminder of its weak point, and the nymphlette took full advantage by forcing out a long, ear-splitting note.

Despite the painful method of Puppet’s subversion, Azsha’s lips curled into a tiny smile, for these actions reminded her that she had indeed known love many times over. It was not the stuff of stage plays and trysts. It was a deeper type of love that deserved acknowledgement and was indeed worth fighting for. Thanks to the blessing of this young girl, she had been granted one more opportunity to fight, and she intended to act on it.

With Tempest wholly distracted by the task of covering his ears, Azsha channelled the last dose of her energies into the wild creeper vine that had quickly overtaken the walls. It made quite the effective restraint, binding the gnashing tyrant until she could place her hands upon him. A terrible struggle ensued on his part until finally collapsing into a heap she pronounced, “Rest now. I give you peace.”

Once the great beast collapsed, the mass of onlooking guards sprang forward in a sea of shouts, eager to see to the monster’s restraint. They removed Oron’s Amulet, enabling the spirits of the Windwalkers to return to their place in Oblivion. Hemley, back to his original form, was taken into direct custody by the elite guard. Azsha and the remaining injured were ordered to rest while the king’s search party was dispatched.

It did not take very long to find him. Etticacia stood by her father’s bedside, tenderly clutching his palm. He was still incredibly weak and very frail. Though the cause of his pains was removed in time, the ordeal had aged him immensely. It was also made terribly obvious that the act of speaking was a bit of a chore for him. Those fortunate enough to be in the vicinity during this pressing time hung on to his every word.

“My darling daughter,” he said, while gazing up at her, “you have grown so much since the time I have last seen you.”

“Father, it has only been three days. You have just been very strained is all.”

“No, I can see it in your eyes. It is the kind of thing that makes me worry less about the kind of ruler you will be.”

“I still have much to learn from you, and I want to. I was so worried for you.”

“It is just so good to look upon your face once more.”

Etticacia gave the king’s hand a squeeze. “Father, you will be pleased to know that Magician Humphrey assisted us in the siege. I will have him brought to you.”

“No, Etti that is alright. I must speak with you while I can. Sit here.” The princess did as she was asked, but her expression quickly wilted. She did not care for her father’s choice of words, nor the crux of their meaning. Nervous fingers sought comfort in the wringing of her skirts. The king continued, “Hamon, step forward where I can see you.”

The knight captain stepped back as though he completely misunderstood the order. “I cannot do so, Father King.”

“Whyever not?”

“Because I have disgraced His Majesty by failing in my mission to protect him.”

“Nonsense, boy,” the king sighed, “you had a choice to make, and I stand by your decision. Etti is, without a doubt, the one thing in this world that I have always held most dear. If anything would have happened to her that day...well, I do not dare dwell on it because it did not happen. As it stands, my time is short, and I choose to spend my last few moments on happier thoughts.”

It was at these words that Etticacia lost her composure. She threw herself upon the king’s body, her own wracked with sobs. “Stop it! Stop saying those things. You are not to go. I...I won’t allow it!” Unsure of how to address the situation, Hamon was on the verge of stepping in only to be held off by the king’s gentle signal.

“Daughter, I know this is not easy, but I need you to be strong. The people need you to be strong.”

“No! You cannot leave me here all alone! I need you here to guide me, and tell me what to do!”

“I dare not, and do not ask me to!” The king’s words were broken up by fits of coughing. “Etti, please believe me when I say that I love you more than all the world and everything in it, but I simply do not bear the constitution for what lies ahead in the coming times. Trust in Vanya. She will never lead you astray, and do not make light of the resources that have been left to you. Lastly, should you choose to marry Hamon, you have my blessing.”

Both Hamon and Etticacia began to stammer, desperately seeking the proper words to counteract such a bold assumption. “Your Majesty—,” blurted the knight.

“Quiet! I didn’t fall off the side of a mountain yesterday. Any fool could see how you feel for one another, and frankly, I’ve seen enough to know that I can entrust my treasure to you. All of you are my witnesses to the fact.”

Those who stood so idly before now filled the room with their quiet murmurs. Such a statement could never merely be taken as kind words from a father’s lips. A potential marriage would affect the whole of the kingdom, and in a single moment, the knight captain had been raised to the forefront of a future political onslaught. Even now he could feel the burn of several eyes on his back. There would be much to consider in the days ahead.

“Etti...” drawled the king. The princess felt the tightening in her father’s grip. “Why does the king wear a crown?”

She looked upon him strangely, as though the answer were obvious. “So that everyone will know he is king.”

“Wrong. It is so he will always remember that he is more than just himself. He represents the needs of the people and sometimes their wants too. That is why it is so heavy. Let it remind you.”

King Fraedelbaugh laid back, allowing the lines of his body to relax before taking a deep breath. He squeezed the hand of his daughter and closed his eyes one last time.

“So much to say and yet...I can’t remember...”

Once again the room fell silent. One by one they each began to kneel while making the sign of peace. Etticacia stood and made her way out into the corridor where she was met by an escort. Her steps seemed to echo louder the further away she got. In a way, each sound reflected the growing heaviness of her heart.

Or perhaps it was the burden borne by a young ruler whose time it was to now wake the sun, for the king was dead in light of a million expectations. Calamity was on the horizon.
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CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

The melancholy peal of bells rang out over the countryside, calling upon anyone who wished to pay their respects to the fallen king of Eldersage. Upon the princess’ final decision, the site known for the Battle of Tempest would be restored and converted into a royal tomb on account of its normally peaceful setting and natural beauty. Now fully recovered from her own scuffle within its walls, Azsha weaved her way through the sea of mourners from near and far. She was only somewhat surprised to find herself greeted by Puppet, who met her with a hug at the waistline.

“Have you come to say goodbye to the king as well?”Azsha asked.

Puppet nodded and grabbed her hand, leading her to a shady spot on the side of the building. She reached into her pocket and pulled out three seedlings, then pointed to the ground. With Tempest finally gone, the little nymphlette was eager to start her garden from scratch. Knowing exactly what they were and their potentially destructive nature, Azsha snatched the bulbs away. Puppet was naturally outraged and began to throw a fit, but Azsha calmed her by asking her to follow.

Azsha took Puppet’s hand and led her back to the crowds, searching about until she found Juju. These days, he was never far from Ayalana’s side.

“I never could resist a tap on the shoulder,” he said. “How may I be of service, fair Azsha?”

“Would you be so kind as to transport the two of us up there?” She pointed at the roof. Juju raised a brow at such a request on this, a day of all days, but in the end he saw little harm in granting a hero’s request. He took to the air solo, building up the momentum needed for a flawless pick-up before latching onto Azsha and her tiny guest.

As was expected, such a display served as a major cause for disruption, but the higher they got, the less they were bothered by angry chatter. Upward they soared with a concentrated effort until the roof was upon them. Individually, the girls were not heavy, but he was grateful for the shortness of the trip.

Azsha showed the seeds once more to Puppet as a sign for her to watch carefully. With eyes closed and palms clasped together, she began to whisper soft incantations. When her hands parted, thousands of tiny, luminescent seedlings began to float toward the ground. Now purified, the resulting blooms would be unaltered in their appearance, but devoid of all dark magic.

The angry chatter below gave way to the sounds of happy confusion as the air found itself saturated with these tiny fairy lanterns. They drifted slowly toward the fertile earth with the promise of a future gift. In time, the fields would be aglow with buds of harminium and trails of blue ivy. The nymphs in attendance saw this as a source of inspiration and began to offer up a crowning vigil that drifted along the countryside until not a voice went unheard.

Following the happy execution of her plan, Azsha beckoned Juju to return them to their space below. With her charge now back on the ground, Azsha felt comfortable letting go of Puppet’s hand. Ayalana came forth to greet them both. She crouched before the child and took her hands in her own, her voice still alight with the notes of a dirge. Puppet would have joined in if she could, but a sweet smile was all she had to offer. Ayalana reached out to tap the wrinkle on her nose, clearly smitten with her adorable features. 

They opted to walk alone beside a row of trees, pausing every now and then to gaze into the nooks between them. Then came the princess dressed in mourning. Her face had been properly stained for the occasion with a dousing of tears, both real and painted, but she remained composed. Had her steps not been dampened by the sounds of soft earth and singing, Azsha might not have been so shaken up by her sudden approach.

“I did not mean to frighten. I suppose I did not expect you to be so sensitive after all of your experiences. Hello to you as well, Ayalana.”

Azsha was first to respond. “It’s just that I thought someone might be here. It’s silly of me. My dearest condolences to you, Princess.” She started to smooth her skirt a bit, though it was hardly wrinkled. “I understand the somber nature of the occasion, but is it safe for you to walk alone?”

“Hamon is near. Besides, it is expected that I should be available to the people in their time of grieving.” Etticacia started her walk again, and the trio followed behind as dictated by protocol. Despite her lack of sight, she moved forward with confidence as none would dare to impede her path. “Azsha, when all of ‘this’ is over I would like you to visit with me at the castle. We have much to discuss, some of it good, some bad, but all of it necessary. Do you understand?”

Azsha cocked her head at the odd tone with which Etticacia chose to express herself. “I will be there as expected, Princess.”

“Thank you. There is so much I am expected to oversee now. It’s quite overwhelming. Your compliance is appreciated. And as for the little one,” Etticacia was referring to Puppet, “she will be much happier once she has been relocated to the castle grounds.”

The little nymph clutched onto Ayalana’s leg, shaking her head violently in mute defiance. Ever-bold and rarely still-tongued when she could help it, the perennial sentite interjected on behalf of her miniature counterpart. “I am sure she will be fine should she remain here.”

“Absolutely not,” Etticacia scoffed. “It is no secret what happened the first time. She cannot speak because of it. I would be a poor ruler indeed if I agreed to simply leave her out here for anyone to grab.”

Ayalana straightened at the prior comment. Her follow-up was cold, accented by the rigidity of her lips, “This is her home.”

“It is my father’s tomb.”

“Princess, I know your wisdom is not to be questioned, but my kind has existed ‘out here’ long since The Time Before. She would not be suited to the expectations of courtly living.”

“Nonsense! She will be safe there, and that is what matters.”

Azsha watched the two femmes batting words back and forth in unison with Puppet, who was still clinging to Ayalana tightly. They were both set on hearing the outcome, though it would truly affect only one of them.

“Princess,” Ayalana said, “you cannot see it, but the child clearly does not wish to go.”

Etticacia pursed her lips, clearly exasperated with the discussion. “It is a sad world in which the whims of children outweigh the demands of their elders. She saved my father’s life, and I will not allow her to be victim to another attack. As the new temple liason, you will be there to oversee her care. That should satiate your claims for her well-being.”

Ayalana exchanged glances with Azsha, desperately searching for the right words. “Princess,” she said, “in regard to that appointment—.”

“I hardly think this is the time to discuss such matters. I merely came here to deliver word of my intentions, and that is all.”

Not another utterance was spoken before Etticacia broke apart from her present company. Azsha needed not wait for a formal dismissal to understand her meaning. The conversation was far from over, but for the sake of her emotional state, the princess needed it to be. Somehow, Azsha could tell that it had very little to do with ‘all this’. It may have been the effect of the vigil on her weary heart, but Azsha was starting to miss her family again, or the bits that she wanted to remain.

“Azsha,” the princess’ voice returned, still somber, even in its elevation. She waited until they were again in close proximity before her next profession. “There is one other thing I failed to mention. Since it is a great sin to speak of money during this time, I had thought better of it, but I also feel you deserve a bit of good news for a change.”

The princess unpinned what looked to be, upon first glance, a part of her sash. It was an enameled silver brooch pressed into the shape of a sigil seal attached to a wide, forked, black ribbon. With one arm drawn against her waist, she presented it gracefully in an underhand clutch.

“Azsha, I have done much wrong against you,” Etticacia went on to say. “And I am not so foolish to think the past can be undone through purchase, but there has been much talk of what is to become of the estate of Bishop Faromir. As she had no heirs in her position, it is the right of The Crown to dispense such properties as it sees fit. Unto you, I bestow this royal seal. Keep it in trust until next we meet, Lady Azsha of Belencort.”

Together, Azsha and Ayalana studied the object that had been laid upon her hand in shared silence. Where most would be elated to receive such news, she could only summon angst. In the wake of constant challenges, it seemed that everything came with a price. The ribbon fluttered gently as the wind changed direction, and the princess appeared to be moving right along with it. There was nothing more to say. Only happenstance existed between them, and yet they were tangled like raveling threads of a tapestry coming together and then not, over and over.

Ayalana stood lost in thought, calmly stroking Puppet’s hair. The child was crying. “You know, Azsha, I always thought a royal favor was supposed to be a good thing.”

“I did too.”

“Then why does it feel so strange...so forced?”

“Because,” Azsha responded thoughtfully, “we did not choose to be chosen.”
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On a distant hilltop, amidst the spray of sea and wind, the demon sat alone and brooding. His thoughts were centered on the all-important tome which had been pilfered from Humphrey’s care. Shrune knew of the darkness seething on the horizon. Though he had no stake in the world, or its fate, his inner compass continued its dizzying cycle. Like it or not, he was now to play a role alongside the whole of existence itself. It would soon be time for each to choose his side, for the Age of Upheaval was now beginning.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Appendix



Pronunciation and Character Guide

 

Avery Cobbshorn : A-vuh-ree KOB-shorn

Farmer and private landholder who resides south of Eldersage. Azsha’s first employer.

 

Ayalana Aquaeos : AY-uh-LAH-nuh uh-QUAY-ohs

A sea nymph Gifted with sentite abilities and great strength when on-land. 

 

Azsha Malrune : AH-shuh mal-ROON

A dancer of gypsy heritage in the care of Kiro and Lubekka. Thought to be Gifted.

 

Bellafont : Bell-uh-FONT

Eldest sibling to Azsha. Bodyguard. Storyteller.

 

Cabot : CA-but

Henchman to Lord Daulton.

 

Daulton : DOLL-tun

Servant to The Liege of Godsgift sent to retrieve Azsha Malrune.

 

Eorick : AIR-rick

Eldersage youth. First male dedicate to serve in a religious order.

 

Etticacia : EH-ti-KAY-cee-uh

Princess of Eldersage. Sole progeny of King Evan Fraedelbaugh.

 

Evan Fraedelbaugh : EH-vun FRAY-dull-bah

Reigning king of Eldersage.

 

Felic : FELL-ick

Clan brother to Kalo. Secretly aspires to take over leadership of Itaigo.

 

Hamon L’Couer : HAY-mun Luh-KOOR

Knight in the king’s armada. Captain of His Majesty’s Three Point Guard.

 

Hemley : HEM-lee 

Socially awkward magical prodigy. Great grandson to Magician Humphrey.

 

Humphrey : HUM-free

Titled Magician of renowned skill who resides as a hermit outside of Eldersage.

 

Imdus Wyden (Sir) : IM-duss WHY-den

Freedknight of the realm. Self-declared champion of the 12th Hour-Goddess, Cherlydia

 

Jhana : JAN-uh

Senior dedicate serving in the Temple of Inami.

 

Kalo : KAH-low

Leader of Clan Itaigo, Eldersage sect. Professional object relocation specialist. Dark Angel.

 

Katrielle : ca-tree-EL

Second eldest sibling to Azsha and former choreographer of her routines.

 

Kiro : KEY-row

Leader of the gypsy camp in which Azsha was raised. Engineer/Inventor

 

Leonore : LEE-uh-nor

Member of The Sweedfellow Manor serving staff. Cold and conniving with a jealous streak.

 

Lissa : LISS-uh

Member of The Sweedfellow Manor serving staff. Leonore’s close friend.

 

Lolliny : Lah-linny

Young felani girl in Kiro’s gypsy camp. Friend to Azsha.

 

Lubekka : Loo-BEK-uh

Wife of Kiro. Obsessed with Azsha’s perfect upbringing.

 

Medesta Faromir : Meh-DES-tuh FAIR-oh-meer

Bishop overseeing Festidia’s Temple

 

Mirelle : meer-EL

Young felani girl in Kiro’s gypsy camp. Friend to Azsha

 

Nyra : NEE-ruh

Wife of Avery Cobbshorn. Farmhand. Sewer of all things blanketry.

 

Scuff : SKUF

2nd Henchman to Lord Daulton. 

 

Tamaryn : tam-uh-RINN

Elf gypsy of the raven-hair tribe. Star pupil at the Eldersage Academy of Defense.

 

T’ambre : TAM-burr

Young avian girl in Kiro’s gypsy camp. Friend to Azsha

 

Timerra Sweedfellow : Tim-AIR-uh SWEED-fell-oh

Mistress of the Sweedfellow Estate. Azsha’s benefactor.

 

Tylden : TILL-den

Husband of Katrielle. Red-haired rogue elf of small notoriety.

 

Vanya : Von-yuh

Headmistress of the entire Eldersage Castle staff. Personal assistant to King Fraedelbaugh.

 

Wick : WICK

Mysterious elf who appears to be on the run from someone.

 

 

 

 

 

Oblivion’s Pantheon

(A Partial, Relevant Listing of Divine Beings)

 

Bast : BAST

The thirteenth Hour-Goddess. Consort to the God, Yardom.

 

Cherlydia : chur-LID-ee-uh

Hour Goddess. Lady-in-waiting to Bast. Ruler of the 12th House.

 

Denavi : den-AH-vee

Hour-Goddess. Ruler of the 6th House.

 

Festidia : fes-TID-ee-uh

Hour-Goddess. Ruler of the 7th House.

 

Gans : Gands

Assistant-apprentice to Yardom’s work

 

 

Inami : ee-NAW-mee

Hour-Goddess. Ruler of the 10th House.

 

Izoe : ee-ZO-way

Hour-Goddess. Ruler of the 3rd House.

 

Manasa : muh-NAH-suh

Hour-Goddess. Ruler of the 11th House.

 

Mikesh : Mik-HESH

The Horned God. Brother to Yardom the Master of Oblivion

 

Neesa : NEE-suh

Hour-Goddess. Ruler of the 9th House.

 

Nyara : n’eye-AR-uh

Hour-Goddess. Ruler of the 5th House.

 

Ovalicin : o-VAL-lis-in

Hour-Goddess. Ruler of the 4th House.

 

Shrune : SHROON

Displaced demonic entity. Seeks to restore balance between the two worlds though his motives for doing so are unclear.

 

Solera: sew-LAIR-uh

Hour-Goddess. Ruler of the 2nd House.

 

Trinoble: tree-NO-bul

Hour-Goddess. Ruler of the 8th House.

 

Valora : vuh-LOR-uh

Hour-Goddess. Ruler of the 1st House.

 

Yardom : YAR-dom

Chief Executive Deity. Master of Oblivion. Astral Architect.

 

 






 

 

The Four Major Clans of Eldersage



 

Clan Fortui : CLAN for-TWO-wee

Gathering of fighters and members of the warrior class.

 

Clan Itaigo : CLAN ee-TIE-go

Organization of underground cloak and dagger operatives not sanctioned by The Crown.

 

Clan Majii : CLAN MAJ-eye

Users of elemental magic blessed with the Gift. Typically known by the title of mage.

 

Clan Sentia : CLAN sen-TEE-uh

Users of soul magic thought to be Gifted. Typically known by the title of Sentite.
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The Adventure Continues...
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