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 Foreword

This story is the first experiment in what may
become an ongoing side series for the Book of Deacon setting.
Entwell, the setting within a setting where some of the finest
wizards and warriors of the world dwell, has captured the
imaginations of quite a few readers. The larger than life
personalities found there have attracted countless emails and
comments asking what the Entwell residents are doing while the rest
of the story is going on, and how did each of them find their way
to their current positions.

I love to think about such things, so as a
project between releases I started jotting down notes and
scribbling ideas for an Entwell-centric novella. Part of it was to
be separate flashbacks to the history of Ayna, Calypso, and
Solomon. Once the Ayna story grew unmanageably large, I decided to
spin it off and give it a try as a standalone. Thus, the novella
you are now reading was born. It was first distributed as a free
gift to my newsletter subscribers, so if you like the story,
consider signing
up! I produce a few newsletter previews a year, not to
mention spreading the news of books as they become available.


CHAPTER
ONE

Far in the north of a war-torn world was a forest
the size of a small sea. The locals called the place Ravenwood, and
though it stretched over much of the icy reaches of an empire
called the Northern Alliance, it was home to many things few would
imagine might survive in such a frigid place. Sprinkled among the
pines and firs were breeds of oak and maple that kept their leaves
long into the iciest months. Flowers thought far too frail to last
a single frost found places to flourish. Some said magic was to
blame, others that nature simply finds a way to thrive in spite of
itself, but for those who knew where to look, the truth was
undeniable. Honeysuckles, roses, lilies, and more bloomed in
defiance of the year-round chill. And wherever these flowers were
found, there could be found something still more rare...

On a crisp spring morning, the leaves of an
oak stirred. As the crust of frost crackled from a broad leaf near
to the trunk, a tiny head peeked out from behind it. It was a
fairy, her hair a chestnut brown and her eyes pale lavender. She
was young, just a few years of age, though for her race that placed
her firmly in adolescence. She blinked at the brightness of the sun
and timidly ventured a few steps farther.

For the chilly climate, one would imagine
her clothing to be woefully inadequate. She wore a simple dress of
pale yellow, fashioned from flower petals pounded into a sort of
fabric. It was nearly as light and delicate as the gossamer
dragonfly wings fluttering lightly on her back. The dress couldn't
have done much to ward off the cold. She tapped forward along the
rough bark, her tiny feet bare, yet despite the bite to the air she
didn't so much as tremble. To a fairy, the forest held many
dangers, but cold was little concern.

Her eyes fixed on the clearing in the
distance where her favorite rose bush beckoned to her, promising a
breakfast of nectar. Already she could see the lowest flowers
rustling, no doubt her family drinking their fill. She glanced to
and fro, biting her lip and twisting her face in a mixture of
eagerness and uncertainty. When she was satisfied, she buzzed her
wings to speed and darted forward. The very instant her feet left
the branch, a trilling tone whistled out from a bush at the foot of
the tree. The sound might have been dismissed as a particularly
complex bird call by most listeners, but for the little fairy it
was an angry reprimand, the voice of her father.

"Ayna, you come here this instant!" he
chirped in their elegant, lilting language.

He burst out from a nest of leaves and
twigs. The nest was tucked away in the thick of a bush at the foot
of the tree, hidden such that even the sharpest eyes wouldn't spot
it. Anya's father was dressed in a tunic and loincloth of oak leaf,
and if human he would have been an imposing figure. His shoulders
were broad, his build stout. Though he was no larger than the size
of an open human hand, he still towered over the girl when he
buzzed up and hung angrily before her.

"Where did you think you were going, little
Ayna?" he fumed.

"I was only going to the rose bush for
breakfast," she said sheepishly, eyes to her feet.

"Oh, you're heading to the rose bush? I
didn't realize you'd plucked me a leaf yet," he said, his tone
mocking.

"Father..."

"Perhaps you should pluck me another," he
continued. "I'll have that one. Good and dry. It's practically
ready to drop on its own."

"Fine!" Ayna said.

She pivoted in air until she was facing the
branch and set her eyes on the leaf. Her father buzzed to her side
and watched with his arms crossed. Ayna let her hands drop to her
sides and tried to gather her mind.

For as long as she could remember, she'd
tried to gather the wind to her will. It was a tradition for her
race, a rite of passage. On the day a fairy could coax the wind
into pulling a leaf from the tree, he or she was considered grown.
Mastering the wind, even to that small degree, was enough to help a
fairy stay safe. A breath of wind could hide scent. It could
confuse predators, foul the flight of birds. Each of Ayna's
brothers and sisters had done so by the time they were her age, and
thus they were free to explore. Anya had yet to do so, and until
she could conjure a breeze at will, she had to remain in the safety
of the home tree.

Ayna twisted and turned her mind this way
and that, tugging it in the directions she believed might influence
the breeze. Alas, she had no way of knowing if she was doing it
properly. The cruelest part of this rite of passage was that she
would receive no instruction. Fairies had a natural affinity to
wind. They were expected to learn to manipulate it in the same way
that they learned to fly, or another creature learned to walk. In
time, with practice, it would come. Neither her father, her
sisters, nor her brothers would utter a word of advice to aid
her.

By now she should have learned it. She could
sense the wind expertly. If she shut her eyes and let the world
fall away, she could feel the flutter of every leaf, the breath of
every creature. She could feel the ripples on the stream and the
waving of each blade of grass. On the day her youngest brother had
plucked his first leaf, she'd known he'd gotten the knack even
before he did. The unnatural motion of the breeze as it fell under
his control blared in her mind like a trumpet. But she'd not once
seen the wind answer her call in the same way. It was like learning
to listen but never learning to talk.

For a full minute she tried, and her father
waited. Finally his patience ran thin.

"That's enough, Ayna. Back to the tree,
where it will be safe."

"But father!"

"Back to the tree!" he growled, a
puff of wind swirling from behind him and forcing her back
slightly.

Sulking, she did as she was told. He
fluttered along beside her as she returned to the branch she'd
practically claimed as her own. It was virtually clear of leaves,
low enough to be below the canopy but high enough to give a clear
view of the forest around her. Sometimes it felt like the view from
that branch was the closest she would ever come to seeing the rest
of the woods.

"Your mother will bring your breakfast, like
always," he said, his voice held carefully even. "We can bear your
burden until you are ready."

Ayna shook at the word. Burden. She'd been
hearing it more and more as the months rolled on without any hint
that she'd found the secret that should have been second
nature.

"Ah. Here is your mother now."

A fairy woman approached, a curled rose
petal in her hands. Her hair was longer and a shade darker, but at
first glance it was clear that in a few years she and Ayna would be
virtually indistinguishable. Her dress was the vivid red of rose
pedals, and she had an idle smile that faded when she saw Ayna's
father's expression.

"What has she done now?" she asked
wearily.

"Your daughter was planning to leave the
tree."

"Did she pluck a leaf?"

"No," Ayna moped, taking the petal from her
mother.

It was filled with nectar. Ayna tipped it
back and let the delightful sweetness dance across her tongue. Ayna
had heard from her grandfather, who had brought the family to the
north before she was born, that the nectar here in Ravenwood was
the sweetest he had ever found. It was the only nectar she'd ever
known, but she couldn't dream of a better meal. Rose nectar had
always been her favorite. Fine was the morning that they were able
to drink from the rosebush.

Her mother released a put-upon sigh. "If you
can't share in the foraging, at least you should do as you're told.
You needn't make things more difficult. Remember your
great-grandmother?"

"What if I am like Gram?" Ayna said.
"What if I never figure out how to control the breeze?"

"Then you will stay in the tree, and you
will watch your nieces and nephews for as long as you are able,
like she did," her father said. "And if you do end up like my
grandmother, at least you'll be safer."

"Why?"

"Because your great-grandmother was bigger
than you, like your father. And do you know what being bigger and
stronger does? It gets you noticed. Fairies who fly high get caught
by hawks. Fairies with great magic get caught by mages. The way a
fairy survives is by not being seen. The small and weak are the
best at not being seen, and that makes up for what they lack. It is
nature's way. If you never leave the tree, at least we'll never
have to teach you about things like elves..."

"But I want to know about elves. I've
never even seen one."

"You don't want to know about them.
And as long as you don't pluck a leaf, I won't ever have to tell
you about the pointy-eared devils," her father said. "Now you stay
in the tree. We'll all be back for supper. Try not to make any
trouble."

With that, her mother and father flitted off
for the day's foraging. Ayna was left to sit, watch, and blindly
try to capture her birthright in the conjuring of the breeze.

#

Ayna lay on her branch, eyes gazing into the
distance as the full moon painted dappled patches of light upon the
icy ground. As she watched the night drift by, the rest of her
family sound asleep in the bush below, her stomach churned and
grumbled. It had been a poor day's forage, and since she'd not had
to spend any energy gathering nectar, Ayna once again got the
smallest share of what they'd found. She understood why it had to
be that way, but it didn't make the hunger pains go away.

She always looked forward to the peace of
the night. A long day of foraging made for a very sound sleep. Her
father was nearly as skilled at feeling the wind as she, and as a
result whenever she drifted away from the tree he would come
darting back to see that she returned to the branches. While he
slept, though, there was freedom. If she was careful to keep quiet,
she could steal a few precious minutes of exploring without the
others finding out. She was always cautious. Though she'd not
plucked a leaf and therefore had not been told of all of the
dangers beyond the tree, she knew all too well the sorts of things
that could make a meal of even a skilled fairy. Her uncle had been
caught by an owl, and not a year ago her grandmother had been
snapped up by a fox.

Her stomach rumbled some more, and her eyes
lingered on the rosebush in the distance. A voice in her mind
challenged her. Surely she could make it to the bush and back. They
never drank it dry, because in a storm it was the only food close
enough to reach safely. If she could flit out to the bush and back
she'd be able to take the edge from her hunger, and maybe see a few
new sights. It was farther than she'd ever gone on her own before,
but not by much...

Ayna stood and moved with swift care along
the branch, pacing out to the very end. She buzzed off toward the
bush before her fluttering anxiety and better sense could change
her mind, the thought of the sweet nectar and a full stomach
driving her forward. It didn't take more than a moment for her to
reach the first bloom. One by one she darted from flower to flower,
trying to find one heavy with nectar. If it was particularly full,
she could probably take a bigger sip without it being missed.
Sadly, most had only begun to refresh themselves. She made do with
dabbing a finger into each flower and licking it clean.

When she'd taken as much as she dared, she
found her stomach felt just as empty as before. For an instant, she
considered venturing out and foraging on her own, but she banished
the thought. Her family had done their best and found little. There
was little hope that she'd do any better without even being taught
how to do it. She stuck her face into a bloom for one last
lingering whiff before returning home, but a strange scent mixed
with the flower's aroma seized her mind. It was subtle, but she
knew it wasn't her imagination. She raised her head and floated up
into the air, taking a long whiff of the breeze.

The scent was intoxicating. It was the
warmest, sweetest thing she'd ever smelled. Her body almost moved
of its own accord, facing into the breeze and flitting toward the
wonderful aroma. Distantly, she knew that she was moving quite far
from her tree, but she knew that she would be able to find it
again, and this was too much of an opportunity to let slip. In a
thicker part of the forest, she found the source of the heavenly
smell.

At the base of a stout fir tree was a small
clay pot sitting in a larger, shallower dish of water. She drifted
to it, buzzing in the air over the dish of water, which was
strangely warm. The pot was a bit taller than she was, and it was
strong with the scent she was after. Just inside the lid was a
thick row of bristles with a small gap between it and the wall. She
touched the bristles. They were fairly soft, and gave easily
enough. At the tip of the bristles an amber substance glistened in
the moonlight. The stuff was sticky, but certainly the source of
the aroma. Before she could stop herself she licked her finger. It
was a symphony of flavor. The most glorious thing she'd ever
tasted. The stuff put all of the other nectars she'd tasted to
shame. So much sweeter, so much heartier and thicker. She peered
down into the jar. At the bottom was a thick layer. Enough to eat
her fill and come back to do it again for days. It would be a tight
squeeze, but she could certainly slip past the brush to climb
inside. A tug at the bristles confirmed that it would be simple
enough to push past in either direction.

Out of habit and caution, she decided to be
sure that there was nothing about. A slow scan of the surroundings
with her eyes didn't turn up anything, but she knew better than to
trust her eyes alone, especially at night. She opened her mind to
the motion of the breeze. The forest around her was even more still
that it usually was. Even the usual squirrels, mice, and birds were
quite far away. But there was one group of creatures. They were
large, breathing slow and steady. The group of them hidden in a
cluster of bushes a fair distance away, near a crackling, smoky
flame.

The presence of these strange creatures
terrified Ayna. She made ready to bolt for her home, but the rumble
of her stomach and the lingering flavor on her lips made her pause.
She'd seen deer, fox, wolves, and the like. All of them were quite
fast, but she knew she was faster. The only thing that could catch
her without surprising her was a hawk or an owl, and the creatures
in the bushes certainly weren't birds of prey... she would keep her
mind open, continue to read the breeze, and the instant they drew
closer, she would fly away. There would be no catching her. The
sticky stuff was so lovely and thick, it wouldn't take more than a
few mouthfuls to set her hunger to rest and give her the first
well-fed night's sleep in far too long.

She buzzed up to the edge of the jar and
carefully slid herself over the rim, easing along its smooth inner
wall and feeling the sticky bristles smear themselves over her back
and wings. It left a gooey layer that she made special note to wash
away before she slept, lest her parents grow suspicious. Suddenly
her legs slipped and she slid the rest of the way into the jar. Her
hands sunk wrist-deep into the stuff before touching the bottom
beneath it. It was beautifully warm, oozing between her fingers as
she slid her legs down to the side to plant her feet in it.

Her mouth already watering, she took a
double scoop of the golden syrup and stuffed it into her mouth,
letting it glue her jaw shut for a few delightful seconds while she
savored it. The joy of tasting it was still buzzing in her mind
when she realized the breathing she felt was quickening. And now it
was drawing closer.

She stood and reached past the bristles to
the edge, stickily grabbing it and hauling her feet out of the
clutching grip of the goo. The bristles dragged a second coat of
the stuff across her back as she hauled herself up, and the
breathing was quite close now. She grinned. If this was as fast as
these creatures could run, she would lose them the moment she was
in the air. She stood on the rim and fluttered her wings to life...
but they waved ponderously through the air. They weren't moving
fast enough for her to take flight.

A hot knife of fear cut through her as she
realized her mistake. The stuff that had coated her wings was too
heavy. She frantically tried to shake it free but the syrup that
had been so beautifully thick and hearty sliding down her throat
was clinging tight, only tiny blobs of it flicking off with each
flap of her wings. Behind her she could hear the heavy thud of
footsteps as the creatures grew nearer.

Ayna knew she had to escape, and if she
couldn't fly that meant she'd have to run. She tried to leap clear
of the dish, but unused to doing so without her wings to assist she
fell short and splashed into the warm water. After floundering for
a second she reached the edge and pulled herself out. The water
drenching her body loosened and thinned the stuff sticking to her,
and with a mighty effort she was able to work her wings fast enough
to fling some of it off and just barely get airborne, but her wings
still felt stiff and heavy. Her flight was a drunken and slow,
lurching through the air and bouncing across the ground. Fear drove
her wings faster than they'd ever moved before, launching free
streamers of the stuff and gradually returning her proper agility.
At that moment, she felt something enormous and billowy rushing
through the air, flapping almost like the wings of an eagle. There
couldn't have been an eagle! She couldn't have missed
that!

She shut her eyes and forced herself
forward, but something soft and giving struck her from behind and
forced her downward before pulling tight around her. The world
toppled and twirled. She tried to free herself, but whatever was
entangling her was far too strong, like some sort of thick spider
web. Panic seized her mind and her heart fluttered in her chest as
she looked through the strands of web at the beast who had captured
her.

It almost seemed to her that her captor was
an enormous fairy, though it was dressed in rougher clothing and
had no wings. The thing was breathless, grinning at her as two
others caught up.

"Please! No! Please! Let me go! I didn't
mean to steal your food!" Ayna squealed.

The creatures replied, though their booming
voices spoke in a language she couldn't understand. By their
expressions they seemed quite happy to have caught her, smiling at
one another as their booming voices echoed in her ears. The tone
was so deep and the words so coarse, most of what they said was
little more than noise to her. She may as well be listening to
thunder bouncing between the clouds. Some words came again and
again--words like "honey" and "trap"--but before long Ayna had to
pin her hands over her ears to block out the terrible sounds.

She struggled and fluttered against the web
of threads. This seemed to make them happier. The word "feisty"
joined the handful that she could understand before they paused in
their thunderous conversation to draw a clear glass jar from his
bag. Her captor clutched her body tight in his grip, wadding up the
web around her. His fingers squeezed, not painfully, but firmly
enough that she couldn't move at all. He lowered the wooden frame
to which the web was attached, pulling back the mesh of threads
until Ayna's head was clear of it, then upended the jar over her
and flipped the web upside down. When she was dangling into the jar
he released her, sending her tumbling down into the glass
container. She flapped her wings for all she was worth and darted
upward, but he was too fast, sliding a cork in place and pounding
it home.

Instantly Ayna felt something she'd never
felt before. The wind was silent. She couldn't feel it, couldn't
hear it. The world had been reduced to little more than the inside
of a jar barely tall enough to stand in. It was a horrid, maddening
sensation. Being cut off from the wind was like having a sense
taken away, being struck blind or deaf. Only it was worse, because
she was a fairy. The wind was a part of her. They may as well have
taken a piece of her soul.

Ayna rattled against the jar, a second and
deeper fear gripping her. Never before had she not been free to
move about as she pleased. She may have felt the tree was not large
enough to give her room to explore, but at least it was large
enough to spread her wings. This prison was tiny, restrictive in a
way she'd never imagined. She wanted out. She needed
out.

Her tiny hands hammered and pounded at the
glass and she screamed for freedom, but they simply grinned at her,
talking each other in voices muffled by the glass. The captor held
her up to eye-level to give her a final look over. Grinning wide.
Anya had just enough of her wits about her to notice his ears. His
long, pointed ears... she'd finally seen an elf. And now she
understood why her father had spoken so viciously of them.

Words like "price" and "gold" were tossed
back and forth between the men, each of them widening their smile.
Amid enthusiastic nods they pulled open a sack and tossed her jar
inside, exposing her to one final surge of fear as the darkness
closed in around her.

"No! Please! Please!" she cried.

They paid her no mind, and before long she
was rattling around the jar, clinking against the cold glass walls
with each step. She curled into a ball, pulling her knees to her
chest and sliding to the corner of the jar, tears streaming down
her face.

What had she done...

#

Ayna awoke to another miserable day. After
bumping and clinking about in her tiny jar for a few hours, the elf
who had captured her had transferred her to a strange glass tube.
It was about twice as tall as she was, and wide enough for her to
lay down if she curled up a bit. Both the top and bottom were made
of a wire mesh that she could fit her arms and legs through, but
try as she might she couldn't squeeze her body through. After three
hungry days, they fed her. The meal was a few drops of sugary water
drizzled down a thread hanging into the tube. Her new prison was
terrible, but at least it was better than the jar. The mesh let the
air through. That was a tremendous mercy. If she'd been bottled up
for much longer she wasn't certain her mind could have recovered.
To take away the wind was to take away the world.

The fairy hunters had placed her on a shelf
in a carriage stuffed with harsh-smelling herbs and assorted
curious animals and birds. Some she recognized as beasts of
Ravenwood, others she'd never seen before. All looked as distraught
and frightened as she. There, among the other captive beasts and
plant samples, she'd remained for what may have only been days but
felt like an eternity.

She wiped the fitful sleep from her eyes and
gazed at the crack beneath the door. Its glow was the only
indication of day and night anymore. Her heart and mind were still
seized with anxiety, but as the days had worn on, the boredom and
uncertainty became the most daunting. None of the other creatures
locked away with her were intelligent--or, at least, if they were,
they didn't understand her. It left nothing to occupy her mind but
the thoughts of what would be come of her, and why they were taking
her.

Strangely, she seldom thought of her home. A
part of her knew that each day she was among them but couldn't
venture out to forage, she was a weight for them to carry. Life in
Ravenwood was difficult even for a healthy fairy family. She'd not
been happy in her tree, and they'd not been happy with the effort
it took to keep her. Perhaps if she'd managed to pluck the leaf,
she might have felt differently, but she'd all but given up on ever
achieving such a thing. That meant the best life she could hope for
at home was a few years within the tree, watching her brothers and
sisters grow strong and start their own families. The only merciful
part of such a life was its length. Fairies who could not conjure
the breeze always seemed to wither and die more quickly than the
rest...

Though she was sorry to have lost her family
and her home, she knew deep down that they were probably better off
without another useless mouth to feed.

Her eyes were still focused on the door when
the carriage lurched to a stop, knocking her against the glass and
nearly sliding her tube from the shelf. After righting herself she
peered through the glass. She squinted at the sudden brightness of
the sun pouring through door as it open. They had come to a place
crowded with more of the things that had captured her.

Ayna cursed every moment she'd been curious
about these horrid beasts. In the mumbled words she heard through
the carriage walls during the trip she'd heard terms which might
have been those her grandfather had used in his stories. Words like
"human" and "dwarf." He'd claimed they were creatures like elves,
with differences which at the time hadn't been important to her. In
this place, she realized, there were examples of each. Seeing
dozens of them in one place, a place that lurked just beyond the
border of her forest home, made her shudder. What would become of
the fairies that lived in places such as this. Or what had
become of them.

Her eyes had yet to fully adjust when the
elf who caught her snatched her tube from the shelf and threw it
into a basket with a roll of scaly hide and a few bundles of dried
flowers and herbs. One of the humans he worked with snatched a cage
with an odd, six-legged brown bundle of ragged fur inside, and
another grabbed an oversize fox tail from within a chest.

The group hopped down from the carriage and
hauled their goods into the building. Ayna braced herself against
the glass, staring up at her captor and trying to make out to what
sort of place she'd been taken. Only the ceiling was visible
through the top of the basket, with a few brief glimpses at crowded
shelves high along one wall. Then an older, fatter human came into
view, and the two began to converse in their horrid, thundering
language.

Ayna had, at least, become more accustomed
to the deep, powerful tone with which these creatures spoke. It
helped her to recognize a handful of new words, though puzzling out
their meanings was a different matter altogether.

The fat man seemed happy to see the others,
and gestured to the brown creature the elf had brought. He and her
captor discussed the beast for a time, and in their discussion she
heard the word "olo" often enough to believe that such was their
name for the beast. Again "price" and "gold" were mentioned. Both
were words that seemed very interesting to both men. They
discussed them endlessly.

Steadily the conversation moved to the other
items the elf had brought. If she'd heard correctly, the fox tail
was called a "malthrope," or at least had something to do
with a malthrope. There were some harsh-sounding words hurled back
and forth regarding it, then they moved one by one through the
herbs and the hide, muttering about "silver" and "cure" and "buyer"
as they did.

She'd been so deeply focusing on their words
she'd not noticed that she was the only item left. The elf plucked
up her tube and handed it over to the fat man, who held her close
to his face. Ayna was tempted to once again beg for her freedom.
The others had ignored her or failed to understand, but perhaps
this man might feel differently. A close look at the face of the
man as he scrutinized her made her abandon the thought. His was
anything but a compassionate face. He didn't even have the face of
a predator, no hunger or instinct in his eyes as he twisted her
prison this way and that. His was an expression of appraisal, of
consideration. There was little indication that he even noticed
that Ayna was a living thing. If none of the others had listened to
her pleas, there was no reason to imagine that his one might. The
man shook her tube until she had to brace herself. He hefted it,
and thus her, in his hand.

Now his expression was disapproving. He said
words like "small" and "weak" as he glared at the elf. He gave the
tube another good hard shake, continuing to do so until her grip
slipped and she clinked painfully from one side of the glass to the
other. Another creature might had been badly injured by the force
of the impacts, but along with their tolerance to temperatures,
fairies were rather more durable than they appeared. When he was
through shaking, he added the word "powerless" to his disapproving
appraisal.

For better than ten minutes, the fat man and
the elf spoke, hurling statements at one another that mostly seemed
to circle around this "gold" that was so important to each. The fat
man gestured frequently with his hands, rattling Ayna about as he
did. After far too long, the elf and man nodded and shook
hands with one more mention of "price."

They plopped Ayna back into the basket and
took her to a dark, stuffy room farther into the building. It was
stuffed full of other jars and bins, rustling cages and splashing
buckets. In the dim light, she could see fish in a bucket against
the floor. Another bucket was swimming with long black creatures.
The air was choked with spicy, bitter smells.

After few minutes of talking that concluded
with the jingling of coins, the fat man came into the room. She
tried to back away, flattening herself against the glass. She
didn't know what he had in store for her, but it seemed each new
face she saw made her situation worse. He sorted through the rest
of the goods, hanging and stowing them in the appropriate
locations, then casually snatched her tube and carried it out to
the main room.

A clear view of the place didn't make her
feel any better. It was well-lit, but the air had the same stinging
quality of strange plants and awful liquids. He placed her on a
shelf behind a counter on the wall opposite the door, between a jar
of dried frogs and a jar of filmy wings she dearly hoped had come
from dragonflies.

With her properly situated, the fat man
quickly went about his business, ignoring her as though she was
nothing more than another one of his many wares... which, of
course, she was.


CHAPTER
TWO

Days passed, and Ayna became steadily numbed
to the fear. She still felt it to her core, but she couldn't summon
the will to fret any longer. Her world was this tube. No amount of
struggling or pulling budged any of the wires enough for her to
escape. Each morning, she was fed a splash of sugar water. Each
night, a servant girl would pick up the tube to wipe it and brush
out beneath it so that it would remain presentable, then back on
the shelf for a long, lonely night. It was humiliating to have no
choice but to tend to her most private needs in full view of
others, but in truth, that wasn’t the worst part. Humans walked in
and out of the store during the daylight hours, joined rarely by an
elf or dwarf. Most never even looked in her direction. That
was what stung her most, what churned her stomach and withered her
spirit. She was a thing to them, and not even an interesting
one.

Had she been able to keep a proper count,
she would have known that it was three weeks to the day since her
capture that a tall, lean man in heavy, finely tailored robes
stepped through the door. Ayna looked to him and listened to his
words, as any change from the tedium of waiting and worrying was
welcome. The fat man started the conversation in the same way he
always did.

The fat man greeted him with the word
"welcome," one of the few she felt certain she knew the proper
usage of. He and the "customer" began an exchange that continued
much as the dozens before it, but they spoke too quickly for her to
make much sense of their language. It was so blunt, like animals
grunting. She was far too accustomed to the musical, multi-tonal
serenade of fairy talk to imagine that something so coarse as half
of the "words" they exchanged could possibly have any meaning. But
somehow she could quickly tell that the topic of discussion had
shifted to her.

The words that they'd spoken so far that
stood out to Ayna as new were "cave" and "beast." Each worked its
way into almost every sentence, and often quite near to one
another. Their order changed, but she knew that one or both of
these things were a target of some kind, and the customer seemed to
feel that they could be the source of some difficulty.

After uttering the word "compass," the fat
man turned and pulled Ayna down from the shelf, thumping her onto
the table. She peered up nervously at the newcomer. He returned to
the shelf and snatched something else, clanking it down beside
her.

Ayna looked at the contraption. It was made
from thick metal, a ring of closely spaced bars that were nearly as
thick as her arm. The circle they formed was as wide as her current
prison. A single, solid ring sat atop the bars at a height that was
almost as tall as she was. The bottom was a metal plate with a
single, wide hole. Beside the contraption was a canvas sack large
enough to contain it in its entirety. Another visit to the shelf
produced a spool of thick thread and a few heavy lead beads.

The customer gave the fat man a dubious
look, but he merely smiled in return and reached down. With a quick
and practiced hand he threaded a few beads onto the end of the
twine, then reeled out a decent length of it and bit away the
excess. He tied a loose loop onto the free end, then threaded it
through the bottom of the metal contraption. From there he pulled
the loop of thread up, widening it around his fingers.

Now his hand reached for Ayna's tube, but
rather than plucking it from the counter he peeled back the wire
mesh. Her eyes widened and her heart jumped. She darted for the
opening, but her long disused wings left her less nimble than she
might have been, and he was ready for her besides. A single swipe
of the thread-bearing hand caught her, and after transferring her
struggling body to the opposite hand she felt him tighten the loop
of twine about her waist. He took the metal contraption in one hand
and released her with the other. Instantly the weight of the lead
beads yanked the twine and pulled her to the floor of the metal
tin, pinning her there despite her best efforts to so much as pull
herself to her hands and knees.

He grinned and held the contraption up
speaking with an informative tone before snatching up the bag with
his free hand. The light suddenly dropped away and Ayna looked up
to find he had covered this new prison with the canvas sack, once
again plunging her into utter darkness. Her heart fluttered and she
struggled desperately against the twine, screaming for mercy. She
was about to give up when the twine miraculously went slack. She
didn't waste a heartbeat, surging up against the canvas and hurling
herself against it. She could feel the wind and air of the outdoors
calling to her. If she could only--

"Ahh!" she cried, the loop pulling tight
again and dropping her to the floor of the cage.

The metal prison twisted and turned,
dizzying her, but when the twine slackened again she couldn't help
but take another leap for freedom, instantly working out the
nearest source of open air. When she reached the canvas again and
heaved her body against it, her chance of freedom was yanked away
again when the twine grew taut. This time it left her pinned on her
back, providing even less leverage and pinching her wings
terribly.

She could hear the fat man's voice begin an
exchange with his customer. The customer clearly liked what he had
seen, and the discussion shifted as it always did to the price.

The little fairy tugged at the loop and felt
tears of anguish begin to form in her eyes again as the two men
haggled. When each seemed to grudgingly agree, and the customer
handed over a few coins, the fat man demonstrated how to wrap the
weights and thread around the cage to keep it taut around her
waist. He then threw her prison in its sack and threw the sack in a
larger one. Once again she was trapped in the darkness, now
scarcely able to move.

Somehow she convinced herself each day that
things couldn't get any worse. And somehow each day they found a
way to do so.

#

Ayna jerked awake to the sound of a gruff,
bellowing voice. The hours of fruitless struggling in the dark had
sent her into an exhausted sleep, but even if she could learn to
live with the jostling of her journey and the rattling of the other
equipment in the sack with her, the voices of these creatures
continued to startle her each time she heard them.

Wherever she was taken, there were many
voices for her to hear, and the stink of crackling fire to burn her
nose. One voice was that of the man who had purchased her. He was
arguing with the owner of the deepest, roughest voice she'd ever
heard. At the beginning or end of every sentence he said a strange
new word: Gomder. Ayna supposed that these humans and elves and the
like must have names. Gomder must be the rough-voiced newcomer.

After what sounded like a demand from
Gomder, the fairy felt slight breath of wind and saw some faint
light filter through the threadbare canvas of her sack. She fell
backward as it was lifted into the air. The sack containing Ayna
and her cage dropped down hard on a surface and her owner started
to pull at the knot. She struggled weakly, hoping perhaps the bumpy
journey had loosened the twine. Alas, it was as secure as ever.

Peering down into her sack and framed by
gray sky were the faces of the man who had purchased her and a
stranger. And he was strange indeed. Beady brown eyes were staring
out from beneath bushy black eyebrows. Aside from a bulbous nose,
those eyes were the only part of his face not hidden by a thicket
of wild hair. Even when he smiled, it was visible only as a mild
shifting of hair and the crinkling of the corners of his eyes. She
vaguely remembered her grandfather telling stories of things called
dwarfs, but she'd not been certain if any of the people who entered
the store while she was perched on her shelf had truly matched the
description. In the case of Gomder, there was no doubt. He was
certainly a dwarf.

The scruffy bearded face brightened and he
uttered the a sentence that centered around the word compass again.
He seemed quite pleased to see Ayna, and almost seemed to recognize
her. He looked up and spoke to the man who had purchased her, using
the word "Klei" in a way that suggested it was the elderly elf's
name. Klei made an irritable remark, then reached down and pulled
Ayna's cage from the bag. He gestured it toward Gomder with a few
more muttered words, then threw it down.

Ayna cried out as she felt herself falling
through the air, and gasped in startled pain when her cage struck
something hard. Gomder barked a few harsh words before picking the
cage up again. He spoke a bit more, using the word compass often
enough for Ayna to realize they must have believed it was her
name.

Klei tossed the sack to Gomder and gestured
that Ayna should be once again placed inside. She shuddered at the
thought of being tucked away in the dark again so quickly, but
Gomder once again growled an angry reply and shook his head. He
started to fiddle with the twine and weights, his thick fingers
working with remarkable dexterity to tease out just enough slack so
that Ayna could climb to her knees. She looked to him curiously,
almost distrustful of what amounted to the first bit of kindness
she'd been shown since her capture. She rubbed at the tender area
that had been pinned beneath the twine until now.

Gomder looked to Klei and asked a question
about sugar, a word she'd quite thoroughly learned during her time
on the shelf, as it was often one of the last things mentioned
before she was fed. Klei shook his head and countered with a
strange new word. "Molasses." The dwarf nodded and gestured for
it.

Ayna huddled low in her prison, clutching
the bars and watching the man who purchased her trudge over to his
horse. Gomder set her cage down but remained beside her, arms
crossed. He was smaller than the others, by quite a bit in fact.
From what she'd seen of how these creatures treated those smaller
than themselves, it was a wonder to her that he wasn't in a cage as
well.

Klei returned with a fist-sized wooden cask,
like a barrel in miniature. It had a thick cork driven into a hole
near the center where it bulged out, and try as he might the
withered old elf couldn't seem to work the thing loose. He handed
it instead to Gomder, who took the stopper between a stubby thumb
and forefinger and twisted it free with ease.

"He's so strong..." Ayna uttered.

The dwarf scraped a bit of the thick, black
substance from the end of the cork onto the rim of the cage. He
then popped the cork back in and set the cask down.

She frowned at the smell of this new stuff.
It was a sweet scent, a bit like honey, but there was also the
strong twist of bitterness, and even smoke. If she wasn't so
hungry, she might never have tried it, but as it was her last meal
was long ago, and the struggling had left her famished. Scooping at
the sticky stuff with her hands, she sampled it. When it touched
her tongue she recoiled at the flavor and twisted her face in
disgust.

Ayna had expected bitterness, but this was
so much worse than she'd imagined. She fought to swallow it, and
shook her head viciously until the flavor died way. There was no
doubt it was nourishing, but Ayna new she wouldn't have to worry
about over-indulging in the awful stuff. When her hunger was sated,
or at least beaten into submission, she looked around. For the
moment she didn't seem to be in any new danger. There was
time for her to take in her surroundings.

The group had set up camp at the very edge
of a huge forest. For many, a forest was a forest, one no different
from another. To Ayna, this place was instantly and obviously not
her home, or any part of it. The trees were of the wrong sort, too
close and too thick. Most of all, though, the air felt
wrong. It was moving in the wrong direction, mixed with a faint
saltiness and carrying the sensation of water and ice. She opened
her mind to it and read the wind for miles around. Nothing felt
familiar. Ayna didn't know there was as much world as there
was distance between her and where she'd spent her life.

A fire crackled in the center of a ring of
people. Klei the elf was the tallest and clearly the oldest,
appearing positively frail in comparison to the others. Six other
creatures joined him, listening with varying levels of interest and
respect as he droned on in his language. They were shorter than he,
but taller than Gomder, and Ayna imagined they must be humans. Two
of them were females, the rest male. And of course there was Gomder
himself, who had joined them in nodding through Klei's speech.

The elf was the only one dressed in robes.
The others were heaped with animal hides rendered down into stiff
leather scales, or else they were weighed down with rings or plates
of metal. Sharp metal blades hung at some belts, taut wooden bows
on some backs. Gomder carried an ax that may have weighed as much
as he did. They sat on logs that had been hacked roughly in half,
forming makeshift benches. It was one of these benches that held
her cage for the moment.

More stories her grandfather told flickered
into her mind. Warriors... they were warriors, heavy with armor and
armed for battle. And Klei could only be a wizard. They fit the
descriptions perfectly. Even as a child Ayna hadn't believed the
tales her grandfather had told. Nothing could be so powerful as
he'd claimed they were. The wizards, he'd claimed, could bring to
their will not just the wind as fairies did, but water, fire, and
earth as well. They could heal the sick with a thought, or cause
their enemies to wither and die with a blast of concentrated
darkness. And the warriors... swords could slice effortlessly into
the hides of wolves. Bows could send arrows flitting faster than a
falcon, driving deep into the trunks of trees. And axes could fell
the trees themselves. It was madness to believe it all. A tree was
a home to dozens of fairies. How could anyone cause it to topple?
She may as well believe that the very world could be split
in two... and yet here she sat, trapped in a cage and sitting atop
the remains of an oak...

Every last one of them was huge and strong.
They were powerful, fearless, and bold. They were everything she
was not. In that moment, she began to feel the fear change. Now it
was tempered with awe, and beneath that, envy. If she was like
them, she never would have been captured. She would never have had
to fear eagles and foxes and elves. She could flash her
mighty sword and those who would harm her would flee in fear,
trembling at the sight of her precisely as she trembled in the
sight of them now.

Why did she have to be such an insignificant
nothing when creatures like them existed? She pounded her fists on
the cage, for the first time in anger instead of terror, and cursed
the cruelty of fate as her keepers plotted out what the future had
in store for her.

She listened to their words, trying to pick
out those she believed she understood, but there were precious few.
It was still a terrible struggle for her to decipher even a
smattering of their clumsy words.

There were a few things, at least, which
were clear. Klei was their leader, and Gomder the most enthusiastic
among the group. Klei spoke in an increasingly spirited manner.
Again he spoke of some manner of beast and cave. There was also
much talk of a "war." Words like "honor" and "glory" seemed to draw
cheers from the others. Their roars of support were startled Ayna
each time the broke out. Leaving her heart racing and her nerves on
edge.

Finally, the words became more subdued, more
thoughtful. Klei seemed to be instructing the others. The lack of
outbursts allowed her recover her composure. She looked to Gomder.
He was sitting beside her cage, slowly rubbing a rag across the
head of his ax. Unlike many of the weapons carried by the others,
his equipment was utterly immaculate. Even with her untrained eye,
she could see that the ax was worn but in good repair. The same
could be said for his armor, and a pick that hung from his belt. He
dribbled some oil onto his rag and rubbed it onto the blade some
more, not stopping until it was gleaming like the surface of a
frozen lake. When he was through, one by one he checked the items
on his belt and in his pouches then turned to Ayna.

She'd ventured a second taste of the meal
that had been offered to her, and this time she had a bit more
trouble getting it down. She looked sheepishly back at him as he
gazed down at her, trying to halt the coughing and gagging fit that
the latest taste had prompted. After a moment of thought, he began
to rummage through his pack and revealed an odd, round-tipped
chisel of some kind and a stout, heavy-headed hammer.

Ayna scrambled back when she realized that
he was heading for her cage, and moved as far aside as the slack in
the twine would allow. Gomder placed the tip of the chisel between
the hole in the cage's base and its wall, then raised the hammer.
She panicked, curled into a ball, and covered her ears. The clang
of hammer on chisel and chisel on metal shook her to the core. She
didn't move or even open her eyes until she felt a splash of
moisture. When she ventured a peek, she found that the chisel blow
had dented the floor of the cage, causing it to sit a bit crooked
on the half log. Into the dent he'd poured a dribble of water.

It too her a few moments to realize that
he'd seen her coughing and had prepared a bowl of water for her.
She crept of to it, washing the lingering flavor from her mouth,
then looked up to him gratefully. He'd already turned back to
speech that Klei was giving.

#

For a time, Ayna's days became a shifting,
clinking cacophony punctuated by brief, precious glimpses of the
outside world. She spent most of her time stuffed into Gomder's
bag. Though she was stored with things like canteens and bandages,
the smell of old leather and unwashed clothes made her gag, he at
least took the care to set her carefully at the top and pad around
her to keep her from thumping about. Ayna felt that if she were in
the care of the elf, or one of the others she would have been
buried beneath other things, battered and crushed as they shuffled
along. Gomder was better than that.

Once per day, just before the rest of the
group set down for the night, Gomder pulled her from the pack and
set her down for a meal. In the beginning, she looked forward to
this time, not only because it gave her a brief moment to gaze at
the sky and put some food in her stomach, but because it was a
respite from the jostling of travel. When the others finished their
meal, she was packed away again for the night, but she could at
least sleep while they did. Inevitably, she would be shaken awake
by the rough motion of Gomder donning his pack, and another
interminable day of travel would begin.

On the second day, the meals were eaten
under the thick canopy of the woods. The fifth saw their supper
eaten in the shadow of a mountain. On the sixth, her precious
glimpse of the sky was denied her, for when she was fetched and
fed, there was no sky at all.

"Supper, compass," Gomder grumbled, dabbing
a blob of molasses onto the sticky section of the compass's rim
that had become her dinner plate.

Ayna gazed about, withering fear not
allowing her to comprehend what she saw. There was darkness, all
around her. It wasn't the darkness of night. There were no stars,
and no moon. Most nights, the cloud cover in the northern alliance
was dense enough to deny a clear view of such things, but even then
there was a glow. Here, the only light came from a dim torch set at
the feet of the circle of warriors. It filled the stagnant,
lifeless air of the place with stinking smoke, and what little of
the ground and walls it revealed looked to be little more than
cold, gray stone.

This was a place of shadows and echoes. She
tried to read the wind, but almost as it had been when she was
trapped in the jar, the wind was not there for her. Even the
mighty, howling winds of the mountain seemed distant and muffled,
strangled by soil and stone. It was an awful, withering
sensation...

Without the wind, she felt so horribly
alone, adrift. And these fools didn't seem to care what they had
done. They were inside the mountain. The warriors had
dragged her along as they trapped themselves just as they had
captured her, bottling themselves in a horrid abyss far from the
light of day.

Panic gripped her, fluttering in her chest
and burning her mind. She pulled madly at the twine around her
middle, driven only by the need to get away. Above her, Gomder
released a rumbling sound that she'd been able to determine was his
version of laughter, pointing at Ayna and muttering something
involving the words compass and cave. The others had been using
this last word often enough that it must have been the name for
this place.

The surge of mindless fear was slow to pass,
but hunger was a powerful motivator to get her wits about her and
eat what she'd been given before she was too weak to do so. She
finished what she could stomach of the molasses, then looked
expectantly to him.

"Some water please, Gomder," she said.

Ayna knew they couldn't understand her any
better than she could understand them, but Gomder was kind enough
and attentive enough to look in her direction when she spoke, and
he usually offered up a splash from his canteen at the close of
every meal. As before, he let a few drops fall into her improvised
dish. She drank of it, then used the rest to rinse herself as best
she could.

Her nightly ritual complete, she no longer
had anything to distract her from the terrible stillness of the air
and the impenetrable darkness of the cave. She trembling gaze to
her keeper. Gomder was crunching on a piece of food the fairy
couldn't recognize, something pale and crumbly. In sharp contrast
to her own feelings, he clearly wasn't frightened at all. If
anything he seemed more at ease now than when he'd been in the
forest. He merely sat, eating his meal and listening as Klei gave
this instruction or that.

"How can you stand this?" Ayna said out
loud. Again, she knew she wouldn't get an answer, but right now she
needed to hear a fairy voice, even if it was her own. "How can you
cut yourself off from the sky? How can you stay so steady when life
and freedom are so far away?"

Klei made an irritable comment about
"noise." Gomder replied with something like "compass is
singing."

Ayna continued. "What does it take? How can
I be different than I am?" she asked. "How can I be like you are?
Brave and strong!"

Klei muttered angrily again. His words were
swift and sharp, and the distance and echo made them harder to
understand than ever, but his gestured made it clear he was
ordering Gomder to return her to the pack.

"No! Please, not yet!" Ayna said.

Gomder shook his head and waved the gesture
away, replying with something that sounded like, "We care for our
tools properly."

Klei seemed to reluctantly accept this. Ayna
breathed a sigh of relieve, and cast a warm and grateful look at
Gomder.

"Tool..." she muttered quietly to
herself.

She'd more than once heard him use the term
in reference to her. He believed compass to be her name, then
perhaps tool was something like friend...

In time, the others finished their meals and
the time came for her to be stowed from the night. The last thing
they did before Gomder placed her carefully into his pack was
extinguish even the dim light of the torch, leaving them all in
utter blackness. Ayna focused on breathing steadily, hoping that
with enough care she could at least bring her pounding heart to a
rest so that she could sleep. Something inside her seemed certain
that this was just the first of many nights in this deepening,
waking nightmare.

#

The days to come taught her that, powerful
though they were, her keepers were not invincible. And brave though
they were, they were not fearless. She'd been denied, or perhaps
more accurately she had been spared, the sight of what precisely
had happened, but well into the third day's journey, something had
happened. First was a rumble. It began in the distance, and the
others heard it before she did. They called out, Gomder moved
quickly, and there was much confused shouting as the rumble grew
louder. It was like thunder, but continuous, rolling on and on and
growing more vicious and deafening. Shaking came next. The whole
mountain rattled her captors about as they had been jostling
her.

Their yelling took on the flavor of fear,
but they didn't give in to the blind panic that was quickly
claiming Ayna. A loud crack and a louder crumble spurred the whole
group into motion. They ran, shifting directions whenever another
crack and clatter occurred. Not until the rumble stopped did they.
When the night's meal occurred, there were only seven faces around
the torch. The elf was gone.

From that terrible event, things changed.
What she imagined could only have been determination still
dominated their voices when they spoke and their faces when she
could see them, but there was also the familiar twinge of creeping
fear. Days passed, more than Ayna had the mind to count. During the
journey the motion of the bag seemed slower and more labored with
each passing hour. The meals of her captors seemed smaller. The
torch was dimmer. No longer was there laughter at the evening meal.
Seldom were there words passed at all, and when there were, they
were angry barbs spat at one another. Twice she remembered seeing
no meals at all when they rested, their light a tiny smoldering
remnant of torch rather than a fresh one.

Then, one day, her own meal didn't come. The
cask that held her sweet black food was instead being passed
between members of the group, each drinking of the contents and
gagging as she had each night. And now she realized there were
fewer faces still. One of the females was gone, and one of the
males. Those who remained barked angrily at one another, their
voices booming and echoing from the walls of the black tunnel.

Gomder bellowed loudest of all. He growled
words like "lost" and "dying." He spoke angrily of a beast and of
hunger. When the humans offered some sort of reply, he shouted them
down. The dwarf stabbed a thick finger in Ayna's direction. In his
echoing proclamation, Ayna recognized only the words, "Use the
compass."

In the dim light, Ayna had to squint to see
the hands begin to raise one by one, reluctant acceptance and
agreement on their faces. Gomder nodded. He snatched Ayna's cage,
more roughly than he'd ever done before, and tugged at the twine
securing the weights around the cage. They suddenly released,
yanking Ayna forcefully against the bottom.

He passed one of his hands beneath the cage
and she felt the twine begin to loosen. What followed was an act of
pure instinct. The very hint of freedom, that the twine
might have been cut and she was loose again, was all it took for
her to buzz her wings to speed and hurl herself into the air. She
didn't need to feel for the wind. She'd been fixating on the meager
little whisper of wind for days much the same way the warriors had
been huddled around the dying light of the torch.

When she reached the end of the slack, she
fought and tugged madly, but once it was clear the direction she
was trying to fly, Gomder tipped the cage forward and dropped the
weights. The rope grew taut, she slammed to the floor of the cage,
and the party set off in the direction she'd attempted to flee.
They didn't stow her in the pack again, though. Instead, they
carried her along. The dwarf held a dim torch in one hand and her
cage in the other, stopping every few minutes to hand off the torch
and raise the weights once more. She learned by the second time
that they did not mean to free her, but it didn't matter. The
moment she felt her bonds loosen she couldn't help but try to
escape, flitting toward the breath of wind and its promise of
freedom for an instant before being dragged back down to the floor
of the cage.

It was unpleasant and painful, but at least
it seemed to be bringing the group toward freedom. If this was what
it would take to escape this wretched hole in the ground, then so
be it.


 


 


 CHAPTER THREE

For what must have been two days it
continued in that way. There was no rest, no food. The haggard
group of adventurers simply trudged with her as a guide. Each of
them weakened, their journey slowed, but each time she was called
upon Ayna fought harder. They were nearly free. She could feel it.
The life was returning to the air. It was close now, tantalizing.
Before much longer her captors could feel it, too. They rushed and
stumbled on legs made clumsy by fatigue and hunger, driven by the
promise of escape from this terrible place.

At last, they saw it. A glass-smooth slope
lay ahead, and at the bottom... light. Light and the promise of
day. They cried out in words she didn't need to understand to
recognize as joy. Ayna reached out her hands, stretching them
toward the gleam of sun as though if she tried hard enough she
could touch it. Just when she felt she might be free of the
darkness, her captors tossed her back into the bag.

"No! No please! You can't! Please let me
see the light!" Ayna cried and pleaded, fear and anger in her
voice.

Her words reached their ears as a pitiful
and easily dismissed trill of fairy language, lost in the clamor of
their desperate rush for freedom. Even from within the bag she
could feel the moment they stepped free of the cave. It was a rush
of fresh, wild air, not the weak and tamed wisps that twisted their
way through the tunnels. It was all around her, slipping through
the mouth of the sack. A layer of coarse leather separated her from
the freedom she'd helped the others to reach.

With a rough thump she felt the whole sack
strike the ground. There were voices, more than just those of the
adventuring party. The voices filed the air, shouting words in a
dozen languages she didn't recognize, and the wind carried the
murmurs of hundreds more. She waited, her heart pounding in her
chest and her mind burning with the sting of denied freedom until
gradually the voices began to retreat. They were leaving her. They
were taking the adventurers away.

"Take me, too! Please take me with you! I'm
still in here! Gomder, don't leave me!" she screeched, but her
voice simply didn't have the strength to be heard.

Tears flowed anew from her eyes as she tore
furiously at the string about her waist. It couldn't end this way.
She couldn't starve to death, forgotten and alone amongst a mound
of discarded equipment. Her fingers were raw from wrestling with
the bonds when she suddenly heard something she had never expected
to hear again. It was her own language...

"Newcomers! How many of them? Five!
That's remarkable. Five at one time? Have we ever had so many at
once?" said the voice.

It was a gentle, frail voice, a female fairy
who must have been quite old. Whoever it was must have been
following the commotion caused by her captors, as she was far away
and getting further.

"Help! Help, can you hear me?" Ayna cried,
her voice hoarse.

The other fairy, far too distant to hear the
cries, continued. Ayna strained to hear.

"How did they find their way? Did anyone
ask? Of course it's important. They could have used a
compass."

Ayna shook. It was jarring to hear the
coarse word spoken by a fairy voice, but more jarring to have that
word be their name for her. This fairy knew she was here!

"Yes! Yes, you forgot me! You forgot
compass!" Ayna called.

Still having not heard her, the fairy voice
continued. "No, no. A fairy compass. You! You there! Blast
it, why won't they pay attention?"

The voice changed now, lowering a bit and
uttering all of her words in the same crude language the
adventurers spoke. She repeated the same phrase a few times, a
clear edge of anger coming to the words.

"I knew it! Where are their bags? Are they
over there?" the other fairy proclaimed. "Get them open now!"

Ayna heard the stomp of feet and the jingle
of buckles and gear as the discarded bags of the adventurers were
tugged open one at a time.

"Here! Here!" Ayna called out.

"I hear her. This one. Get it open!" the
fairy directed.

The opening drew open, letting natural light
pour over Ayna for the first time in too long. She shielded her
eyes with one arm and held tight to the cage with the other as it
was lifted free and set gently on the ground. As it was lowered
down, the weights that held her to the bottom were lifted and she
felt the slack. Again she darted to the sky, now blindly, straining
at the cord for all she was worth. For once she knew that if she
broke free, she would be free. Not trapped in some dark hole
with half a mountain to contend with, but truly free to fly on the
breeze again.

"Hold still, child. You're safe," the other
fairy murmured.

"Please! No! I'm sorry! I'm sorry I took the
food! Just don't make me go back into the dark!" Ayna said, her
frenzied mind not able to process the words of assurance.

She heard a sizzle and the scent of burning
string tickled her nose, then suddenly she was free. She bolted
skyward, casting her still adjusting gaze around for anywhere she
might hide. What lay below her was a village filled with
structures like those she'd seen in the human city beyond her
forest. It was teeming with the very sort of creatures who had held
her prisoner for so long. To the south, she could swear she saw
humans and other creatures clashing swords in open courtyards.
Behind her was a towering cliff leading up into the mountains.
Ahead to the west was a stretch of huts, and beyond them a lake and
then a sharp drop off revealing an endless expanse of water beyond.
Toward the northern edge of the place she saw trees. She rushed
toward them. In seconds, she had whisked through the foliage of a
mighty oak and took shelter in the crook of two branches.

When she was safely hidden, she sat on the
rough bark and hugged her knees, rocking back and forth and
fluttering her wings. She was at the very edge of her wits, ready
to bolt for the next tree at the slightest sound. It was fortunate,
then, that the next thing she heard was the soothing hum of wings
like her own. She raised her teary eyes and watched as a fairy
approached. She looked ancient and frail, but also pleasant and
friendly, meeting Ayna's eyes through the leaves.

"Hello, child," said the elder fairy. "I can
only imagine what you've been through. Actually, I suppose that one
matter I don't need to imagine it. We have that in
common. I know the last thing you want right now is to have to cope
with anything else new or different, but I have some nectar here,
and I'll wager you are quite hungry."

Ayna paced warily along the branch, peeking
out from behind the nearest leaves. She sniffled. "What kind
of nectar?"

The other fairy smiled, holding out the
curve of a red petal brimming with liquid. "Rose. My personal
favorite, but there are other choices."

Ayna sniffled again and tugged the leaf
aside as though she were holding open a door. The other fairy
landed lightly and stepped into the shade of the foliage. Ayna took
the petal and sipped gratefully while she looked over her
benefactor. The elder fairy's hair was mostly gray with streaks of
the black it had once been. She had a kind face, creased lightly by
a lifetime of smiles and laughter. Her clothes, like the cup she'd
provided, seemed to be made from red rose petals. They were
rendered far thinner and more supple than the now-ragged petals of
Ayna's dress, and tailored into an almost regal gown.

"My name is Fiora," said the elder
fairy.

"I'm Ayna."

"Ah!" she said brightly. "It has been so
long since I've heard a new fairy name. A warm welcome to you,
Child of the Cold Wind from the Mountain that Blows Across the
Stream and Through the Reeds."

Ayna blinked. She'd not heard her full name
pronounced in such a way since her parents had spoken it to her in
her youth. The complexity of fairy talk was such that "Ayna" and
her full name differed only in the nuances of the tone and flutter,
but to hear it pronounced flawlessly was like suddenly being given
a glimpse of the life she had been spirited away from.

Fiora continued. "We call this place Entwell
Num Garastra. It may not seem it now, but this is truly a place of
wonder. I'll tell you all about it if you like. But before I do,
are you hurt? Do you need anything?"

Ayna shook her head and sipped some more.
"I'm not hurt. I'm just... I don't..." Tears trickled from her eyes
anew.

Fiora placed a reassuring hand on Ayna's
shoulder. "I know. It was an ordeal. You've lost a great deal, and
faced fears you didn't know you had. Take some time. Find me or
anyone else when you are ready and we shall teach you what we need
to know."

Ayna nodded and drank again, draining the
last of the nectar. Fiora took a step, making ready to leave, but
Ayna dropped the petal and rushed forward, throwing her arms around
Fiora and sobbing.

"It is all right, Ayna. It is all right,"
she cooed, holding the little fairy tightly.

"I didn't mean to... my mother said
not to... there was a jar with something so sweet and..."

"Honey. It is a trick they've been using
since my time. I was caught in the same way."

"I'm so sorry I..." The words rushed out
between long, bitter sobs.

"Ayna, listen. What happened did not happen
because you misbehaved. No one did this to punish you. You made a
mistake."

"But if it wasn't for what I did, then
why?" Ayna said.

"Those people you saved--and always remember
that you saved them by leading them here--didn't care what
you did. They are warriors. They came to this place to prove
themselves in combat against a terrible beast. And to do this, they
believed they needed you. That is all you need to know for
now."

"But... but they never fought a
beast..."

Fiora sighed. "It is easier to understand if
you know the tale from the beginning. For centuries or more, people
have entered the very cave you just survived. Many of them never
left. People began to spread the word that a beast must live
inside, a creature who was taking the lives of the explorers who
ventured inside. A call was made for the mightiest warriors to slay
the beast. They, like the explorers, either returned having found
nothing or, more frequently, never returned at all. The legend
grew, and more people began to venture into the cave.

"But many of those who died within the cave
learned, in their last moments, the secret of the cave. There was
no beast. It was simply a treacherous place. One that claimed the
lives of the other adventurers without the touch of a beast. They
had perished, crushed by cave-ins, withered from hunger, fallen
into chasms, or drowned in rising waters. But some, the luckiest or
the best of them, did not perish. They instead found their
way through to this place. We are those survivors. This village is
formed of the rare adventurers who reached this side of the
mountain. We work to share our knowledge and test ourselves against
one another. In that way, we hope to achieve something great from
the foolish journey into the cave to face the beast."

"But if they thought there was a beast, why
would they choose to go into that cave? Why would they
choose to fight anything?" Ayna asked, not able to grasp it
all.

"To prove their bravery. To prove their
skill. To earn a place in history. To earn a great reward. They all
have their reasons. But you needn't worry about that. All you need
to know is that you are safe. The rest can wait."

"The rest?" Ayna said.

"You'll find that as different as we all are
in Entwell, we all share something. We all seek to improve
ourselves. Someday soon we shall ask you what you choose to be, and
we shall do what we can to help you become it."

Ayna said. "I'm just a little fairy. What
could I become? Everyone here is so big. I don't belong here. I
won't survive."

"You are a little fairy, Ayna, but you
aren't just a little fairy. I was a little fairy once, and
I've survived over a hundred years here."

"A hundred... a hundred years?" Ayna wiped
her eyes. "But fairies don't live a hundred years."

Fiora smiled. "You've got a lot to learn,
Ayna. And we will gladly teach it. That is all we require of you:
that you teach what you can, and that you learn what you wish. We
have here in Entwell experts of every weapon, crafters of every
spell. For a few days you should rest. Recover from your journey.
But during that time, see what it is we can offer you. When you are
ready, we will ask you what you would like to study, and your real
journey can begin."

Ayna nodded and reluctantly let Fiora
go.

"Be well, Ayna," Fiora said.

"Thank you... um..." She cleared her throat.
"The Child of the Dry Breeze That Blows Over the Valley and Through
the Willows."

Fiora smiled. "You are very welcome."

#

It took time, but Ayna slowly came to
understand her new home, at least well enough to know that she
wasn't in any danger. There were other fairies, each a bit older
and a great deal wiser, but they were so different from her. They
didn't hide from the larger creatures. They didn't need to.
When she spoke to them, most told the same story of their arrival.
They were snatched away and, when their keepers became hopelessly
lost, they were used to lead the path to freedom. The only
difference was the handful of fairies who had actually been
born in Entwell.

As she gained her strength back, Anya
journeyed to the south side of Entwell, what the locals called
Warrior's Side. There were no fairies there. Instead, she found
humans, elves, and dwarves. They meant her no harm, and most seemed
not to even notice her, but nonetheless she barely had the courage
to remain there for more than a few minutes before she felt the
urge to scurry to her tree... yet something about them called to
her. Something about these huge, powerful beings, some even larger
and mightier than those who had brought her through the cave, was
fascinating. And, of course, Gomder was there.

Ayna sat in a tree near to him, remaining
there as long as she could as she watched him speak to other
dwarves. Gomder was the reason she was alive, the only creature
from the outside who seemed to truly care about her. The other
adventurers in his party were dreadful. She wanted nothing to do
with them. Even the heady fascination with the raw strength of
these people could bring her to linger when they were near. But
Gomder... she had to know more about him, and about those lucky few
who were like him. What were they doing here? How did they come to
be what they are?

When she asked the other fairies, they told
her that the best thing to do was to ask the warriors themselves.
None of the people she found on the Warrior's Side spoke her
language, and Gomder seemed too filled with wonder and joy at this
new place to even notice her. If she was to have her messages
delivered and her questions answered she would need help. She
sought out Fiora.

The elder fairy made her home in a small
bush near the mountain. Ayna had seen Fiora drift toward it at the
close of each day, but so far she herself had never had the nerve
to follow, much as she'd wished to speak to fairy matron. The air
in that part of the village had a charred, broiled scent to it that
made Ayna uneasy, and a stone hut hid the breathing of a beast
she'd been lucky enough to avoid seeing. All the same, Fiora was
the only person in this strange place who seemed to calm Ayna's
drumming heart when she spoke, and if she was to find someone to
translate what the people of Warrior's Side had to say, she would
need a steady hand holding hers to give her the courage to linger
long enough to learn the answers to her questions. Only Fiora could
offer both the wisdom and the strength.

As Ayna drew nearer, the air took on a
sharper scent. Orange light flared from within stone structure and
she could hear movement. Her eyes darted to the opening of the
squat stone hut just in time to see the gray, scaled snout and
fierce reptilian eyes of a predator emerge. Her heart leaped into
her throat as the thing ambled forward. It was covered from nose to
tail in tough gray scales and had great wings folded on its back.
She knew enough of the old stories to know that it was a dragon,
and though she'd been told that such things were larger than trees,
This one was but the size of a wolf. It was still quite large
enough to make a quick meal of her. Her mind seized with fear, she
launched herself for the bush, the only shelter.

Flitting through the stiff leaves of the
little bush, she immediately barreled into Fiora, who reeled
backward with a start before realizing the source of the
intrusion.

"Oh! Goodness, child, you startled me! What
brings you here, Ayna?"

Ayna tugged madly at her hand, trying to
pull her free of the bush. "M-miss Fiora, there's a--we have to go
quickly! There's a dragon!"

"Calm yourself, calm yourself," she said
with a chuckle. "His name is Solomon. He's simply heading off for a
meal before beginning his training."

"But what will he eat?" Ayna fretted,
huddling beside Fiora and clutching her hand as the hissing breath
and crunching footsteps drew nearer.

"I imagine he eats fish. I don't know for
certain, but he won't be eating you or me, so again, please calm
yourself. What brings you here?"

Ayna couldn't bring herself to answer until
the footsteps passed and retreated into the distance. She gave
herself a few moments to let her heartbeat return to normal and
glanced around the home of her friend. In many ways it was not so
different from her own home in Ravenwood. Thick, waxy leaves from
trees elsewhere in the woods had been folded and sculpted into
seats and places to stow assorted clothing. The only thing that
made it significantly different was the presence of a strange gem,
nearly half as large as Ayna and curled in limbs of the bush as
though the shrub was obligingly holding it for Fiora.

"You're sure about the dragon?"

"I've lived here for many years and he's yet
to eat me. I can't imagine he'd make an exception for you."

She took a few more unsteady breaths, then
shook her head and turned back to the task at hand. "I... they told
me I should ask the warriors questions if I want to know more about
them."

"Indeed you should. I'm pleased that you're
curious. Curiosity is a fine thing to have."

"But I don't understand them. Some of them
understand me but..."

"You need someone to translate. You need
only ask. I haven't got any students at the moment, I would be
pleased to. Shall we go now?"

"When... when the dragon is further away..."
Ayna said.

"Of course, child," Fiora said sweetly. "I
hope you have been comfortable here. Are people treating you
well?"

"I haven't been spending much time outside
the tree. I leave sometimes, to get food and to try to look around,
but... it doesn't feel right. The last time I looked around I was
stuffed in a jar... and there are so many people around..."

"I understand. It isn't like the home you
left behind, or the one I did. It took me ages before I felt at
home here."

"But if it didn't feel right, why didn't you
leave? Why didn't you go back home?"

"I was even younger than you when I arrived,
and the only way back is through the cave or over the mountain. I
couldn't stomach the thought of either. By the time I felt strong
enough, I'd learned how much there was to do in this place, how
wonderful the people were. What can I say? This is my home now.
Come, Solomon is quite far, let's go."

Fiora gently led Ayna out of the bush and
they set off toward Warrior's Side, Ayna glancing anxiously about
as they went.

"You know, I'm rather proud of you for
showing interest in the warriors. Most fairies barely visit that
side of Entwell."

"I know..."

"What brings you there?"

"Just want to know more."

"Again, nothing wrong at all with a bit of
curiosity. But I would have thought, especially so fresh from the
outside, that you would have been more interested in what the other
fairies were up to."

"The other fairies are up to what they are
always up to. Small, skittish things in the bushes and
trees," she said irritably.

"I think you'll find if you ask around,
there's a bit more than that going on."

"But none of them are being brave.
They're all still small and weak compared to the warriors."

"I certainly wouldn't characterize us as
weak. Our kind are among the most potent spell crafters in
Entwell."

"That doesn't do me any good."

"Why not?"

"Because I haven't plucked my leaf yet."

"Plucked your... oh, heavens. Is that
still the way of things? They were doing that nonsense when
I was a girl. Ayna, if you'll sit down with even one of our
lowest masters, you'll be plucking a leaf before the week is
out."

"But that's now how it's done! I'm supposed
to learn on my own. That's the tradition. It's... it's how we know
I'm strong enough."

"Tradition is all well and good, Ayna, but
if it holds you back from something that could make you and the
world greater, it may be time to set it aside."

"But look what happened to me when I ignored
it, Miss Fiora." Fiora opened her mouth to offer another assurance,
but Ayna tugged her forward. "Here. This is one of the warriors who
brought me here. He was the one who fed me and cared for me. I want
to talk to him. I want to thank him."

Ayna led the way to Gomder, who was pacing
back toward the center of the warrior's training grounds after an
apparent trip to the food hut toward the center of Entwell. He had
a crust of bread in his hands, and more than a few crumbs in his
beard. Though he'd changed to a suit of clothes provided by the
people of Entwell, he still carried his own heavy ax.

"What is his name?" Fiora said.

"Gomder. At least, I think it is Gomder. I
have a hard time understanding their words."

"Ah. No matter." Fiora raised her voice and
called after him. "Sir! Excuse me, sir dwarf?"

The elegant, melodious fairy language didn't
seem to catch the dwarf's attention, so she flitted in front of him
and switched to a language better suited to his ear.

"Hello, good sir dwarf," Fiora said.

Gomder stopped briefly, glancing at Fiora
with the same expression of confusion he might have worn if a house
fly had tried to speak with him. He then waved his hand irritably
in his face as if to swat her away and pressed on.

Fiora flitted back to avoid the waving hand,
then scowled lightly. The edges of her wings took on a red glow and
her tiny fists tightened.

"Your friend hasn't learned proper
Entwellian etiquette yet," Fiora said with flickering annoyance.
She darted in front of him again. "Sir!"

The word was accompanied by a flash of flame
which managed to catch and hold the dwarf's attention. It very
nearly caught his beard on fire, in fact.

"Err... yes?" he said.

"I wonder if I could have a moment of your
time? The fairy who saved your life has some questions for
you."

"Eh?" he turned to see Ayna sheepishly
drifting to Fiora's side. "Oh. The compass."

"He said..." Fiora began.

"I know. He called me compass. He thinks
that is my name. Tell him my name is Ayna."

"The young fairy who served as your compass
is named Ayna."

Gomder stared back. If he felt the words had
any use to him, he certainly didn't show it in his expression.

Ayna didn't wait long before practically
bursting with questions. "Ask him what sort of things he can do
with the ax. And how he learned to use it. Ask him if he's always
been so strong, and if not, now he made himself stronger. Ask him
why he wanted to go into the cave. And... and thank him for taking
care of me."

"Easy, Ayna. Slowly. We'll start with the
last bit first. She thanks you for taking care of her. It was very
kind."

"You have to feed a compass and let it out
now and then or it won't be much good. That's basic maintenance,
not kindness," he grunted.

"Is that all you wish to say?"

"What more is there to say?"

"An acknowledgment of her gratitude would
not be out of place," Fiora said.

"She is a compass. What's the point of that?
She was a good compass, but that's the end of it."

"What did he say?" Ayna said eagerly.

"His care for you was not as kind or
charitable as you might have hoped... let's address some of your
other questions, shall we?"

"But what exactly did he say?"

Fiora sighed. "He said that it was proper
maintenance, and that there is no point to acknowledge what you've
said."

"Maintenance... but... but tell him that I
understood what he said! That he called me his 'tool.'"

The elder fairy's expression became pained.
She turned to Gomder.

"Sir, I thank you for your time. I'll speak
to you again if I require you."

Gomder grunted and continued on his way.

"Wait! Where is he going? What did you say
to him?" Ayna asked, darting after the dwarf.

 

Fiora held her back. "Ayna, child, do you
know what a compass is? Or a tool?"

"I told you. He thought my name was
Compass. And tool means friend... doesn't it?"

"No. No, Ayna. A compass is a device. It is
used to help travelers to find their way. The cage you were in was
called a fairy compass. A tool is another name for a device."

"But I... but he..."

All of the words she'd heard, all of the
care he'd shown her began to flicker through her mind. Yes, he fed
her, and gave her water, but he always did so after he'd polished
his ax and checked his gear...

"He wasn't... I was just a thing to
him..."

"It is the same for all of us, Ayna. You
can't blame them. They didn't know any better."

"But he was supposed to be different! He was
supposed to be the one who..." Her voice caught in her throat, her
eyes glistening with tears.

"Perhaps you'd feel better if we went back
to your tree for now," Fiora said, taking her hand.

"No!" Ayna snapped, wiping her tears
away. "I want to hear more about these people. Are there any people
here who know more about that... that weapon that Gomder carries
than he does?"

"I believe so."

"Then take me to them. I want to know all
about how they did it!"

#

"...and when it was on its knees, I raised
my sword and brought it down, splitting the ogre's head in two,"
crowed a human as Ayna clutched Fiora's hand and looked on.

After thoroughly establishing that her
caregiver during the journey was not nearly the savior she'd worked
him up to be, Fiora had led the little fairy to nearly a dozen
different warriors. They were all long-time dwellers of Entwell,
and as such were much more willing to indulge the interest of the
young fairy. There was little a warrior liked better than boasting
about their accomplishments and skills.

The warriors spoke of battles fought and
won. They spoke of amazing deeds they'd performed, and their skill
with this weapon and that. Most had seen war, and many were the
heroes of tales that would be told for generations. Even those born
within Entwell spoke of their clashes with fellow warriors to hone
their skills. Frequent was the tale of a lesser fighter overcoming
a larger, more experienced one through sheer dedication and skill.
One by one, Ayna found her way to the other adventurers who had
brought her to Entwell. They were just as filled with tales of
daring. Their words drifted into Ayna's mind and flared her
imagination.

"And then he split the ogre's head," Fiora
said to Ayna, translating the final line. "Much like the three
goblins, and the bandit, and the raiders who invaded his town. He's
quite the able head-splitter." She turned to the human. "Thank you,
sir, for your time."

He nodded cheerfully and continued on his
way.

"He could stand to learn a bit about
variety," Fiora said, watching him go.

"But did you hear those things he did?" Ayna
said, her eyes wide and her face alight. "He never let
anything scare him. Never let anyone get in his way.
He fought and killed things twice his size. Even Gomder is
nothing compared to these people. Come on, this way! I want to hear
more!"

"Much as I've enjoyed spending the day with
you," Fiora said, "I'm growing a bit weary. I'm not as young as I
once was. Have you learned enough. Is your curiosity
satisfied?"

"Yes, yes. I just have one more question.
Who is the mightiest of warriors here?" Ayna asked.

"One moment," Fiora said. She turned to the
nearest warrior and called out. "Excuse me, sir, I've not spent as
much time in Warrior's Side as I might. Pray tell, could you share
the name of the victor of the most recent cross-disciplinary
tournament?

"Dunroth, the master swordsman," Fiora
translated the reply.

"So he is the strongest? The mightiest
warrior in all of this place?"

"He is the most skilled," Fiora
said.

Ayna nodded. "Good. Thank you very much,
Miss Fiora."

"Now that you've seen and heard what the
warriors have to offer, you might benefit from some time on
Wizard's Side. I assure you, there are many such stories to be
heard."

Ayna shook her head. "My brothers and
sisters, my mother and father, they all knew far more magic than I
could ever perform, and they were nearly as timid as me. They
couldn't have done such things. Magic is for weaklings,
cowards..."

Fiora smirked a bit. "Among those things
you've yet to learn, tact is evidently foremost."

"I'll stay here and watch the warriors... I
think I'm starting to understand some more words of some of the
languages..."

"As you wish. But be mindful that you'll be
asked to stand before the Elder when the rest of your party is well
enough."

"The Elder?"

"As I said, you are expected only to teach
and to learn. The elder will decide what you have to offer, and
will advise upon your wishes regarding what you will learn. It
would behoove you to see all that there is to choose from
before you make such a selection. The sooner you find the thing
that truly suits you, the sooner you'll grow to your full
potential."

"Can I... can I choose to be taught
anything I've seen here? Will the people here help me to be
whatever I wish?"

"If they believe you are able. It is rare to
be denied one's preference."

"Then I'll be ready."

"Very well, I'll fetch you when it is
time."

Fiora fluttered off toward her home, leaving
the little fairy to watching rapt fascination as the swords and
shields clashed below her.

#

Several days passed, Ayna spending most of
them observing archery, swordsmanship, spear-throwing, and a dozen
other acts of martial prowess. Finally, each of the adventurers had
recovered enough to have their meeting the elder. Fiora found the
little fairy and ushered her to a large hut in the center of the
village. Even without understanding more than a few words exchanged
by those in attendance, the air of quiet awe and reverence was
clear to Ayna. Gomder, the four surviving humans, and Ayna stood or
drifted respectfully in the center of the hut, which had vaulted
ceilings and was filled with both warriors and wizards who seemed
to radiate wisdom and skill.

The elder herself sat in a simple chair
elevated slightly. Her garb was no more ornate or aggrandizing than
that of the others, but her poise and presence made it clear that
she was the one to whom all others looked for insight and
experience. She was a human--or perhaps an elf, they looked much
the same to Ayna--who reminded the little fairy more than a little
of Fiora with her age and grace. The elder fairy had accompanied
Ayna at her request to serve as an interpreter, and if not for her
presence, Ayna felt certain she would have fled. After her time in
the cave even being cooped up in a huge hut seemed positively
stifling, and something about the pomp and honor that was evident
in their host made her feel as though she was scarcely worthy of
sharing a room.

The Elder gave a simple nod. She would now
hear their tales, test their skills, and give blessing to their
chosen field of study. Ayna listened as Fiora described each of the
adventurers who had shared her peril through the cave speak of
their precision with a bow, their strength with a hammer. They
spoke of the foes they'd killed and the wrongs they'd righted. One
by one, each of the humans demonstrated to the satisfaction of the
elder that they had much to teach and much eagerness to learn. They
were sent on their way with her blessing.

The last to speak before Ayna was Gomder,
who quickly proclaimed himself an expert with the ax. He was more
boastful than all of the others combined. The interview with him
took much longer than it had with the others as he rattled off an
endless stream of great victories. As a final showing of strength,
he swung his ax, burying it deep into the floorboards of the hut,
and the elder gave another simple nod, blessing his request to seek
still greater skill with his weapon of choice.

"It's your turn, Ayna," Fiora said, ushering
the little fairy forward. "Just introduce yourself. She will
understand you."

Ayna drifted to the center of the hut as
Gomder turned to leave.

"I am The Child of the Cold Wind from the
Mountain that Blows Across the Stream and Through the Reeds."

"She welcomes you and asks if you have any
accomplishments to share." Fiora translated.

"N-no," Ayna said, her head drooping
slightly.

"Do you have any skills to share?"

"No."

"Do you seek any knowledge? Seek to pursue
any field of study?"

"Y-yes, elder," Ayna said.

"Then choose."

Ayna looked to Fiora, who offered only a
smile of encouragement. She then looked to the rest of the crowd in
attendance, each who looked upon her with little more than
expectation. Her nerves as steady as she could make them, Ayna took
a breath and spoke.

"I wish to become a warrior," she said.

There was no overt reaction from those in
attendance, no burst of laugher or grumble of doubt, but there was
certainly a sense that this was not the reply they had expected. An
eyebrow raised here, and more fascinated gaze there.

"A warrior. This is a curious choice for a
creature such as yourself," the Elder said through Fiora.

"I know, Elder. That is why I choose it,"
Ayna said. "I'm weak. I know that. My kind are weak. We do
not come to places like this on our own. We do not seek victory or
honor. We do not fight dragons or lead armies. We are stolen.
Traded. Bought and sold. We hide until we are tricked, dragged to
places like this against our will. And then we huddle together and
learn our own tricks. I don't want to hide behind magic. I don't
want to be afraid. I want to be feared. I want to be a warrior. I
want to carry a blade, and to make my enemies taste my steel. I
want to be the stuff of legend."

"If that is what you seek, then we shall do
what we can to help you to find it," the Elder said. "It will be a
difficult road. We ask only that you give it all you have, and that
you do not turn a blind eye to other paths should they arise."

"I will do all that I can," Ayna said.

"Then do it with my blessing," the Elder
said.

Ayna nodded and flitted gratefully from the
hut. Once in the outdoors again she took a steadying breath. Fiora
drifted out after her.

"A warrior." Fiora said. "From what I've
seen of you, your fascination with them, I cannot say that I am
surprised."

"Why would I choose anything else? You saw
them, the people who brought me here. They are so strong, so
fearless. Who wouldn't want to be like that? Who wouldn't want to
become more than a simple fairy?"

"If you wish to be a warrior, we'll all do
our best to help you become one, but fairies have strengths of
their own," Fiora said.

"Do not try to change my mind. Just show me
what I need to do," Ayna proclaimed, her mind set.

Fiora sighed and smiled. "Well, the first
thing you'll need to do is learn to understand a few more
languages. Most everyone here will understand the words you
say, but to learn properly you'll need to learn to do the same for
them. I'll soon have students of my own again. I can't be your
interpreter forever. This way. The best way to learn is to
listen."

#

For the next few weeks, Ayna nestled in the
trees around various clearings and groves in Warrior's Side. She
listened to the fighters as they spoke, practicing their words over
to herself and trying to put meaning to them. It was a difficult
task, but Ayna threw herself into it. As she observed their
language, she observed their behavior as well. Many, if not most,
of these warriors were bold and brash. They asserted themselves,
spoke loudly. They puffed up their chests and demanded respect. If
she was to be one of them, she would have to do the same. She would
change herself, leave her uncertainty and timidness behind. She
would become a warrior, even if it meant pretending until it
was so.

When she had absorbed enough of a few
languages to understand the answers to her questions, she watched
until she spotted the woman who seemed most skilled with a sword
and flitted down to her.

"You are a warrior. I mean to be one. Teach
me," Ayna said.

The woman--a raven-haired human with a stout
and sturdy build--jumped a bit at Ayna's sudden arrival, and
grinned. She holstered her sword and shook some hair from her eyes,
adjusting her training armor as she did.

"So you are the little fighter," the
woman said, her voice low and her language one of the more exotic
ones Ayna had developed an ear for. "I thought I saw you
buzzing about."

"Teach me! The elder said the people here
would help me be a warrior!" Ayna said defiantly.

"Easy, easy little one. No one will deny you
that right, but there is a right and a wrong way to do it. I am one
of the swordmasters. My students have had to earn their way to me.
You shall have to do the same. And if you mean to be a swordswoman,
you shall need a sword," remarked the trainer.

There was something playful and amused in
the woman's voice. It stung Ayna. The woman thought it was
funny.

"Where do I find these others, and where do
I find this sword?" Ayna snapped.

"You see there, the elf lad with the dagger?
He just finished his lowest apprenticeship, and thus will be
taking on his first group of his own to train. You'll have to prove
your way past him." She grinned. "And some of your fellow
adventurers will be with you until they can prove they deserve to
rise further in our ranks. As for the sword?" She laughed, not even
attempting to stifle it. "Our blacksmiths are there. Talk to one of
them. I'm sure you'll be an enjoyable challenge."

Ayna looked in the direction indicated and
flitted off to a section of the village heavy with the smell of
burning coal. The huts here were stone rather than wood, their
walls much thicker than elsewhere in the village. She fluttered at
the door of the first one, hesitating. It was dark inside, lit only
by the ominous glow of a furnace. The smell of smoke and the lack
of light brought Ayna's mind back to the cave. She shuddered at the
remembrance, but shook away the fear. She would be a warrior.
Warriors did not fear such things. She gritted her teeth and
drifted inside.

The air was choking, dense with smoke and
broiling hot. Three shadowy figures moved about in the low light.
Her eyes were still adjusting, and she couldn't quite see the
details, but they were dripping with sweat and seemed not to notice
their visitor. The air clattered with the blows of hammers on
anvils, each clash setting her teeth on edge and tempting her to
fly for the door. Again she struggled to put her fear behind her.
Near the glowing furnace she saw that the tallest of the workers,
an older human, had set his hammer down and was taking a break to
mop his brow with a rag and drain a tall mug of water. He was as
good a person as any with whom to speak.

She darted up to his ear--these creatures
never seemed to notice her if she wasn't practically on top of
them--and opened her mouth to announce herself. Before she could
make a sound, the human scowled irritably and swatted his hand. It
struck her like a charging bull, sending her tumbling against the
wall and to the ground. Her tiny voice squealed in pain as she
landed, badly bruised and very nearly broken.

"Was that a... Oh! Oh I'm sorry, little
thing," the human said, pacing over to the fallen fairy and
squatting down. "Are you hurt? I thought you were a fly. You
shouldn't come places like this. What if you'd landed in the
furnace?"

Ayna held her head, trying to focus her
blurred vision. Tears were in her eyes, and she wanted nothing more
than to fly bawling into the arms of someone who would hold her
until the throbbing stopped. But no. That was what a child would
do. This was a place for adults. She swallowed down the lump in her
throat.

"I'm f-fine," she said shakily. "And I came
here because I am to be a warrior, and to be a warrior I need a
sword."

"A sword?" he said. At least he did
her the courtesy of stifling the resulting laugh, releasing it as a
snort. "Certainly, a sword." He reached a hand down to her. "Here,
let me help you to the table, we'll measure you up."

"I d-don't need your..." she began, wiping
away some grit from her eye and what she hoped he didn't notice was
a tear.

She tried to flutter up, but a shot of pain
from her wing kept her grounded. She glanced aside and saw that the
collision had creased her left wing somewhat. She buzzed it a bit,
painfully flipping it back to shape. It would be sore for days, and
she wouldn't be able to fly again for at least a few minutes.

"...very well," she said.

Reluctantly she stepped onto the coarse skin
of the offered hand and was whisked over to a table in the corner
of the workshop.

Once there, he allowed her to step from his
hand to the table. He crouched down and held his hand against the
edge of the table beside her, aligning his wrist to her feet. Her
head came to midway between the first and second knuckle of his
middle finger. This seemed to satisfy him, and she watched as he
looked to the rack of metal and wood beside the furnace. There were
rods and bars of metal of various lengths and thicknesses, but even
the smallest was three times her height. He scratched his chin and
instead rummaged through a drawer, pulling out rivets and links of
chain. Eventually he found a chain link made from wire that was
about as thick as her forearm. He snipped the link and pried it
open with a pair of tongs, rendering it roughly straight.

"Here. Hold on to that. Try to hold it out,"
he said, offering the twisted bit of metal to her.

Ayna took the wire, but she could barely get
her fingers around it, and despite her best effort she could
scarcely raise its blunt edge from the surface of the table.

"A bit too thick. Maybe it'd be a good blank
for a proper sword. Delicate work to get it done. Give me a few
days, eh little thing?" he said.

"A few days?" she said, trying again to lift
it. "But I want to start my training today!"

"A good sword takes time, little... what's
your name?" he said.

She made ready to answer, but hesitated. For
some reason, surrounded by smoke and flame, speaking to a giant
about the specifics of her future weapon, the simple form of her
name seemed far too small and weak. She decided to render it as
much in its full form in his language as she could. "I am The Child
of the Cold Wind from the Mountain that Blows Across the Stream and
Through the Reeds."

"That's rather long. Perhaps something
shorter," he said.

Ayna narrowed her eyes, trying to decide if
he was poking fun with his choice of words. "Ayna Reedwind," she
said.

"Well, Ayna," he said, "if you want a proper
sword, you'll have to wait."

"Can you give me anything until then?
Anything that could help me begin quickly?" she said.

He furrowed his brow. "Half a moment. I
could use a breath of air anyway," he said.

The man paced quickly outside, leaving Ayna
waiting on the table. She looked about. The two other workers were
both dwarves, and neither even seemed to notice she was there. Each
heaved heavy hammers, piercing the air with each blow as the
massive heads of the sledges were wielded with ease. Once more she
tried to raise the twist of wire, but she'd no sooner lifted its
tip from the table than her fingers slipped and it clattered first
across the table and then to the floor.

Ayna crossed her arms, angry at herself for
being such an insignificant wisp of a thing and at the world for
making her so. She was still sulking at the unfairness of it all
when the blacksmith returned. He was holding a sliver of metal and
some assorted other scraps.

"A needle," he explained. "A good strong
one, for leatherwork. And short, because our leather-worker has
small hands. Perhaps a bit thick for a proper rapier at this size,
but passable. Give that a try."

He handed it to her. The polished and smooth
piece of metal was much gentler on her hand. She was just able to
slip her fingers through the eye of the needle, and while the metal
was still quite heavy to her, she found she could raise it with a
bit of effort and even swipe it through the air.

"Fine, fine. Just a moment and you'll have
your practice sword."

He pulled the needle from her grasp and
widened the eye a bit. He then melted a dab of wax onto the base
above the "grip" and skewered a tiny scrap of leather, affixing it
with the wax until it formed a primitive cross-guard. Satisfied, he
handed it back to her.

Ayna took the weapon and held it up before
her. The work he had done on the eye made it easier to hold, and
the guard truly made it look and feel like a proper sword. Holding
it made her feel different. She felt more dangerous, more
significant. She could see herself slicing the air with lightning
blows, fending off foul beasts and earning the sort of reputations
the others in warrior's side prided themselves on. It made her feel
powerful, or at the very least it made her feel less weak.

"Thank you, blacksmith," she said,
struggling to raise the weapon and gesture with it in a pale
imitation of a salute she'd seen the trainees exchange after
matches. "This will do nicely for now. When can I expect my
real sword to be made for me?"

"Go have some training. Get a feel for that
thing. Once you decide what sort of sword you'd like, I'll make it
for you."

She nodded. Yes, that much she'd noticed.
There were different sorts of swords. She'd seen students
fence and duel with things very much like the weapon she held now.
That wasn't for her. The greatest tales she'd heard as she watched
the warriors and learned their language always told of the same
sort of blade.

"I want a broadsword. A mighty one.
Two-handed, with a jeweled pommel," she declared.

Again he snorted. She narrowed her eyes.

"A broad sword it shall be," he said,
spotting the twisted metal on the ground and stowing it. "I'll even
make a scabbard."

"That would be most agreeable," Ayna said,
doing her best to speak in the dignified and self-respecting manner
a swordswoman ought to speak. "Thank you again, blacksmith. I shall
fetch it when it is ready."

She painfully fluttered her wings. A few
more minutes of rest would have been ideal, but the last thing she
wanted was for the blacksmith to know that. So she gritted her
teeth, winced at the pain, and fluttered out the door, laboring to
keep herself and her weapon aloft.

#

The next day, Ayna began her training. She
was part of a group of seven, the first students to be entrusted to
the young elf they called Blin. Three of them were humans who had
been part of the party that had brought Ayna to this place. They
looked upon her with unashamed amusement, whispering to one another
about the absurdity of a fairy handling a blade. She weathered
their scorn quietly, willing herself not to cry. Warriors didn't
cry.

Blin was quick to quiet them, reminding all
that this was Entwell and that disrespect would not be tolerated.
Most fell quickly into line. Two of the three adventurers didn't
seem terribly impressed with Blin himself, but reluctantly quieted
for the sake of getting through the process. The students were then
arranged in a line, with Ayna standing atop a fencepost to avoid
ending up underfoot, as her training had to be done with her feet
on the ground.

First were drills, students standing in
designated locations and moving their swords this way and that,
tracing out patters and choreographed motions. Ayna did her best to
imitate the motions, but she tired quickly. Fairies had legs and
arms like so many other creatures, but they seldom had cause to put
them to any vigorous use. Flying was so much faster than running,
and gathering nectar was anything but grueling work. After two
sequences, her face was red and her hands were shaking. After ten
she was near collapse. Perhaps sensing this, Blin set his weapon
down and called for the students to gather.

"I'm well satisfied," he said, wiping a
trickle of sweat from his brow. "You, the newcomers. You're far
beyond my level. You'll be taking training under my own master
beginning tomorrow, and you may seek out sparring opponents from
any resident of Warrior's Side who will have you. The rest of you,
you're doing well enough. I'll keep you on until I'm satisfied you
can join the others."

"About time," muttered one of Ayna's former
captors as they paced quickly off.

Ayna drifted after them.

"You there, Ayna. No, you stay here," Blin
instructed. "Much work to be done."

"But... but you said that the newcomers..."
Ayna said breathlessly.

"I'm sorry. I misspoke. I meant the human
newcomers. You'll need a fair amount more work. You can barely
manage the drills."

"At the very least," muttered one of the
humans, a thickly muscled brute of a man with dark hair and
sunbaked skin.

"You there!" snapped Blin as he charged up
to the offender. "What is your name!"

He turned. "Martin."

"The rest of you, gather round. Martin, two
paces back and set your sword in the ground."

"What is this about?" Martin asked.

"You deem yourself in a position to pass
judgment on Ayna?"

"She is a fairy. It is a mockery to
have ever set foot beside her."

"She is a student," Blin said.

"She shouldn't be, and even so, I'm
hardly a student."

"Two paces back and set your sword in the
ground," Blin said.

"You mean to spar with me? You just said I
was far beyond your level, and you're half my size."

If anything, it was an understatement.
Martin was head and shoulders taller than Blin and at least twice
the elf's weight, most of it solid muscle.

"Then I imagine this demonstration will be
brief," Blin said. "Two paces back--"

"And set my sword. Fine, fine," he said,
striding back and embedding the tip of his sword in the dusty
ground so that it could stand free.

Blin did the same.

"The battle begins when the first of us
touches his sword, and ends when the last of us is standing," Blin
said. "No other rules."

"So be it," Martin said.

Blin stood with his arms crossed, waiting.
Martin crouched, hand above the pommel of his sword, waiting for
the elf to make his move. When no move came, Martin sneered and
snatched his weapon, charging at his opponent. Blin subtly shifted
his weight, then crouched and rolled to the side. Martin attempted
to stop short, but Blin hooked his leg and sent the larger man
crashing to the ground, sword clattering away. In a fluid motion
Blin then snatched his own blade from where it stood and swung it
in a high arc, slicing until it bit into the earth just a whisper
from the neck of his downed opponent. If the weapon had not met the
ground when it did, Martin would certainly have lost his head.

Fury filled the eyes of the downed
swordsman, and he scrambled to raise himself from the ground, but
Blin planted a knee in the small of Martin's back, twisted the
human's arm up between his own shoulder blades, and yanked his head
up with the other hand.

"Size matters little, Martin, and
never speak ill of students. This is Entwell. We are
all students. The day we stop learning is the day we stop
breathing. I say you are well above my level because I have not yet
earned the right to teach someone as experienced as you. I
have been sparring with the greatest warriors our world has to
offer since I could walk." He released his grip and stood. "Now go.
All of you. Training begins again tomorrow at dawn, and it will be
far more vigorous this time, now that I know your limits."

Ayna watched the larger man walk sheepishly
off, his tail between his legs after being beaten by a much smaller
foe. She smiled and hefted her weapon.

"Size matters little..." she said quietly to
herself.

#

Ayna trained hard, following every
instruction and doing her best to fulfill every request. In the
beginning, her performance was pitiful. She was barely able to
finish the day's drills and awoke with every muscle aching each
morning, but she pressed on. In time, her strength grew, as did her
stamina. After two hard weeks, the other students she trained
beside moved on to other instructors, leaving her alone with Blin,
but he faithfully continued to perform his duty as a teacher,
instructing her in proper form and stance.

Three more weeks passed and she was wielding
the rapier with ease, so much so that it was decided she might
indeed be ready for her broadsword. True to his word, the
blacksmith provided one, having honed the humble piece of bent
chain into a suitably heroic weapon. The edge gleamed, the grip was
detailed with bits of gold, and there were even chips of ruby set
into it. It was a good deal heavier, and with its two-handed grip
came a whole new set of drills, but she soldiered on.

Three more weeks of intense training seemed
to satisfy Blin that she could do all that was required of her
while her feet were planted. She knew the strikes, the blocks, the
thrusts, and parries. She just knew that in theory she'd learned
enough of swordsmanship to begin sparring. What had yet to be done,
however, was put that knowledge to practical use. It was thus a
thrill when Blin told her if she could gather the proper equipment,
that phase that would begin the following day. She was off like a
blur as soon as he'd said it, determined to have the training pads
before the sun set.

As had been the case with nearly every other
step of this task, it was far more complicated for her than it was
for someone closer to human size. And as had been the case in each
prior example, she refused to let this stumbling block stop her. It
would just take a bit more work. And to help her with this work she
would reach out to the one person who had stood by her each step of
the way.

"Thank you for helping me, Fiora," Ayna
said, holding up a small pad of leather she'd just finished
cutting. Due to the relative lack of strong, sharp blades her size,
Ayna was forced to use her broadsword to do the cutting.

"Not at all, Ayna. I'm happy to help," Fiora
said, taking the pad and straightening a short length of the
thinnest wire they were able to acquire. "It is really rather
interesting. I don't know that I've ever made armor before."

"I asked the outfitter to make me some, but
he said he didn't have the tools. Fairies don't wear armor,
so he's never had to make any. But Blin said if I can put together
some proper armor, I can begin combat drills as early as tomorrow.
I can put my sword to proper use. So I had to get
some fairy armor somehow."

"Fairies do tend toward magic," Fiora
said. "We're rather well attuned to it. And wizards and sorceresses
seldom wear armor."

She squinted her eyes and the end of the
wire began to glow a brilliant red, hissing effortlessly through
the leather. She then took the still–cherry-red end in her bare
fingers and pushed it through another pad, then twisted the two
ends of the wire together into a loop and closed her dainty fingers
around the ends. The red glow flared to white and the two ends
fused together, forming a tight loop.

"I don't want to use magic. I don't want to
use tricks. People expect us to use tricks, as though
we can't do anything more. You are a fine wizard and I admire it,
but I want real strength. The sort people like them
understand..." Ayna said.

"You don't need to explain yourself. You
know... I think if left to your own devices, you might have been
the first fairy to choose to face the Cave of the
Beast."

"Why?" Ayna asked, grunting as she used her
sword to rough out another bit of leather.

"Because it is terrifying, and because when
faced with fear, some believe the only way to overcome it is to
become what they fear most."

"I don't understand."

"I knew a creature once. He was so very
filled with fear. All his life he was hunted, hated. People
believed him to be a monster, and they wished to destroy him before
he could do the same to them. One day he decided, if he was to be a
monster, then he would become the most fearsome monster the world
had ever seen. So he sought the one beast none had ever defeated,
the Beast of the Cave. He wished to learn how the beast took the
lives of so many, so that he might do the same. Instead, he found
this place."

"What happened to him?"

"He became what he hoped to become, a
creature of death. Then he returned to face those who would harm
those like him. To them, there is no doubt in my mind he had become
the thing they feared he always had been."

"Then you see? If he could do it, then so
can I!" she said, handing the last of the pads to Fiora.

"I have no doubt you can," she said,
accepting the pad and linking it to the rest with a fused twist of
wire. "But be sure to learn the same lesson he learned. Just
because what you seek may not be found where you expect it, that
does not mean it cannot be found. It only means you need to keep
searching. There, finished." She held up the completed armor.

What they had crafted could only in the very
most generous of terms been called armor. Ayna had cut pads of
leather and aligned them a bit like a sparingly built suit of heavy
plate mail, with Fiora's metal loops fastening them together. To
the eye of a human-sized creature it would have been almost
astounding in its delicate precision, but at fairy scale it was
bulky and clumsy. The back featured almost no protection at all, as
anything more would have interfered with her wings and made her too
heavy to fly.

Eagerly, Ayna climbed into the suit through
the open back, threading her arms and legs inside and securing it
with two wire hooks. It fit well enough, but to top it off she
unveiled the crowning glory, a helmet made from the fingertip of a
genuine suit of armor. Once outfitted her vision was limited to two
holes Fiora had melted through it for her. Fumbling a bit, she
found her sword and buzzed her wings up to speed. It took every
ounce of strength she had just to get herself airborne. Her wings
were a blur, and in seconds her face was red from the effort, but
she raised her sword skyward in defiance.

"Tomorrow," she huffed, "Steel will clash
with steel!"

#

"What do you mean I can't begin
combat!?" Ayna cried in dismay, stomping her foot on the fencepost
that had spent so much time as her training ground.

"Until now you've done your drills without
armor. Look at you. You were barely able to reach the top of the
fencepost. Just as you had to build the strength to come this far,
now you must do it all again while in full gear," Blin
explained.

"But Blin, I... if I must learn again to
fight with armor on, then at least let me fight once with
the armor off. I need to prove I can do this!"

"Ayna, it wouldn't be safe," Blin said.

Ayna looked around. Her agitated outburst
had begun to attract a small crowd of students training nearby. The
sight of a fairy in full armor was more than enough of a curiosity
to draw their interest, and the angrier Ayna got the more attention
she drew. Some wore faces of quiet interest, the sort of expression
any spectator might have when presented with a fascinating event.
More than a few looked instead as though they were watching a
farce, reveling in the absurdity and looking eagerly forward to
forthcoming humiliation. She turned back to her teacher, fighting
back the tears of embarrassment and disappointment.

"You fought Martin with no armor!" Ayna
said.

"That is different, Ayna. Martin is closer
to my size, and--"

"You said size matters little!"

"It matters little, Ayna, but it does
matter," he said. "You've shown great promise and dedication as a
student. I'm proud to have you as an apprentice. If there was any
other student near to your size, I would gladly oversee--"

"I don't want to fight someone my
size. Warriors do not earn glory and respect by fighting others
their own size! I will be a mighty warrior, as mighty as any
that you or anyone else has ever trained. I will fight anyone, and
I will do it on their terms. I..." Her voice cracked and she
was thankful that her helmet hid her tears from the onlookers.
"I'll prove it to you. I challenge you! Tomorrow! Last one
standing is the winner!"

"Ayna," he said gently. "I can't--"

"Do you concede then? Are you afraid
to face me? Afraid I'll make a fool of you? Are you a
coward?"

"Of course not," he said, sharpness in his
gaze and tone.

She swept the tip of her blade around,
indicating the growing crowd. "If any of these other
students challenged you, would you deny them?"

"I wouldn't, but--"

"Then you will treat me with the same
respect. I am your student. Your apprentice! You will
give me the same chance as any of them." Her voice was shaking with
righteous fury. She could feel the potent mix of emotions coursing
through her. "Anything less is disrespect to me and dishonor
to your position as a teacher!"

Ayna fluttered her wings madly, rising from
the post and darting to his face. She channeled every last scrap of
strength she had into making it look as though she was not
struggling.

"Now what is your answer?" she demanded,
pointing her sword at his nose.

"Very well."

"Then I will see you tomorrow at this time.
Come prepared. I know I will," she said.

With that Ayna flitted off toward the trees.
She drifted as far as she could manage, making sure that she was
well away from any who might have witnessed her challenge, then
rather gracelessly crashed through the foliage of a tree and
thumped down on a branch, completely exhausted. Gasping for breath,
she wrenched the helmet from her head and set it down on the
branch. Her mind and muscles burned. Right now she couldn't make
her way back to the tree that had become her home if she wanted to.
More than an hour passed before she felt as though she was strong
enough to fly again, but her mind and heart were still racing.

Thoughts poured through her head of what
she'd done and what she was going to do. Blin had made short work
of a man who was more than ten times her height and likely
hundreds of times her weight. He'd come within a hair of
taking the man's head. What would that mean for her? No! She
could not think that way. She'd trained long and hard. Weeks of
practicing, of growing stronger. She knew the basics. He had taught
her the tactics. And he himself admired her skill. Surely desire
had to play a role in a battle. Surely she wanted the
victory more. She had the spirit, she had the determination. She
could win. No... no, she would win.

Her mind continued to tip back and forth
between terror and confidence until a voice broke through.

"Ayna?"

It was Fiora, her gentle voice lilting
through the leaves as she approached. Ayna glanced down at her
blade. In the polished edge she could see that her face was
streaked with tears. Hastily, she grabbed her helmet and pulled it
on. The elder fairy parted some leaves and touched down on the
branch beside her.

"I heard what happened," Fiora said.

"And I suppose you're here to convince me
not to do it."

"Heavens no. I've lived among fairies for
over a century. I of all people know not to argue with one who has
made up her mind. I think maybe my late husband Duncan is the only
one who learned that lesson better than I." She shook her head.
"The things I made that man put up with..."

"But you don't think I can do it," Ayna
said.

"You are a student in Entwell. I believe you
can do anything. I simply do not believe you are ready. You
are a bit too eager to prove yourself, and a bit too quick to
believe that others think little of you. Though I know little of
the art of war, I would say you could benefit from some more
training, some more conditioning. But more than that, I believe you
could benefit from some soul searching. You need to make your mind
up about yourself."

"What do you mean?"

"How do you feel about you?
Who are you trying to convince by doing this? The other students?
Your teacher? Or do you feel you need to become something you are
not because you aren't happy with who you are? We are happy to help
you become anything you believe you should be, but without fail our
most successful residents are those of sought to become the best
version of themselves." Fiora placed her hand on Ayna's. "I'll be
watching you tomorrow. Good luck to you."

Fiora rose from the branch and took her
leave. After a few more moments of grappling with her thoughts and
the words of her mentor, Ayna flitted off toward home.

#

When the sun rose the next day, Ayna set off
toward her training ground. It had been a night of fitful sleep,
but as she had watched the sky brighten to the east she knew that
there was nothing that could stop her from going through with this
bout. Perhaps she would win, perhaps she would lose. Perhaps she
might even be killed. The one thing that was certain was if she did
not show her face, it would prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that
everyone who believed she could not be a warrior would be correct.
She would face Blin. There were no two ways about it.

Once she had donned her suit of armor, she
clutched her sword in one hand and her helmet under the other arm
and set off.

As she fluttered toward the soon-to-be
battleground, resting frequently to be sure she was not exhausted
from simply hauling her heavy armor, she noticed something
peculiar. The clearing was much more crowded than usual. As she
landed on a high branch to catch her breath before one final flit
toward her fencepost, it became clear the word had spread. The
little courtyard where Blin did his teaching was the center of a
sizable cluster of spectators. Not only were many of the students
who had trained beside her standing around the fencepost awaiting
her arrival, others she'd never seen before and even people from as
far as Wizard's Side were present as well.

Anya felt her heart flutter nervously in her
chest, but at the same time a smile came to her face. When was the
last time a crowd gathered to watch a fairy do
anything? This was it. This was the beginning of her legend.
No one would ever mistake her for a simple fairy again, a creature
to be snared and sold like a tool. She donned her helmet. Today she
was a warrior.

She leaped from the branch and buzzed her
wings, extending the leap and controlling it rather than actually
taking flight. After a well-guided drop, she landed heavily on the
fencepost and drove her sword into it, standing tall and proud. The
crowd of onlookers stirred a bit with her arrival.

"I stand ready for battle!" she
proclaimed.

There was another quiet stir from the crowd.
Not the rousing cheer of support she'd been hoping for, but still
encouraging. Blin slid from the crowd. He was wearing light
training armor and carried an odd sword. Thin and reed-like, it was
made from a flexible wood that wobbled with the breeze. Her smile
grew larger as the elf failed to produce any similar
reaction from the crowd, save a few greetings. The people were on
her side. And why wouldn't they be? She was the one
fighting the odds. She was the one taking a stand.
She was the true warrior.

"Good morning, Ayna. The first to send the
other to the ground is the winner. I will be using a training
sword, you may use your proper sword if you wish," he said.

Her opponent did not seem intimidated, or
indeed as though his blood was racing with the prospect of combat,
but that was little concern to Ayna. It simply meant that
she had the advantage.

"Two paces back, and set your sword," Ayna
said. She pulled her sword free, took two tiny steps back and
jabbed it lightly into the wood of the fence post.

Blin paced back and planted his sword,
driving its blunt end into the soil with little effort. The crowd
parted to give them room, and silence fell over the battlefield.
Ayna watched her prey as he stood stone still, his arms crossed.
She thought back to his training, and to the battle with Martin. He
was a tricky one. He wanted her to act first. She waited, watching
him. The moments crawled by. Ayna did her best to be patient, to
let Blin make the first move, but he simply stared at her evenly.
She smiled, her face hidden behind her helmet. If he would not act
first, then she would get the drop on him.

In a blur, she snatched her sword and
launched toward her foe. He plucked his sword and raised it,
swatting through the air. She bobbed below it, feeling the breeze
rush across her, and angled her sword.

A slice across the chest, she thought. Good
impact to throw him off balance, then hook around behind the
knee.

He stepped back and twisted, attempting to
move out of the way of her blow, but she adjusted her flight and
slashed hard against his chest. Her weapon barely made a mark in
the tough cloth of his training pads, and the impact didn't so much
as cause him to stumble. No matter. She would continue her
maneuver. A good hard jab to the back of the knee should--

With a crack, she was sent tumbling
downward. The strike was so swift she was stuck more by the
surprise than the pain. It slapped against her legs, thumping hard
against the leather of her armor with enough force to rattle her
bones. Ayna hesitated to think what might have happened had she not
been wearing armor. She desperately got her feet beneath her in
time to plant them on the ground and leap back off, deftly evading
a follow-up attack and flitting out of range to regroup. She turned
and found him quickly closing the gap she'd created, his sword held
high. Her mind still reeling from the blow that had nearly cost her
the match, she didn't have the wits about her to be frightened or
angry. She simply reached desperately into her mind for anything
that might help her. What she found was one of the first bits of
practical instruction Blin had given. She raised her weapon in a
perfect defensive pose, even angling her dangling feet as though
set against the ground.

As perfect as her form had been, the block
did little good. His sword met hers and she was batted aside like a
child's ball. The blow knocked the wind from her lungs and the
weapon from her hands, twisting her helmet sideways. She was
unarmed and blind now, but she was still aloft. She'd not yet lost.
She frantically worked her wings to bring herself to a stop, then
grasped her helmet with both hands to try to right it. She could
hear Blin charging toward her, and without her vision she knew she
would never be able to dodge an attack.

The wind curled around her. She felt it with
her skin, with her mind, with her spirit. As she had so many times
before, she read the wind, allowing it to tell its story. She felt
it swirl and compress, a wave of it curving toward her, washing
over her. She worked her wings harder, raising her legs and
twisting aside. The tip of Blin's sword passed near enough to graze
her wings. She felt the rush of air pushed along by his body now,
the wisps brushed outward by his legs, the breeze fanned by his
arms, the breath rushing from his nostrils. An open hand was
plowing through the air toward her. She dropped and pivoted as it
swatted by. She could feel his position now, picture it in her
mind. There was an opening. Even without her weapon she had to take
it.

Ayna worked her wings for all they were
worth, straightening her spine, stiffening her neck, and driving
herself bodily into the hollow of his throat. The blow to his
windpipe staggered him, sending him stumbling backward. Had she
been better prepared, Ayna might have been able to capitalize. A
swipe to the knee, a jab to the foot, and he might just have struck
the ground. As it was, the blow had dizzied her far worse than it
had destabilized her foe. She was now drifting in the air woozily,
fighting with her helmet and reading the breeze for some idea of
her opponent's state.

Finally, she twisted her helmet properly.
Blin was on his feet, his sword ready, and heading toward her. She
spied her weapon on the ground and darted for it. Her breath was
heaving now, her heart pounding in her ears. What little strength
she had was almost gone. If she didn't end this battle soon, the
fatigue of maneuvering in this armor would do her in just as surely
as his attacks. She fetched the weapon, landing briefly and leaping
toward him. His sword whistled through the air, but she twirled
aside to dodge. No sense going for anything so glancing as a chest
blow. Every strike had to count. She darted for his face and put
her weapon to work.

To the onlookers, it must have appeared that
Blin was being attacked by a nest of angry wasps. Ayna's attacks
were wild and had little strength behind them, but they were
plentiful. She cut shallow nicks across his cheeks and forehead,
slicing away a lock of hair and cutting a divot from his eyebrow.
He grimaced and swatted twice at her, but when her weapon nearly
found his eye, he reached his limit, with an angry claw of his
hand, he swatted a third time. She was too tired to react in time
and the hand caught her squarely in the chest, knocking her sword
away again. Before she could so much as begin to dream up a
possible counter, he had forced her to the ground.

For a few seconds they remained in that
position, Blin crouched with his palm pinning Ayna to the ground,
Ayna panting and trying to gather herself. When the rush of battle
faded enough, Blin slowly lifted his hand and turned it palm up,
offering it for aid. There was a smattering of applause and more
than a few nods of surprise and appreciation.

"You fought well," Blin said, "but the
battle is mine."

Ayna gritted her teeth and pushed his hand
away. "I," she panted, "demand a rematch. Without the armor. If not
for... this armor... I would have defeated you."

"If not for the armor you would have been in
the hands of the healers after the first blow."

"You don't know that," Ayna said. Tears were
running down her face freely now, fueled by rage, pain, shame, and
embarrassment. "If I hadn't been weighed down you never could have
touched me. Let me shed this armor and catch my breath, and I
demand you fight me again!"

She fought the armor from her back and
stumbled toward the sword. "I demand it! I demand you fight me
again!"

"Ayna, look at me," Blin said.

The fairy turned viciously toward him, sword
in hand.

"You fought well today. I'm not too proud to
admit you fought better than I'd expected. But this can't continue.
The best of your blows could barely scratch a suit of armor, and as
fast as you might be it would take only one lucky strike to slice
you in two. I will teach you all I can, train you to the best of my
ability, but when it comes to true swordcraft, I know of no way for
you to prove yourself in combat without the aide of magic, which
would prove little of your skills in a true battle. Perhaps, with
time, you will find a way to overcome your shortcomings, but as you
are now there are simply limits you will have to accept."

Ayna panted, the thrill of combat slowly
dropping away and leaving behind the burning pain of fatigue and
the blows that met their mark. She shut her eyes and painfully took
to the air, throwing down her sword and darting toward her
home.

#

Never in her life had Ayna wished she were
smaller, but in this moment she wished she would vanish entirely.
She had curled up in a knothole of her tree, back to the world and
weeping quietly in the darkness. All she wanted was to be gone, to
never have feel another pair of eyes staring at her. She thought of
her family, and of how she would never see them again because she
was too weak and frightened to make the journey home again, and
would only be a burden to them if she did. Her mind churned with
images of the faces of her captors, many of whom had seen her make
a fool of herself in her battle with Blin. All of it was her fault.
For all of her training, for all of her delusion, she was as
hopeless and worthless now as when she'd been trapped in the
jar.

"Ayna..." called a voice from the mouth of
the knothole. It was, of course, Fiora. "Are you hurt, child?"

"No." She curled up tighter. "Go away!" She
whimpered. "I don't want you to see me like this."

"Like what, sore after a rough trial? You
can scarcely turn a corner around here without finding someone like
that."

"This wasn't a rough trial. It was a
disaster. I'm a laughingstock!" Ayna said, turning her tear-soaked
face to the older fairy.

"A laughingstock?" Fiora said. "No one was
laughing, I assure you."

"Not on the outside," Ayna said, reluctantly
sitting up as Fiora drifted inside. "But I proved to them I was
exactly what they all expected me to be. I'm a weakling. A
bug."

"You proved to them that you are a
remarkably driven young student with more enthusiasm than patience.
And yes, that is indeed exactly what they expected you to be,
because we all begin that way. Here, you forgot to take this when
you left," Fiora said.

Ayna looked to Fiora curiously, as she was
not carrying anything, but a wave of her hand brought a sliver of
metal into view outside the knothole, held aloft by a swirling
breeze. It was her sword. The younger fairy turned away.

"I don't want it. I don't need it anymore.
I'm never going to be a warrior."

"Maybe you will, maybe you won't, but
there's no reason not to keep it. I even reforged it for you. It
got a bit bent in the fight."

"You keep it then."

Fiora sighed. "I watched your bout, you
know."

"Of course you did. Everyone did. So
they all know how poorly I did."

"Let me ask you something. When your helmet
was turned aside, could you see?"

"Of course not."

"Then how did you dodge his attacks? And how
did you target his throat?"

"I just... I felt the wind. The way it
moved. The same way I found my way through the cave."

"Did anyone teach you to do that?"

"No, it's just... I don't know. I've always
known it. Since I was a baby. Can't you do it?"

"Well enough to find my way through a cave,
but to dodge a sword? Heavens no. Do you know what it is to be
attuned with something?"

"I... I think."

"You are attuned with the wind. All fairies
are, but if you could read it well enough to fight half of that
battle blind, then you are better attuned than most."

"What good does it do me? I can't cast any
spells, and I'm still just a fairy. Who cares if I'm a bit better
at feeling the wind than others?"

"Ayna, you don't understand how important
magic is to fairies. Magic is a part of almost every creature that
lives, but for few is this more so than for our kind. It pulses
through us. It entwines with us. And the stronger our connection to
it, the stronger we are. If you never learned to work magic at all,
if somehow you never learned the secret of conjuring the
breeze, you might live to see twenty springs. I've learned
to focus my strength and expanded my knowledge, and I've seen over
a hundred. I'm stronger, healthier. Even if you'd won your battle
today, even if you'd been the most gifted student of the sword that
Entwell has ever seen, I would have continued to coax you toward
magic, if only to give you the stamina, the strength, and the
constitution to let you live a long, full life."

"It doesn't matter. None of it matters. You
heard what Blin said. There's just no way."

"Tell me, why did you want to be a warrior
again?"

"Because they are brave and strong. And
because they are respected and feared."

"Well, you just faced a seasoned swordsman
many times your size after only a few weeks of training. No one can
claim you aren't brave. And if you want strength, fear, and
respect? Follow me."

"I don't want to--"

"Oh, hush. What are you going to do instead,
burrow yourself into this little knothole forever? Now come with
me. You're going to wash your face and you're going to see what I
have to show you. After that, if you want to come back here and
sulk in the darkness, I'll leave you be."

Ayna wiped her nose and stared at Fiora, a
bit stunned. It was as near to harsh as the matronly old fairy had
been since her arrival. Something about a normally gentle voice
speaking sharply has a way of making the words all the more
meaningful. Numbly, the young fairy drifted on aching wings after
Fiora. At a nearby basin of water that Ayna suspected Fiora had
arranged to be brought, she washed away the dirt and tears from her
face and hands. Then they continued toward the mountain until they
reached an unassuming glade with a circle of students dressed in
yellow tunics.

The students forming the circle were of all
ages, and many races. There were a few other fairies like herself,
but there were also humans, dwarves, and elves. At the center of
the circle was an elf who had to be ancient. The race was known to
be incredibly long-lived, and yet this one was bent nearly double
with the weight of the years. He was thin to the point of being
gaunt, and his knobby and skeletal fingers clutched an elegant
white staff with a yellow jewel. White hair fell sparsely from this
head and draped across his shoulders like a cape, nearly reaching
the ground behind him.

"If you want respect, strength, and fear,
look no further," Fiora said reverently.

"Who, him?" Ayna said, feeling as
though her time had been wasted.

"He is Highest Master of Wind Magic, Master
Clescale. He is one of the five strongest mages we have, and thus
likely one of the five strongest mages the world has to
offer."

"He is a master of wind magic? But it looks
like a stiff breeze could knock him over!" she said.

"Looks are the last thing that should be
used to judge anything," Fiora said. She raised her voice to be
heard over the murmuring of the students. "Master Clescale, if I
may?"

The elderly wizard looked to her with the
expression of vague comprehension the elderly seemed to wear almost
by default, as though the whole world was a bit of a riddle and
they hadn't quite solved it. When he spotted Fiora, a grin came to
his face.

"My friend here believes she might do well
to one day be your apprentice, but she's uncertain your element has
the power she seeks. Might you give us a small demonstration?"

He nodded, again with the sort of look on
his face that suggested he didn't quite understand what was
requested, but understood that this was a moment when nodding was
appropriate. Despite this, at the sight of the gesture the circle
of students dispersed, some nearly in a panic, into shelter of the
surrounding trees. When they were clear, and Fiora had gently
coaxed Ayna to a similar distance, he began to stir the air with
his staff.

Instantly, a strong breeze seemed to follow
it. As his stirring increased, so too did the breeze until it was
nearly enough to pull Ayna from the ground. Fiora, who seemed oddly
anchored despite her similar size, held Ayna tight as the wind
continued to grow in strength. Soon the branches in the whole of
the glade were creaking as though they were in the depths of a
terrible storm. Dirt and stones were drawn into the air, and the
whole of the village seemed lost in an apocalyptic whistle. Still
he stirred, speeding the wind further, but with the other hand he
beckoned, urging the wind to draw closer to him. It obeyed, the
terrible gale tightening and intensifying, wrapping around him
until it existed only as a towering column just barely wider than
his shoulders.

He was nearly hidden by the dust and stone
drawn into the tornado around him. Some of the rocks drawn up from
the ground were the size of fists. With the merest twitch of his
hand, the column shifted, moving now beside him, with each rock
obligingly avoiding him as they twisted through the air. He then
looked with interest around the clearing, turning eventually to the
mountain, he spotted a sizable boulder just visible in the
distance. He pointed, and like an attack dog waiting to pounce, the
twisting wind obeyed. It carved a line across the landscape,
rushing toward the boulder. When it reached it, the enormous lump
of rock was swiftly lost within the twisting winds. For a few
seconds, it continued to churn and grind, then with his permission,
it dispersed. The boulder was entirely missing.

"What? Where did it..." Ayna began.

He held up his hand, then pointed to the
sky. A speck of black against the mountains was plummeting
earthward. It was almost too high to be seen. As it fell it grew
larger, before long growing near enough to be recognized as the
boulder unfortunate enough to be his target. Nearly a minute later,
it came whistling down, and just before it struck the center of the
clearing the master held his hand out, palm up, as if to catch it.
A wind so intense it could be seen, even without dust and stone to
give it form, coalesced beneath the boulder, slowing it until it
came to a stop just above the ground. He then tipped his hand aside
and the wind vanished, dropping the boulder at his feet with a
thump.

With that, he released a contented sigh and
shuffled away. The glade looked like it had been through a whole
storm season in the space of a few minutes. Despite this, not a
hair on his head had been disturbed by the gale, and not a speck of
dirt clung to his tunic. He offered a wordless gesture, and the
students who had taken shelter snapped quickly to action, summoning
their own, lesser winds to begin to clean up his mess, sweeping
together displaced soil and replanting grass and saplings pulled
free.

Ayna's mouth hung open, her eyes
gleaming.

"I could be as powerful as him?" she
said.

"With time, perhaps more powerful. Fairies
are practically one with the wind, and you more so than most."

"But... but warriors forge legends. Could a
wind mage in Entwell ever truly be legendary?"

"Ayna, in the world you were taken from, a
war is raging. It has been raging for longer than most can even
remember. Some say it is a war that won't end until the world is
lost to it. Legends tell of a group of warriors who will rise to
stop this terrible conflict and those responsible. And those same
legends say that those warriors will find shelter, training, and
strength in Entwell. One of the students here may be one of the
chosen force who will save this world. If you remain here and rise
in the ranks, you will make a mark on this world. You may
train beside such a hero. You may teach such a hero. You may summon
such a hero. You may be such a hero. It is practically
written in the stars that greatness must first prove itself in
Entwell, and look where fate has guided you."

A smile slowly came to Ayna's face. "When do
I begin my lessons?"
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