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  This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, real events, locations, or organizations is purely coincidental.


  Dedication


  For my Pa-Pa, H.B. Ferguson, Jr., who for years asked me almost every time he saw me if I’d been writing any more stories and then read every single one I gave him. I’m happy now to place real novels in his hands.


  Prophecy of the Artan


  She is of our world and beyond. From another place, another time, she will come. She carries the burden of tomorrow, and her true essence will be birthed with the moon and the dawn. The Singing Stones once more will sing, and she shall unite those long hated with those who long have feared them. Unity with the everlasting will heal her soul, lifting the eternal from rejection and fear. She will be untouched by man and untainted by The Evil. In her will be met all the Powers of Good, and with them shall she defeat The Evil. The Dark Powers she shall overcome by becoming, yet not. Bound to the past, the bond will be broken that she may pass through the vales of shadow and despair to walk forevermore in the light. Wars may rage, kingdoms rise and fall, and monarchs topple, but the Artan will defend her people. Aerisia by her strength will be kept, and in her time peace will prosper.
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  The time for action is upon me. I’ve passed the initial tests of being the Artan. I’ve declared myself by words, by signs, by exploits, by wonders. Although I’ve progressed beyond belief compared to what I was when I first arrived, I still have a ways to go. Now I must survive the Underworld, a place even immortals shun. Should I pass this test, I know an even greater one awaits me. The time is coming when I’ll have to do more than simply declare myself the Artan. I’ll have to become the Artan. The Dark Powers will contest me, and I’ll have to face them. War is inevitable, should I outlast the Underworld, which I have to do, so I can fight for Aerisia’s future on the final field of battle.


  Part One

  Underworld Journey


  Chapter One


  
    The Gate of Despair

  


   



  The transporting door created by the fairy, Braisley, disappeared behind me, and I was standing in the womb of Cleyton. A massive Gate carved from solid black stone loomed over me. Once more, the impossible had become possible as the fairy’s magic had transported me beyond her realm of Cleyton, within the snowy peak itself, and to the entrance of the Underworld.


  Which wasn’t such a comfy place, as it turned out. The hard rock was terribly cold to my unprotected feet. I frowned down at my toes, which were trying to crumple under the pads of my feet. Rubbing my bare upper arms, I tried to ignore physical discomfort as I considered the Gate before me.


  The Underworld. I can’t believe I’m here.


  Legend was vague concerning what lay beyond the ebony Gate of Despair, although nothing good was intimated by folklore or its ominous name. The Spinners possessed less information than the fairies, and the fairies themselves had precious little.


  As I gazed upon the forbidding Gate, Braisley’s warnings echoed in my ears: Leave behind nothing of yourself for them to obtain. A lost slipper, a sliver of fabric snatched by a passing thorn, a hair of your head, nothing. Nothing of the living may be left in the world of the dead.


  Before opening the doorway, she’d made me strip down to my nightshift and bind my hair in a tight braid. These were precautions against the Underworld dwellers getting a hold of anything of mine and using it to reach out to me. Reach out through dreams, whispers, thoughts, visions, or worse.


  Taking a few hesitant steps toward the colossal Gate, I found myself wishing for Ilgard’s reassuring presence. Sadly, such wishes were useless, as I well knew. After making Braisley swear she’d keep him in Aerisia, I’d left him behind. After all, if something went wrong down below, as a mortal, I would merely die. Mercifully, merely die. However, an immortal like a Simathe or a fairy ran the risk of being trapped in a form of living death, doomed to wander—perhaps eternally—the worlds of both the living and the dead, or lost somewhere in-between. I would not let that be Ilgard’s fate. Not for my sake. He would remain behind because he must and because Braisley had promised me he would. I trusted her.


  My being here is proof of that, I thought wryly.


  She’d assured me that if I followed her instruction to the letter, I should be fairly safe. She’d also warned me that the Underworld was a place of traps and treachery. I needed to be on my guard at all times, trusting no one I met.


  Feeling as prepared as I’d ever be to face the unknown, I lifted a hand to knock on the Gate when a thought struck.


  Wait, a gift!


  The fairy of Cleyton had told me if I wished admittance from the Gatekeeper, I had to bring a gift. Something not of me, yet something mine to give.


  Closing my eyes, I reached deep within, concentrating hard, visualizing in my mind. A heartbeat’s pause, and then I experienced a satisfying rush of energy, a delicious burst of power. I reopened my eyes.


  The necklace glittered in the dark tunnel of stone, its intertwining strands of gold and silver encrusted with glowing rubies, emeralds, and sapphires. It floated in the air above my palm, exactly as I’d willed it, but didn’t touch my skin. Real and solid but not of me—nothing I’d ever worn, touched, or owned. Yet it was mine to give because I’d created it by my own power.


  Hope this works.


  Raising my free hand, I knocked on the obsidian-like Gate of Despair. The echoes reverberated through the dank, murky atmosphere of the cave, and I waited, shifting my weight restlessly from one bare foot to the other. The floor was smooth as glass, an unexpected phenomenon in a remote mountain cave. But then, I’d learned long ago that Aerisia was a place where the only thing to be expected was the unexpected.


  Several minutes crawled by with impatience making my wait interminable.


  Maybe I should try again?


  I’d raised my fist to do just that when the rustle of fabric caught my ears. I gaped as a figure, seemingly formed from the Gate itself, crystallized, stepped out, and emerged to stand before me. Small, squinty eyes gleaming yellow, he looked me up and down.


  “You have come to the Gate of Despair,” he croaked in a voice rusty and harsh from disuse. “None may pass without an express purpose. Proclaim yours.”


  He—I supposed it was a he—was a twisted, hunchbacked person barely taller than my shoulder. His dark robe was hooded, a deep cowl hiding his face. I couldn’t make out his features. The robe was also torn, dirty, and spotted with malodorous patches that reeked of mold, waste, and sweat. If such an aura of evil hadn’t surrounded him, he might’ve made a rather pathetic figure. As it was, I retreated a step, fearful of standing too close to the Underworld’s Gatekeeper.


  “I have c—come…”


  No good. I broke off, wincing at the nervous catch in my voice. Clearing my throat, I tried again, forcing resilience into my tones.


  “I have indeed come to the Underworld for a purpose. I have come to visit the Dreamers.”


  “The Dreamers? The Dreamers,” he echoed slyly. “What will you give me that I should allow you to pass the Gate of Despair and enter the Dreamer’s Vale?”


  He twisted skeletal fingers, also covered with moldy, smelly patches, greedily. “A pretty,” he babbled in concert with the fingers folding and unfolding. “A pretty for the Gatekeeper. What will you give?”


  He couldn’t take his eyes off the piece still suspended in the air above my hand. “Here,” I said, taking the obvious hint. “Here is my gift. This will I give if you will open the Gate of Despair, allowing me entrance to the Vale of the Dreamers.”


  Braisley had coached me thoroughly on what to say and do as I interacted with the Gatekeeper. I hoped I was remembering the dialogue and etiquette she’d insisted upon. Although, I suppose it wouldn’t have mattered whether I was or not, because the Gatekeeper wasn’t noticing my manners. With a ravenous giggle, he snatched the jewelry, his three-inch long chipped, yellow fingernails brushing my palm.


  Gasping, I jerked my hand away, giving it a worried examination to make sure he hadn’t broken the skin. It was fine, and I breathed a little sigh of relief. Hoping nothing would come of it, I rubbed my sweaty palm against the thin silk covering my hip, wanting to rid myself of physical contact with the creepy Gatekeeper, if only superficially.


  Again, he took no notice of my actions, being so intent on his “pretty.” He mumbled over it, turning the treasure this way and that, admiring its gleaming gold, silver, and precious gems. All the while he kept cackling those crazy giggles that set my teeth on edge. He was so entranced by the bauble that I started to worry he’d forgotten all about me. Worrying my lower lip between my teeth, I wondered if I should break into his one-person party to remind him I was still there


  What in the world am I doing? was my next thought. I must be as crazy as he is. Is any dream worth all of this? Even if it is, there has to be an easier way to get an interpretation.


  I wanted to turn tail and run… right now. However, upon reaching the Gate of Despair, I had no choice but to enter, since the only Underworld exit was hidden somewhere in the shadowland itself.


  “Excuse me, sir.”


  Making my mind up, I reached out to tap him on the shoulder. He glanced up in time to see my hand coming and swerved, turning his back. Clutching the necklace to his chest, he peered disdainfully over his shoulder.


  “What do you want?” he hissed.


  “I want entrance through your Gate to the Vale of the Dreamers. I gave you the necklace, so you must give me entrance.”


  “Must? I must do nothing!” He shuffled a step or two away, stroking the jewelry. “So pretty,” he cooed. “Shiny, and so pretty.”


  All right, that’s it.


  Anger hit me, obliterating fear and perhaps common sense. I made a motion as if to snatch the necklace away.


  “Fine! Then I’ll take this back. If you won’t uphold your end of the bargain, I certainly don’t have to keep mine.”


  “No, no!” he squealed, jumping aside. “Mustn’t touch my pretty. Mustn’t take the Gatekeeper’s shiny pretty. You wouldn’t, would you? Here, I will open the Gate. You may enter, just do not take my pretty necklace!”


  “I won’t take it,” I said sternly, “but only if you open the Gate of Despair right now. If you don’t, you forfeit the necklace. Forever.”


  “Will not forfeit, will not forfeit,” he whined.


  Stuffing the jewelry inside the front of his tattered robe, he hobbled clumsily to do my bidding. I stood with my arms folded tightly across my chest, trying to appear stern, confident, and in control. I’d once heard that half of being genuinely in control is simply looking like it. Becoming the Artan was teaching me many important lessons in leadership, and this was definitely one of them.


  Following the near loss of his pretty, the Gatekeeper wasn’t about to challenge me. He scuttled right over to the huge entrance and placed a hand spread-eagle on its polished surface. At his touch, the entryway slid soundlessly open. I didn’t hesitate, not wanting to give my confident façade a chance to slip. I pressed past him, careful not to touch him or his robe, and entered the Underworld through the towering Gate of Despair.


  Chapter Two


  
    Grotto of Crystal Life

  


   



  Flickering torches set in stone sconces carved from the rough walls of the tunnel itself cast weird shadows all about me. For an instant, I was transported back in time to another world, another cave: the entrance to Aureeyah’s vale and the fear those dancing shadows had provoked. The terror but also the relief Ilgard’s mere presence had provided. Even then, despite thoroughly disliking the man, I’d trusted him on some basic level.


  So when had it all changed? Then? When he’d killed Jonase? The first kiss, despite being stolen? Seeing him at Laytrii after so long and when I’d needed him so desperately? The second kiss?


  Shaking my head, I began creeping slowly forward, admitting to myself I couldn’t pin down when my feelings towards the Simathe High-Chief had begun to change. Rather, love—if that’s what it was—had come silently, stealing in, growing on me, chipping away any harder feelings.


  I have to tell him. Someday, when the time is right, I have to tell him. He may think I’m crazy, and he may reject me, but what good is love if it isn’t shared?


  Once I’m sure, I promised myself. Once I’m sure that’s what this is, I’ll tell him…


  I told myself that, even as I came upon the place the broad main tunnel branched off into five different passageways. Each of these, Braisley had informed me, spread out into five more of their own. I knew I was now in the Myriad Passages. Which way to go? What had Braisley said? I half-turned, looking from one end of the five tunnels to the other, trying to decide.


  Ah, yes.


  The middle tunnel. Shoving down my reluctance, I stepped into it.


  Few torches lined its walls, and I didn’t like the dark. Once more, time stood still. The passage was long and endless. My poor feet soon grew numb from the cool, worn stone. Every now and then a light breeze whisking around corners would find its way to me, wafting over exposed skin and leaving goose bumps in its wake. I longed for a companion, but I didn’t have one. This was something I must do alone.


  My world had been reduced to sporadic patches of darkness and light, shivers and shudders, shifting shadows and uncomfortable, chilly breezes by the time I finally emerged from the Myriad Passages. The tunnel’s exit had opened onto bowed walls of white stone, and I found myself standing inside a wide, bright circle. On the ceiling high above was a painted blue sky dotted with white clouds, complete with a cheery orange sun. A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. Who would have thought? A refreshing slice of the Upperworld found here in the Under.


  As the fairy had predicted, the passage I’d just left connected with five more. These were arched doorways, set equal distances apart. Fashioned from brick, each doorway was lightly stained in soft hues of blue, pink, yellow, purple, and green. I took the green tunnel. Soon as I stepped across the threshold, I was engulfed in a wash of warm air drifting up from below. It was both welcoming and soothing: a relief after the chill winds in the last corridor.


  Thankfully, there were also more lights in this tunnel. By them, I could see black etchings on the walls depicting serene valleys and happy people in fluid motion. At times they ran, laughed, and played, or else rode winged horses through a starry sky. Sometimes they reclined on beds of grass so skillfully rendered the blades appeared to move, twitching in the warm breeze that ushered me down the tunnel. Some of the people slept—I could see the tiny fans of lashes on their cheeks and practically hear their gentle snores.


  I moved onward, overawed by this timeless, artistic beauty. The walls on which this artwork was superimposed were a quiet jade green, so soft it looked like green-tinted glass. Beneath my feet, the floor was the same. It was no longer cool to the touch but had warmed, its temperature rising to match the pleasant breeze. The farther I went and the more I saw, the more I found myself relaxing into the experience.


  I wonder why Braisley was so freaked out by my coming here, I mused. Except for the creepy Gatekeeper, it’s really not bad at all. I kinda like it. Just hope it stays that way.


  The corridor was descending. With each step, I was progressing farther and farther into the depths of this strange, underground world. I was an alien in an alien place, but I wasn’t afraid, and the wish for a companion had subsided. The pretty people on jade walls, the teasing wind gliding over and around my body, the warm floor—these were companions enough for me. I felt so peaceful, as though I could lie down and go to sleep; that if I slept for a hundred years it wouldn’t be long enough. I also felt that if I slept here until I grew old and died and my bones withered to dust, only to be scattered about by this pleasant breeze, it would be a happy fate. Who could want more than that?


  Warnings in the back of my mind flickered like the torches, cautioning me I was being seduced. I was in danger, they said: danger of being lulled into a false sense of security, lulled into a sleep from which I’d never awaken. The cries were annoying, persistent, and refused to be shushed, although I did my best to ignore them. I pressed on and started to hear water running from somewhere ahead. I was descending faster now, and the sounds of rushing water grew louder and louder. By the time the tunnel abruptly ended, the sound had become an earsplitting roar that helped mask just how sharp the drop off really was.


  I jerked to a halt, stumbling back from the edge of the narrow shelf onto which the tunnel opened. Gasping, I grabbed the tunnel’s outer wall and stood perfectly motionless, gazing over the brink to the bottom leagues below. Vertigo hit, and I closed my eyes, breathing deep. After a few seconds that problem righted itself, and soon I was able to gather my courage and move closer to the edge.


  Awe filled my being.


  Crystal stalactites and stalagmites dripped from the ceiling or rose from the floor, winking in the unearthly light suffusing the enormous cavern. On opposite ends of the chamber, the formations met to form crystal pillars that stretched dozens of feet high. A waterfall gushed from an opening in the rocks high overhead, falling with a roar into a green pool on the cavern floor. Mist clinging to both the waterfall and the pool circled high in the air, curling lazily around glittering formations, while the chamber’s glassy jade floor shone slick and wet in the hazy light.


  I crept cautiously from the ledge and down the four stone steps to my right. These led out onto a walkway that hugged the wall and nearly circled the entire chamber. The footpath was narrow, albeit hemmed in much of the time by long stalactites suspended from the ceiling. When the walkway stopped, it dropped off into a long flight of stairs that also hugged the rock walls. It was for these stairs I headed: the only way down to the cavern floor.


  Beneath my feet, the path was worn smooth by time and travelers’ feet. It was also strangely warm and not from the wind. The breeze that had accompanied me down the green passageway had disappeared, as if once having escorted me where it wanted me to go, it’d done its duty and left. Where, I don’t know, but it was almost as if its effects still lingered. When I trailed my fingertips over a passing stalactite, glittering like a diamond in the pale light, I found it too was warm to the touch. In fact, the whole chamber felt heated by some secret furnace.


  The footpath I was on eventually led me behind the roaring waterfall. I stopped, letting the mist dampen my face as I passed my hand through the watery curtain. I didn’t mind the noise behind the watery veil. I actually lingered a while, reaching out to cup my hands under the spray and bring it to my lips for a drink. The water was pure and tasted of fresh springs warmed by the sun, of river torrents rushing towards the sea, of mountain creeks babbling over speckled stones. I drank my fill.


  Finally, reluctantly, I forced myself to continue winding my way towards the stone stairs. After stepping out on them, I’d descended no more than the first half dozen when another wave of sleepiness struck. For an instant, I wavered dangerously on the edge of the narrow step. Luckily, reflexes took over just in time, jerking me back from the brink. I clung to the wall, breathing deep, trying to fight off the nausea, the fatigue.


  What was that? Was it deliberate?


  Even if it was, I couldn’t stop here. Flattening myself against the wall, I continued the descent. My long fingernails caught in the nearly imperceptible cracks marring the crystal walls. Still, I pressed on, bit by bit, until I ultimately, mercifully, reached the bottom. Safe, I sank gratefully onto the lowest step, taking the time to gather my wits while craning my neck to look back up the series of steep, narrow stairs I’d just come down.


  It was a miracle there’d been no accidents such as a fall when that strange sleepiness had struck. What was that, anyhow? The Underworld itself attempting to sabotage me? Or did it mean I was getting close to the Vale of the Dreamers?


  I didn’t get to contemplate the mystery very long. All of a sudden, I thought, Singing. I hear singing.


  Seeking the source, I turned my head, and my gaze fell on the pool into which the waterfall fell. Yes, the singing definitely came from there. The singer was male. His lyrics were inaudible, but his voice was smooth and rich, capable of arresting attention and stirring emotions. Intrigued, I clambered to my feet and headed towards the pool.


  Seating myself on a large boulder, I leaned over to gaze into the water’s tepid depths. At first, I saw nothing except undulating waves lapping gently at the barrier of boulders. Then, an undercurrent appeared between two ripples, shifting sideways beneath the surface of the water. It parted, wavered, blinked, and then focused, revealing a scene from above. Water slid off the plane of this otherworldly “mirror,” bubbling at its edges while I stared, transfixed.


  The singer was the Tearkin prince, Kurban. Although his back was to me, I easily identified him from the layered cut of his burnt-blond hair and the impressive width of his shoulders. He was in the stables at Laytrii’s palace, brushing the coat of one of the huge workhorses. To me, the animal was large as a Clydesdale and towered above my head. Compared to the Tearkin, however, the massive beast resembled a pony.


  Kurban sang as he worked, His movements were relaxed and unhurried, keeping pace with the tempo of his self-created music. His song of lost love was slow, sad, and poignant. Judging from the muted light filtering through the stable windows, I guessed the time was somewhere in the early morning.


  Indescribable awe kept my attention riveted on the mirror, but the awe was tainted with melancholy as I listened to the Tearkin’s song:


   



  Cold raindrops drip from leaves of trees,




  And she is not here to see with me.




  She who once this life did love,




  Has left me now to fly above…




  And her passing I mourn.




   



  My heart I offered, left at her feet,




  She did not hear its pleading beat.




  The rain now falls, and I am alone;




  The sad wind howls its anguished moans.




  And I cannot follow my love.




   



  The melody was haunting, intricate. The Prince’s voice maneuvered it deftly, and he sang with a sadness transcending the distance between us. Somehow, I knew these weren’t empty words strung to a minor air but his own personal heartache. Had he lost someone? To another person, or perhaps to death? Moved, I found myself wanting to reach out to him across space and distance.


  “It is sad, no?”


  The feminine voice broke into my quiet musings. Smothering a cry, I caught myself on the edge of the rock, twisting from the waist to see who had spoken.


  Chapter Three


  
    Heldwyn

  


   



  A smile brightened the face of the elderly woman standing next to me. Fine lines proclaiming abundant years of life framed her eyes and creased her cheeks. For all that she appeared harmless, I couldn’t believe Kurban’s song had taken me off my guard like that.


  “Who are you?” I demanded, half-rising.


  “No, stay. I mean you no harm.”


  She held out a hand, motioning me to resume my seat. Warily, I obeyed, watching all the while for any signs of danger. She certainly didn’t appear dangerous, but nothing could be taken for granted in the Underworld.


  With the precision of the aged, she lowered herself to a seat on the boulder closest to mine. Despite her obvious age, her shoulders were firm, her back straight, and her blue eyes full of life.


  “You are not from this place, no? Not of the Underworld? No, I thought not. It has been a long time, child. Many years, many ages, since any from above have visited this place. A long time indeed. And yet, I perceive you are no fairy. No, nor one of the foolish ones come to consort with beings of darkness. From whence do you hail? You have not the look of an Aerisian. What is your purpose in my keep, here at the Pool of Mirrors?”


  I frowned. “You ask a lot of questions. No, I’m not a fairy, and I certainly didn’t come here to do anything wrong. I’m not from Aerisia, either. Well, not exactly, anyway,” I amended. “What I mean to say is… well—”


  The sentence trailed off awkwardly, as I searched for some explanation that would skip the fact that I was the Artan. Braisley had warned me not to give the Dreamers more than they asked, but if they asked anything, I wasn’t supposed to lie.


  The Dreamers, she’d said, can discern any misconstruing of truth, for many Dreamers are themselves filled with deceit. Remember, you are sent to gain information from them, not they from you.


  Naturally, I had no idea whether this woman was a Dreamer or not; however, it was simply a chance I couldn’t take.


  “I’m from… someplace far away,” I finally managed, trying desperately to skirt the truth without lying.


  She wasn’t fooled. “I have eyes, yes? I can see this. You are not from Aerisia, nor from the Underworld. Therefore, you must be from Earth.” Something in my face must’ve lent credence to her guess. With a satisfied smile, she plunged on with her assessment. “Ah, yes. I see it now: you are from Earth. Far away… very far away indeed.”


  I smiled weakly. “I guess you’ve figured me out, then. Who’re you?”


  Self-satisfaction relaxed into her former friendly smile. “Why, I am the guardian of this place. Where we sit is the Pool of Mirrors. Through it, I am allowed glimpses of the Upperworld, above. This grotto is my keep: the Grotto of Crystal Life.”


  “Crystal Life?”


  She glanced about the cavern, her expression becoming serious as she explained. “The glint of crystal in these rocks, the green and jade of these stones… they speak of life. Of green, growing things in the world above, of sunlight sparkling on a cold stream, of new infants born to pleased mothers. Of the life lived by those above. Of the life we below once enjoyed—or would have, had the choice been to given us.”


  Sadness crossed her features, and I was suddenly sorry for her. Reaching out, I touched the back of her hand in a gesture of sympathy. She stared for a very long time at that spot, saying with an air of melancholy, “Yes, human touch. Long has it been since I have seen another human. Longer still to feel their touch.”


  “I’m sorry,” I offered.


  She waved aside my commiseration. “It is no matter. Many long years have I lived alone and will survive many more, no? It is not right that you concern yourself for me. My life, it is not so lonely.” She nodded toward the pool. “Here are my companions. When I am forlorn, they ease my loneliness.”


  Following the gesture, I saw the mirror that still reflected Prince Kurban in the stables and assumed such reflections were what she meant.


  “He is one of my favorites,” she went on, “my chosen ones. His singing… always, it softens my heart.”


  I chuckled, amused. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it? On Earth, he could’ve been a star.”


  “A star?”


  “It means he would’ve been really famous for his singing. Lots of people would have known about him and come to hear him sing. Back home, we call people like that stars.”


  “Ah, because they shine so brightly and share their light with others.”


  “Something like that.” I smiled.


  She lapsed into silence, studying the image in the pool, and I felt some of the tension in my neck and shoulders dissipate. Surely if this woman intended malice she would have shown it by now. So far, all she’d exhibited was gratitude at having another person around with whom she could talk.


  “So you still haven’t told me your name,” I broke the companionable silence to say.


  Her thumbs twiddled in her lap, but otherwise she maintained perfect, straight-backed poise.


  “Heldwyn,” she replied. “My name is Heldwyn.”


  “And your house?” I questioned, referring to the Aerisian custom of placing a “Wy” or “Wis” before one’s last name. The former meant, “Son of the house of,” and the latter, “Daughter of the house of.”


  She shook her head. “We of the Underworld have no houses. There are no surnames in this place.”


  “How come?”


  She looked a bit perplexed. “How come?”


  “Why,” I clarified.


  Understanding dawned on her features. “Ah.”


  She left off the thumb twiddling to trail one finger in the pool, swirling languorous circles around and around the mirror. A ripple broke over the reflection’s surface, and it instantly disappeared, Prince Kurban’s exquisite music along with it.


  “Those below are not as those above, neither are our customs alike.”


  “Well then, how’d you come to be here? Braisley told me the Underworld was full of spirits, fairy-like creatures, and people like the Dreamers who send and observe dreams. Which one are you?”


  She continued studying the water. “Braisley? The winged fairy of Cleyton?”


  “That’s her.”


  “She sent you to the Underworld, no? Why is this, I wonder?”


  The finger stilled as she awaited my answer.


  “I… needed to visit the Vale of the Dreamers. Braisley told me some things about the Underworld before I came here, although she didn’t mention you. She did say information about this place is a bit sketchy, though.”


  “The Vale of the Dreamers?” The look she turned on me was sharp, searching. Clearly, old age hadn’t dimmed this lady’s mental abilities. “You have dreamed a dream of some importance, no? Yes, surely it is so, for you have come to the Underworld to visit the Vale of the Dreamers. The meaning of your vision was hidden from you, hidden also from Braisley. Often she has the skill to interpret visions, or she did once. I assume she still does.”


  “Notwithstanding,” she continued, “you came here… to the Underworld. To the Vale of the Dreamers. Strange, no?” Gazing steadily at her own reflection, now mirrored in the pool, she murmured half to herself, “Strange. Very strange.”


  Sensing she wasn’t finished yet, I waited, saying nothing. The lines on her face shifted and re-shifted, doubtless echoing her thoughts as she seemed to consider some weighty decision. Since I had no idea what was on her mind and didn’t want to interrupt her train of thought, I kept quiet but took the opportunity to examine her further.


  For all the wrinkles outlining her features, her skin was soft and her blue eyes, an oddity in the world above, quite bright. White hair swept into a simple chignon on the back of the head gave her a matronly look. However, the dainty wisps falling delicately about her face and ears softened the stamp of years, lending her an almost youthful air.


  She wore full trousers of flowing grey silk. Her shirt, roomy, full-sleeved, and gathered at the neckline by a drawstring, was a flattering cranberry color. This was loosely tucked into her trousers, beneath a wide brown sash circling her waist and knotted at her hip. By far, the most eye-catching piece of her ensemble was what rested against her skin, just above the scooped neckline of her shirt. How it’d escaped my attention until that moment I’ll never know, but before I could open my mouth to ask about it, she was speaking.


  “The Vale of the Dreamers… yes, I shall take you there. I can lead you, no? It is important you go if Braisley has sent you.”


  The offer was a welcome one. “Oh, thank you so much. I’ve found my way alright so far, but the Underworld is definitely a confusing place, and I could use—”


  “Enough.” She cut me off with an upraised hand. “I have said I will lead you there, no? But do not mistake me. I know you for who you are. Your eyes, they betray you. One eye of Earth, one of Aerisia. You are she who was to come. She who we have looked for in the Underworld as well as the Upper.”


  Chapter Four


  
    Knowledge and Secrets

  


   



  She knows. I felt sick to the pit of my stomach. She knows everything. What if she tells someone she shouldn’t?


  “Your name I will not speak,” Heldwyn continued on, putting my fears to rest. “No, nor the name of she who came before you. Here in the Underworld, you shall remain nameless.”


  I gulped, breathing a low “Thank you.”


  “No need for gratitude,” she remarked briskly. “What I do, I do for myself as well as those like me. To defeat you, to destroy you, would mean the same for us—destruction.”


  I didn’t know what to say to that, even though a million questions were swirling inside my brain.


  Sensing my vacillation, giving the impression she’d read my mind, Heldwyn observed, “You have formerly inquired of me concerning myself and my fellows: who we are and how we came to inhabit the Underworld, yes? You would like me to answer these things?”


  I nodded, giving mute assent.


  “Very well. I shall try to impart some of the information Braisley lacked.”


  Once more she folded her hands neatly in her lap, fixing her stare on a point somewhere above my head as she started to speak.


  “The Underworld,” she began in the tone of a tenured professor lecturing her students, “is a place of both good and evil. Of life and of death. Few from above may enter and return. Few would try. Few have need to do so. Do you ken what I say?”


  Again, I nodded in silent agreement.


  “In the Underworld,” she went on, “there are those who are spirit, not matter. There are also spiritual forces in this place both for good and for evil but mostly evil, I think. Few indeed are those who remain in the Underworld uncorrupted. To live bereft of sunlight creates darkness in body and soul, giving the Dark Powers much greater sway. I speak of those like the Dreamers, neither spirit nor flesh, neither good nor evil, but probably greatly disposed to the latter. You do well to be wary of them. They had as soon harm you as help you.


  “Then, child, there are those such as myself. Once we dwelt as humans upon the face of the Upperworld, living to please ourselves but doing no great harm to those around us. We did not live for Light or for Shadow. Perhaps we did not believe in them. Perhaps we did not care. Upon death, we passed into the Underworld.”


  “Why?” I asked, leaning forward intently. “Why the Underworld?”


  “In this place, young one, we are consigned to spend the remainder of the ages, being finally forced to choose whether we will serve the powers of Good or of Darkness. No longer may we be neutral, but our path must be selected. Sadly, few choose the light as did I. Even when they do, it is an ongoing battle to remain steadfast.”


  I heard the sorrow and loneliness in her voice and wanted to offer her comfort. However, the square set of her shoulders forbid pity, so I sat immobile and listened quietly to the completion of her narrative.


  “We are assigned various tasks in this place, keeps where we may reside and which we must defend. If we are fortunate, we prosper here.”


  “This is your keep then,” I put in. “This grotto. And the Gatekeeper, that must be his appointed job—to guard the Gate of Despair.”


  “Yes,” she agreed. “You are quite right, my child. You’ve a lively wit. I see a great deal of her in you.”


  I blinked, taken aback. “Her? Her who? Who do you see a lot of in me?”


  A guarded look seeped across Heldwyn’s grandmotherly features, sealing off any willingness to answer further questions along this line. I wasn’t about to let it drop, though. Shifting closer, I searched her face.


  “Who, Heldwyn? Who are you talking about?”


  She wouldn’t look at me. “I have said too much already.”


  “No, you haven’t. You’ve got to tell me—who could you see in me, when I’ve never been here before? Who did you know that you could compare me to? Obviously this is really important, or you wouldn’t be so reluctant to tell me. What is it?”


  Slowly, ever so slowly, her eyes lifted to meet mine. I was shocked to see them filled with tears.


  “You must know? You think you must? Very well then: it is her, no? She who came before you, she for whom you are called. She who defeated darkness for a time, onl—only in the end to—to…”


  Burying her face in her hands, she started to cry. I watched in dismay as her shoulders heaved in silent sobs, feeling helpless in the face of so much pain abruptly unleashed. Unsure what to do, I reached out to place a hand on her shoulder. At that, her head snapped up, a new fire burning in her eyes even though the tears remained. Pain and anger, neither of which had I an explanation for, ravaged her face. I withdrew my hand hastily as she spoke, her speech clipped and her words coming hard and fast.


  “Yes, you are like her. You come to this unspeakable place just as she did so long ago: innocent, naive, full of the desire to do good and seek wisdom. The urgency to conquer the Dark Powers and free your land burns as hotly in you as it did her, no? So pure, so unaware of your fate if you stray from the path.”


  “Yes, she came to the Underworld,” Heldwyn admitted bitterly. “She had magic as well and with it found the entrance from above. Her only thought was to ameliorate, to free those such as myself who wait and forever must wait. To liberate us, as she had freed her own folk above.”


  “What happened?” I prompted when she hesitated.


  Stormy blue eyes clashed with mine. “She fled to me for help, with her enemies in savage pursuit. She was strong, yes, but not strong enough to defeat the things in this


  place—the forces of the Dark Powers collected here.”


  “Listen to me, young one.” She placed her hands on either side of my face, pulling it close to hers in a show of unexpected strength. “Listen and listen well, child. You think yourself strong, no? You think yourself mighty. You think yourself able to combat anything in this place. But it is not so. There are forces in the Underworld with the strength to rend your pretty body to shreds. To take you, your innocent self, and twist it into something as bent and depraved as themselves.


  “Should it happen, I could not save you. I could not truly save her. There are none here who could. In the Underworld, you walk in peril at every step. You have taken your life into your hands simply by coming here. Heed my words, little one. Be vigilant. Watch, be ever on your guard until you have left this place. Every second until you see the sun, you must take the greatest of care. Do you hear my words?”


  “I hear them.”


  She held me a moment longer, her blue eyes probing, making certain I’d understood her warnings. At last, with a heavy sigh, she released me, pushing herself wearily to her feet.


  “Come,” she said. “Time passes and danger thickens. Beware sleep, yes? You will feel the need of it strongly as you approach the Vale of the Dreamers.”


  “I’ve already felt it,” I commented, rising myself.


  “That you have, yes? Beware it. To sleep here, to cease your guard, is dangerous—dangerous as well as foolish. Be cautious.”


  “I will.”


  I fell into step beside her, and we stepped onto a rocky ledge that led us behind the crashing waterfall. Below the walkway I’d already traveled lay the entrance to a warm, wet tunnel of stone, which we entered.


  “Heldwyn?”


  “Hmmm?”


  She strode along purposefully, not breaking stride at my question, keeping her gaze fixed ahead.


  “What happened to her? You said she came to you.”


  At this she missed a step, stumbled. Regaining her balance, she turned on me. “That is not for me to say, young one. In the end, you will know.” Reaching out, she wistfully touched first my necklace then her own. Her own… a necklace matching mine in every respect. “You will know,” she repeated.


  Whirling, she pressed on down the tunnel in that same determined stride. I hurried to catch up, to regain my place beside her.


  “No more questions,” she said at length, “for I will answer no more. Yes, I will take you to the Vale of the Dreamers. Find there the answers you seek. But forget not what I have told you.”


  And she said nothing else.


  Chapter Five


  
    Iilane

  


   



  The Vale of the Dreamers was not a peaceful little valley. It wasn’t a flowery, emerald field with a sapphire lake beneath elegant weeping willows. It was nothing like either its name or the practically lifelike carvings on the walls of the green tunnel had implied. Heldwyn left me at its entrance without a word, and I stepped alone into the Vale of the Dreamers.


  Dewy grass wetted my bare feet, and thick swirls of mist drifted by my face. Looking up, I couldn’t discern the sky or any sort of roof. Nothing could be seen except endless grey, above and around, overlaid with mist and fog. The air was sluggish, moist, and warm. Water dripped from trees whose sad, wilted leaves drooped toward the ground. Vines sprawled over the ruins of a nearby stone wall, the broken pieces of which lay scattered haphazardly in the tall, wet grass. Like a dingy veil, mist overshadowed everything… mist and fog. I began to wonder if the name of this place shouldn’t be the “Veil” of the Dreamers, rather than the “Vale.”


  An aura of trapped time and extended sleep scented the air. The whole atmosphere was seductive, promising that eternal peace waited if I would only surrender to rest. Nevertheless, remembering Heldwyn’s warnings about that very thing, I fought off a jaw-popping yawn and the heavy, stupid feeling filling my head. Drowsy, I went to take a seat on one of the broken wall’s stones, and there settled in to wait… and wait and wait and wait.


  Hoping to stave off sleep, I played in the cold, damp grass with my bare toes, forcing myself to notice their discomfort. However, it didn’t take long before I was beginning to get creeped out as I sat there in the shifting fog, waiting for someone—anyone—to show up. Thanks to Braisley, though, I knew enough to know that waiting was all I could do at this point.


  Dreams, she’d said, come to you, not you to them: likewise, the Dreamers will come to you on their terms in their Vale.


  So I waited.


  When someone finally appeared there was no noise, no breath of wind, no bang, no puff of smoke to herald her arrival. As it had a dozen times already, the mist parted and there she stood. I rose to my feet. For several long seconds we eyed each other in tight silence, measuring each other up. In the end, it was the Dreamer who spoke first. I was surprised by her strange, outdated speech—outdated even in Aerisia, where my modern dialect was far from the norm.


  “Boondy’ asei lictuse,” she began solemnly. “Welcome, Seeker. Thou hast journeyed far to reach the Vale of the Dreamers. Such diligence in pursuing a goal is praiseworthy indeed. Therefore I ask thee, what wish hast thou? What request wouldst thou make of us, the Dreamers?”


  Her voice was smooth and dulcet. In it, I sensed a lulling power, capable of putting her listener to sleep by the mere power of her voice. Inwardly, I braced myself in case she decided to try out this power on me, even as I thanked her for her gracious welcome. She merely inclined her head, motioning for me to proceed and answer her question.


  “I’ve dreamed something that I know is important to me,” I explained, “but its meaning has been hidden from me.”


  “There are those in thy world skilled in the art of interpreting dreams,” she interrupted. Her smoky eyes, grey as the environment around us, raked me coolly up and down. “Why seekest thou here?”


  “The meaning was hidden from them, as well.”


  Silent, she made no reply, and I offered no further details. My request was there. It was up to her what she did with it.


  As she hesitated—making up her mind, I supposed, I took the opportunity to study the beautiful Dreamer. Thick, curved lashes, darkened by kohl, set off her smoky grey eyes, while wisps of auburn hair, unlike any color in Aerisia above, escaped from beneath her shimmering white veil. Also escaping from beneath her veil, a blood-red ruby dangled from a silver chain against her brow, its color shocking against her nearly translucent skin. She wore full, dark palazzo-type pants and a short, midriff-revealing bodice. Over this was a soft, white overdress matching her veil. The overdress, while giving the illusion of greater modesty, also softened the dark grey pants and top beneath so that the colors seemed to blend and almost perfectly match the Vale’s swirling fog and mist.


  After studying me for a while from beneath those kohl-darkened lashes, the Dreamer finally raised her chin and spoke.


  “I am Iilane, daughter of the Mists of Sleep which you see around you, a Catcher of Dreams, and wife to C’alj, who is head of that order. Follow me, and I shall escort thee to a place where answers to thy inquiries may be revealed.” A cat’s smile curved the corners of her scarlet lips. “Or may not,” she amended slyly. “Come.”


  She pivoted on her heel, swinging about to start off in an easterly direction. I hurried to catch up but didn’t bother falling into step beside her. Her manner didn’t invite it. She wanted me to follow, not accompany, her. Clearly, she was an indomitable sort of woman, used to authority and having her own way. Not exactly the warm, friendly sort, but at least she’d offered to help.


  I soon discovered that watching her walk ahead of me was more than a little disconcerting. Her veil and overdress blended so well with the Mists of Sleep that trying to distinguish them was making me dizzy. I looked away, but the scenery wasn’t much of an improvement. The farther we went, the thicker the mist and fog grew. Nervous, I moved closer to Iilane, dogging her heels for fear of that silvery grey curtain sidling between us and separating me from my guide.


  By this point, I couldn’t see anything except her, and even her shape was barely perceptible. Despite my sticking so close, she blended so well with the fluid greys all around that more than once she completely disappeared. At least twice I thought I’d lost her. Unconcerned by my panic, Iilane strode on, utterly complacent in this discombobulating world and apparently ignorant of the fact that I was having a hard time following her.


  We were steadily descending a steep hill. The dirt path beneath our feet was eroded and slick from the mist. Its drop-offs were deep, and I was definitely having to think about each step in order to maintain my balance and avoid a fall. At last, when standing once more on level ground, I breathed a sigh of relief as the fog surrounding us started to thin. The sky above lowered ominously, the clouds fat, swollen, and mean looking. A few sprinkles of rain whisked against my cheek sending shivers down my spine.


  Iilane led me on into the valley sprawling before us (it was actually a valley now—a real vale), past cold, burbling streams overhung with gloomy weeping willows and knee-high grasses polka-dotted with sad, droopy flowers. This was a bit closer to how I’d assumed the Vale of the Dreamers would look, except I’d pictured more sunshine and less grey. A symmetrically curved stone arch, rising between two rows of wilting hedges, loomed before us. My guide stopped in front of it, turning to face me.


  “Few,” she began, “have passed this place, for ‘tis gateway to the ancient world of the Dreamers—those who have dealings with dreams, those who interpret dreams, those who dreamwalk, and those who dream. Though thou art permitted entrance, it is my duty to warn thee that what is herein revealed may not be to thy liking. The answers to many questions often inspires only the desire they had never been asked.


  “Thus forewarned, I would have thy word, Seeker, that all seen and heard by thee in this place will be shared with no one. Not one word of it shall be allowed to pass thy lips. Are we agreed?”


  I hesitated, trying to think of a way to hedge this request. Wasn’t it slightly unfair? I was the one who’d done everything to get here; the least they could do was simply answer my questions without all this rigmarole. Besides, I knew Braisley would interrogate me thoroughly once I got back, wanting to know everything about everything. Especially since she’d sent me here in the first place.


  “Is there another way?” I finally asked. “The person who sent me here needs to know what’s revealed to me.”


  Iilane’s grey eyes narrowed; I surmised nobody had ever requested another way.


  “The vow of silence is, Seeker, for thine own protection,” she stated firmly. “Many dislike what their dreams tell them and so turn against us, the Dreamers. To rail against us is forbidden. If the vow of silence—to speak to no one—is taken, it includes us, as well.”


  “Because those who can’t speak of it can’t rail either,” I summarized.


  “Precisely.”


  “I won’t rail at you,” I promised solemnly, looking her in the eye. “I won’t be angry at the Dreamers. But I can’t take the vow of silence, either. I can’t give my word not to speak of what I see once I leave the Underworld.”


  She regarded me thoughtfully—weighing, I assumed, both myself and my trustworthiness.


  “Very well,” she relented with a sigh. “Render me thy vow that thou wilt refrain from speaking of what passes to thee while thou art in the Underworld, and I shall not enforce the previous vow.”


  “I promise.”


  “Very well,” she said, “let us enter.”


  So we did.


  
    ***

  


  The archway opened onto another dank, clammy tunnel. There were no torches on these walls, and I stumbled often. Fortunately, the passage was short, and I was happy to see the vague, hazy light of the Dreamers’ world as we exited. Almost as soon as we did, we began to see more Dreamers. They ambled sedately through the mist, appearing then summarily vanishing into its wispy fingers. Some lay beneath elegant stands of weeping willows, lost in the deepness of sleep. I gaped at a beautiful woman, dressed like Iilane, who thundered past in a silver chariot pulled by a team of grey horses. They weren’t just a smoky grey color but were created of the fog itself. The woman’s wild auburn hair and white veil streamed behind her, and she took no more notice of us than the cold-looking stream through which she drove her team.


  I saw male Dreamers as well as female. They wore the same voluminous pants as the women but no shirts. Around their necks were fastened dark grey cloaks, which, like the women’s veils and overdresses, shifted constantly, sometimes obscuring their bodies from view. The men also had auburn hair—close-cropped—and lovely smoky eyes. None of these men wore any jewelry that I could see, although many of the women, like Iilane, wore rubies on the foreheads.


  After a while, we came to a clearing, surrounded by head-high green hedges. The atmosphere was thinner here, and all vestiges of sleep attacks had disappeared for good, along with the thick mist and fog. Dozens of small stone archways, perhaps six feet by three, were scattered about in no particular order. Some huddled together in clumps of three or four, but mostly they stood alone and apart.


  Once more Iilane stopped and turned to me. “These are the Doors of Dreams. Through these, any Dreamer may pass into a dream and hence into the Upperworld. To send dreams, to observe dreams, and to study the ones who dream, do they go. Our lives are eternally bound to dreams and the Mists of Sleep, but through these entranceways we may gain access to another’s visions.”


  It clicked then. “All of those people in dreams,” I said, “people you don’t know and have never seen before… they’re Dreamers?”


  She smiled her cat’s smile. “Perhaps. At times, yes. At times, they are naught but an invention of the dream itself.”


  The smile vanished as she straightened, squaring her shoulders. “Very well, then. For the quest on which thou hast come, thou must be taken to an Interpreter. Come, Seeker.”


  Iilane now led me to the lone tree in the center of the clearing, surrounded by stone archways. Dead now, its branches broken and its top naked, it was a lonely watcher soaring over the Vale of the Dreamers. Hanging from the lowest of its branches was a shiny golden trumpet that gleamed brightly through the gloominess encircling it. The Dreamer now lifted the instrument, brought it to her ruby lips, and with it blew a single, clear note that sliced the gloomy atmosphere and echoed across the valley.


  As she replaced the trumpet, Iilane said, “Thy Interpreter will arrive soon, I think. I have done all that I must and all that I can. Now, I must leave thee.”


  With no more than that she backed up as if to retreat into the fog, to blend into it and disappear.


  “Iilane?”


  She stopped when I called her name.


  “Thank you,” I said sincerely. “Thank you for all your help.”


  At first she appeared wary then confused, as though this was the last thing she’d expected to hear. Then the confusion also left, and a beautiful smile brightened her face. Instantly, she became twice as stunning, as if an unexpected flash of sunlight had entered this gloomy valley.


  “What I did, it was not so much,” she replied, almost with an air of humility. “But thou art most welcome.”


  The smile faded. Before I could breathe, she was gone, fading into the fog that spiraled up from around her feet, taking her back to where she’d come. Once more, I was alone, this time waiting beside the lonely, dead tree for my Interpreter.


  Chapter Six


  
    The Interpreter

  


   



  Another silver chariot drawn by horses of fog quickly materialized before my astonished eyes. The driver, a man, was perfectly silent as he beckoned me to climb aboard with the crooking of a finger. Silent as well, I complied, clutching the sides of his chariot in a death grip as he cracked the whip over the animals’ heads, and we were off.


  I cannot even begin to describe the sensations of riding in that chariot. The horses had a floating, rocking, smooth gallop—too smooth, almost motionless even though we were certainly in motion. Seasickness tied my stomach in knots as we sped along. Closing my eyes, I held on even tighter, hoping fervently this would be a short ride.


  Just in time, it ended. I couldn’t help it. The second we stopped, my eyes sprang open, and I stumbled off the back of that chariot, emptying my stomach behind a scrubby bush that squatted nearby. Once the sickness had subsided, I straightened, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand and gazing ruefully at what I’d just done.


  Well, this is certainly leaving something of myself behind, I thought. Surely nobody would be twisted enough to use it against me, though.


  From the corner of my eye, I caught the expression of my chariot driver. Silly people, it seemed to say, regarding me and my kind, non-Dreamers, with smooth disdain. I refused to care. When he dismounted from his chariot and beckoned me to follow him, I obeyed without a word. Let him look down on me if he wanted to. I was beginning to get my fill of the Underworld, its strange people and strange ways. At this point, all I wanted was to obtain answers to my questions and get the heck out of there.


  
    ***

  


  The Interpreter waited for me beneath a natural arbor formed of tree limbs and tangled vines. She was very tall, hardly shorter than Ilgard, with iron-colored hair coiled like a snake around her head. Her cheeks, slim skirt, and vest were all a dusky rose color, and I was a little surprised to see she wore nothing underneath the latter. Its laces were only loosely gathered, exposing a rather large amount of skin. It certainly appeared the Dreamers weren’t averse to more provocative clothing than would’ve been acceptable in the Upperworld above.


  Her thin pink lips were set in a firm line, rendering an impression of sternness that her metallic-grey eyes did nothing to contradict. She wasn’t beautiful. She wasn’t even pretty. Still, as with her fellow Dreamers, she carried an air of sensuality that nearly belied the humorless set of her features. She made me nervous, although I would hardly admit it to myself and tried my best not to betray it to her.


  After scouring me with a superior glance, she dismissed my charioteer with a curt snap of her fingers and a quick toss of her head. I kept my back stiff, refusing to lower my gaze or show any other signs of weakness.


  “Follow me,” she said, leading the way beneath the entrance of the arbor and into the leafy tunnel of branches and vines beyond. This ended at a redbrick wall upon which hung a large oval mirror. This was no ordinary mirror, however. Its surface was coated with a silvery gel that shimmered, quivering like Jell-O as we approached. My Interpreter—Illsa, she had coolly informed me was her name—halted in front of it, holding up a hand to arrest me as well.


  “Your name,” she said without looking at me. “Tell it to the mirror.”


  Puzzled, I shot her a quizzical glance, debating whether she really meant for me to talk to the mirror or to her. She must have caught the movement from the corner of her vision, for she snapped gruffly, “Do as I say, child! If you wish answers to your questions, you must do as you are told and nothing else!”


  Well, okay then, I shrugged.


  Looking directly into the mirror, I began, “My name is—”


  But there I faltered. Should I reveal myself as the Artan? Or give my Earth name? Either would be accurate, but only one protected a vital truth.


  …“Hannah Winters,” I finished, deciding, No need to give up my identity if she doesn’t already know it.


  Still not looking at me, Illsa spoke again. “You have dreamed. When?”


  “Last night.”


  “And you desire an interpretation of this vision. Why?”


  “It seemed important, like its meaning begged a revelation.”


  “There were none above to aid you?”


  I shook my head. “None.”


  “Go now to the mirror,” she instructed. “It is the Seventh Mirror of Eyes. There are many such mirrors in the Vale of the Dreamers; this of mine is the Seventh. They have the power to recapture spent visions, and I to read them. Place your hand upon its surface, and remove it not until I give command.”


  I did so and regretted it.


  A peculiar sensation struck my body with the force of a hammer. A loud rushing started at the tips of my toes, blasting upwards into my head. It struck the hardest behind my eyes, a horrid sucking pain that seared my brain as if the mirror’s silver gel meant to physically rip memories of the dream from my head. The intensity of this agony was matched only by the screams tearing from my throat. Every instinct, every nerve, cried out for me to free myself and run. Discipline I didn’t know I possessed gave me the strength to hang on.


  Braisley didn’t warn me about this… I remember thinking.


  “Remove yourself, now!”


  The harsh command barely registered through the fog of pain and the din of my own screams. Feebly, I tried to obey, but the mirror wouldn’t let me go.


  “Remove your hands!”


  I couldn’t.


  “Release her!” The commands had changed. She was no longer talking to me but the mirror itself. “Release!”


  Strong arms encircled my torso. A sharp tug, and I fell backwards, away from sucking pain, away from draining, away from the Seventh Mirror of Eyes. My knees hit the ground, and I covered my face with trembling hands. Biting my lower lip, I fought for time and control: to catch my breath, to prevent tears, and to allow my body space to recover.


  Remarkably, release from the pain came rather quickly as Illsa knelt beside me, placing strong fingers around the back of my neck. She gave it a light squeeze, murmuring a garbled collection of foreign words. Thanks to her ministrations, I was soon able to accept the hand she offered and rise to my feet. Her sharp eyes appraised me critically, yet I thought their stare wasn’t as glacial as before.


  “You will survive,” she stated. “You are strong. Even with my aid, many fail to escape the mirror’s embrace. Despite my aid, many of those who are fortunate enough to escape never recover the strength lost.” She paused, that appraising look deepening to a contemplative gleam. “But you are strong.”


  Her observations made me fear she’d go on to inquire as to where my strength had come from, or who I was that I could recover as I did. Happily, she didn’t, but instead turned back to the mirror.


  Hateful thing, I thought bitterly. Even now, the remembrance of its “embrace” was enough to chill my blood.


  The Interpreter now placed her palm over the mirror, careful not to bring her skin into contact with the quivering silver gel. She muttered more of those foreign-sounding words then smiled with self-satisfaction as the mirror suddenly flashed, a swarm of images springing up and zipping across its face at a dizzying rate of speed. It hurt my eyes to watch, and I turned away, wrapping my arms around myself, hoping this whole ordeal would soon be over and the interpretation of my dream worth everything I’d gone through to obtain it.


  “I have seen your vision.” The no-nonsense tone interrupted my train of thought, and I glanced up. “The Seventh Mirror of Eyes has shown me your dream. Its interpretation I have seen, as well. Do you care to hear it?”


  Chapter Seven


  
    Unexpected Ally

  


   



  My former male charioteer took me beyond the borders of the Vale of the Dreamers, leaving me at an overgrown path leading into a thick, dark forest. Without a word, I climbed down from the chariot, lunging for the nearest tree before I collapsed. Taking deep breaths, I struggled to calm my roiling stomach and hold back the weight of tears, not even noticing the horses of fog whisking their driver away.


  “How could they?” I moaned, bitterness bruising my voice. “How could they?” Betrayed. They had betrayed me. All of them. Aureeyah, Elisia, Rittean, Risean, Braisley, Cole.


  Ilgard…


  A sob caught in my throat at that thought, that name. A tear wound its way down my cheek, leaving a shiny track in its wake. Quickly, it was followed by another and another and another. Still, I refused to give in to weeping and clutched the tree instead, as if comfort could be found in its scaly bark.


  But there wasn’t. There was no comfort anywhere. I was completely, wretchedly, miserably alone. Despondent, I laid against that tree, uncaring for my exposed and vulnerable position, uncaring that some evil Underworld creature could happen upon me at any moment. Maybe it was selfish, but right then my personal grief far outweighed even the burden of Aerisia’s future.


  
    ***

  


  Fingers encased in black leather gloves touched my shoulder gently.


  “My lady?”


  I gasped, whirling to see who’d disturbed me. “Who are you?”


  Clear, ice-blue eyes reflected back my own frightened image.


  “You are troubled?”


  With shaky fingers, I swept the hot tears from my eyes.


  “Really? What makes you say so?”


  The ghost of a smile hovered about his mouth. “Perhaps it was the brightness of your eyes or the high color to your cheeks. Perhaps it was your immaculate appearance. You simply looked so joyful.”


  I managed a choked laugh. “Yeah, I’m so sure. Somehow you just managed to look past all that and see the troubled woman underneath.”


  He tilted his head to the right, considering me. “What does trouble you, may I ask? A recalcitrant lover, or one untrue? A hidden wound? A sprained ankle?” He paused, giving his next words effect. “Or a startling tale from your Interpreter?”


  I glanced up sharply. “How do you know about that?” Wary now, I pushed myself to my feet, the tree bark scraping against my back. “Who are you?”


  He rose as well, placing his hands on the tree, one on either side of my head. Even leaning over, he still towered above me. “I am known as The Hunter,” he offered, dipping his chin in greeting. “You needn’t give me your name: I know it. Moreover, my lady, I know not only who you are but what you are.”


  My jaw dropped a fraction of an inch at that carefully put, yet bold statement. “What do you mean?”


  He smiled into my eyes—a smile, I thought, not of malice, but one meant to comfort. To reassure. All the same, he loomed over me way too far and much too close. I wanted to duck away but was fully aware that, if he wanted to stop me, short of using magic, I could do little to defend myself, since I carried no weapons. And using magic once I passed the Gate of Despair was not an option. Braisley had strictly forbidden it, warning me it might attract every fiend and felon in the Underworld within a matter of seconds.


  Trapped, I didn’t move. The newcomer, speaking softly with his mouth close to my ear, said, “I am friend to one you have met already. Aye, and in a place you have already visited.”


  “Where?” I asked, my volume dropping to match his.


  “The Grotto of Crystal Life.”


  “Heldwyn?”


  “Heldwyn.”


  I glanced down at my feet, perplexed. Why had Heldwyn told this man anything about me? Especially… that? To have told him I was the Artan, she must place great faith in him.


  If she’s really what she seems and not a double-crosser too, I amended mentally.


  Could I trust him? Could I trust her?


  “Why would Heldwyn tell you… all this?” I faltered.


  “I am The Hunter.”


  “That doesn’t mean anything to me. What do you hunt?”


  A terrible gleam deepened his ice-blue gaze. “Game,” he replied dangerously. “I hunt game. Evil, wretched, forsaken game.


  “Once, there were others like me. We came to the Underworld, swearing to do all in our might to free those like Heldwyn who wait, and to combat the evil flourishing in this place. I am the last of those who came. Alone, I have continued the fight these many years.”


  “How long have you been down here?”


  Despite my caution, this strange man with his strange appearance and equally strange story aroused my curiosity. His face was neither young nor old but except for a few lines at the corners of his eyes bore an ageless quality, much like a Simathe’s. His hair, though, was tinted an ashen grey, and there were wings of white at the temples. His stare was penetrating, his build beneath all black clothing lean and athletic. While his facial features were finely, almost delicately formed, he carried himself in a way that screamed danger, making his very presence intimidating. I wasn’t surprised he’d managed to survive the Underworld alone. He looked as if he could survive anything.


  “More years, little girl, than you could possibly dream,” he answered slowly.


  “What happened to the others who came with you?”


  He studied me as if wondering at the depths of my ignorance.


  “Were they killed?” I persisted.


  He shook his head. “Have you not heard? There is no real death in the Underworld. There is the living death for any immortals overtaken in these bowels of depravity, while mortals are dismembered, torn asunder. Their physical bodies die, but their life force is absorbed into the creature who slew them, sustaining and feeding it. If they are lucky, that is.”


  I swallowed hard. “I thought death in the Underworld was just… death.”


  “Nay, far from it. Many impressions concerning the Underworld are at best misleading, at worst entirely wrong.”


  He looked away, his gaze fastening on a point somewhere far beyond the two of us. “Many things have I seen during my Underworld sojourn, things unspeakable and full of dread. Things I would declare to no one, not even to you.” When his eyes swung back to me, it seemed he’d returned from a private, torturous journey. “I have come to you for help, little one. I need your aid.”


  “For what?”


  “For what? Why, to leave here, of course. Far too long have I lived in this place. Far too much have I seen. I have hunted my final hunt and killed my final kill. I want to breathe air untainted by the smells of the belly of the world. I want to see stars shining at night, to feel a fresh breeze upon my face. I would see clean Aerisian folk, not twisted creatures of evil. Most of all, I simply want to see the sun.”


  His final admission, although added almost as an afterthought, contained more feeling than the rest of his speech combined. I felt a surge of pity.


  “Do you want to come with me, then?” I invited.


  “Aye.” He nodded soberly. “Together, lass, I think there is a chance we may escape this pit of horrors.”


  “A chance?”


  The Hunter took one look at me and laughed.


  “Chance? Aye, chance. What did you think, love? That you would leave the Underworld as you entered it?”


  “Well, I—”


  “Suppose you could,” he interrupted. “Do you fancy you could make your way again to the Gate of Despair?”


  I hadn’t really considered this till now and felt betrayed all over again. Braisley hadn’t mentioned how I was supposed to leave this place. Had she presumed, like me, that I would simply leave by way of the Gate of Despair? Or was this another act of treachery, as it surely felt like?


  The Hunter was watching me, the answer to my dilemma not printed on his face or revealed in his eyes.


  “I don’t,” I began. “I thought—well, I mean…”


  Back up, start over.


  “That is to say, I’d assumed—”


  It was no use. The Hunter eyed me with a cocked eyebrow and a half-smile, as if he’d known already what my response would be. “One can only assume so much in the Underworld, sweeting.” He smiled a sad little smile, trailing a black-gloved forefinger down my cheek.


  Suddenly angry, I jerked away. “Don’t call me that!” I snapped. “You don’t have the right!”


  Nobody had the right to call me those things. Except Ilgard, maybe. Not that he would. And not that it mattered now whether he would or not.


  In the wake of these sad, bitter thoughts, anger was forgotten as all other emotions gave way to grief and despair.


  “What does it matter, anyway?” I cried, dropping my head in my hands. “We’re stuck here forever with no way out. Unless… unless you know of a way.” Something inside flickered at the notion, and I raised my face hopefully to his.


  “Aye, lass. I know of a way.” His visage was grim. “It will not be easy, however. But then, what in this pit ever is?”


  Straightening, he extended a hand, pulling me away from the tree. Next, he passed me his bow.


  “Here. Can you shoot?”


  “Yes.”


  “Best be prepared then. Arrows.”


  I took the quiver he offered, slinging it across my back.


  “What about you?”


  “Never you fear for me, lass.”


  Stooping, he gathered up a bundle lying in the tall, wet grass. Not only a bundle but also a crossbow, complete with another quiver of thick quarrels. The bundle he hung from his shoulder; the quiver went across his back, like mine. Crossbow in hand, he nodded to me.


  “Come. Do not shoot unless I command it. When I command—I do not say if, I say when I command—then shoot to kill. See that your aim is true.”


  “Got it,” I acquiesced.


  “Your face is pensive, little one. Come, it is not so bad. We may yet make free of this place.”


  “May,” I grumbled, falling into step beside him. “Now there’s a comforting thought.”


  He chuckled wryly. “Is it not?”


  Silence fell. We’d gone maybe two miles, no more, when The Hunter suddenly stopped and turned to face me.


  “One more thing, my girl. I know, as I have told you, both who and what you are. Therefore, take heed as I warn you: no matter what you see or what may befall us, do not make use of your powers. Do you understand? Repeat to me what I have said.”


  I repeated it.


  “Good!” Satisfied, he clapped me on the shoulder before proceeding forward once more. “Do as I say, and we may yet live to see the sun shining upon our faces.”


  I shivered at his words, uncertain whether they were meant to be a consolation or a warning.


  Chapter Eight


  
    Dreams Come to Life

  


   



  It was the cave of my dreams: the dark, fearful one. Claustrophobia struck as we stood at its mouth, and I had to breathe down the panic. I didn’t know what awaited me at the end of this shadowy place. A black hole? In my dream, I’d rolled and tumbled through the cave until I dropped into a black hole, through which I’d passed into my bedroom back home in Colorado.


  If, in here, I fell into a black hole, what would I find? Surely not home.


  Dauntless, the Hunter stepped into the cave and I followed, clutching fearfully at his arm. Where was my courage? Robbed by Illsa’s interpretation of my dream?


  “Steady, lass.”


  Absently, my companion patted the hand grasping his forearm, his dry tones soothing. I knew if he hadn’t been with me I could never have entered this place. Never mind that the shadows didn’t shift and the stone floor beneath my bare feet was firm. When would it give way to nothingness?


  I recalled the Interpreter’s words, her explanation of my dream.


  Dreams such as this are comprised of things that are, things that will be, and things that might be. Often, they are warnings of danger. I cannot tell you everything you desire to know, for I do not know it myself. These things I can tell you from the images I have seen.


  You will be tempted by what was in another place. The choice you make is solely your own. You must, however, think of others when you make it.


  Henceforth, in every action you make, every decision you render, and every path you take, you must beware of grave danger. Do not seek it: it will assuredly come to you.


  Part of this dream has already found fulfillment. You have entered the mountainside and, through it, the Underworld. Now, leaving the mountain will test you further.


  She’d edged closer then, her face cold even though her eyes were lit with secret, malicious pleasure.


  You have been deceived in a matter that concerns you and your loved ones. Loved ones that time has swept away from you.


  Had she really looked pleased to reveal that dreadful secret?


  Beware of false friends, she continued afterwards. Beware of surprise—of great surprise. Sometimes those who are not, are, and those who are, are not. Prepare to face new foes, as well as old.


  In the end, should you be overcome, the Light will come to your aid. You will fall into the Light, and you will become the Light, even as the Light will become you.


  Her glee vanished. If I hadn’t known any better, I would’ve sworn she actually looked, if not disappointed, then at least subdued. Could I be mistaken? Braisley had told me the Dreamers were neither good nor evil. They simply… were. Did the same hold true for Interpreters? She hadn’t tried to harm me, not beyond answering in detail what she’d meant when I asked about her curious statement of time sweeping loved ones away from me.


  I can’t think about that now.


  If I did, I’d collapse, and I knew if I wanted to leave the Underworld I had to work with The Hunter, as well as rediscover my courage.


  Now, leaving the mountain will test you further…


  That phrase now came back to haunt me. The black hole from my dream must lie somewhere ahead. Was that what she’d been referring to?


  A dark rock wall loomed unexpectedly before us. We pushed around it. The tunnel widened into a circular chamber pulsing with an unearthly glow. In the center of the cavern floor was a round hole, which turned out to be another mirror coated with silver gel, much like the one the Interpreter had used to view my dream. The flickering light in this stone chamber emanated from the mirror and cast weird dancing shadows on the walls about us.


  I started to shrink back, but The Hunter slipped an arm around my shoulders, forcing me to step forward and face that mirror along with its half-circle of guardians. They stood quite still: silent, hooded figures observing the two of us approach. Their eyes glowed olive from the recesses of the cowls eclipsing their faces, and I could smell a musky, animal scent.


  “Hunter?” I whispered fearfully. “Who are they?”


  “Don’t be alarmed. Stay close to me. Act as I do. Do as I say.”


  There was no chance of my doing anything else. Pressed close to his side, we stopped at the mirror’s brink. The robed guardian in the middle was a bit taller than the rest, and I gathered he was the leader. After eyeing us a long moment, he finally reached up to push back his cowl. It was then I discovered this was not a he at all but a she, as the woman shook her head, freeing a mane of tawny hair that fell to her waist. In perfect unison, her companions did the same. They were all alike—beautiful, bewitching, with wavy hair and cat-shaped, olive eyes.


  The leader smiled a feline smile that put my back up. Cutting a glance at the man next to me, I tried to ascertain if he were being affected by these lovely creatures, but his scowl told me their beauty was not impairing his ability to think, as I’d half-feared.


  “Welcome.”


  The word was practically purred. I swung my attention back to the woman, the leader, who had spoken.


  “Ah, the mighty Hunter,” she went on, advancing slowly. “I see you have brought with you a companion. What is it that you seek?”


  “You know what it is I seek, Merelda.”


  “You wish to make use of my mirror?”


  “Aye, but not as you would have me do.”


  His harsh tone erased the seductive smile from her lips. Clearly, he was in no mood for games.


  “That, you cannot do, Hunter.”


  In response, he removed his hand from my shoulders and crossed both arms over his chest in a posture of stubborn defiance.


  “I must and I will, Merelda.”


  Her hand also moved, her fingers fiddling thoughtfully with the folds of the loose, floor-length cloak nearly swallowing her. Slowly, she unfastened it at the neck. In one smooth motion, she took a step forward, and the brown mantle fell to the floor. Her companions did the same, and in the next breath I could see they were all dressed alike in barely nothing.Merelda raised those olive cat eyes, an almost feral smile pulling at her full, scarlet mouth.


  “Are you so sure, my mighty Hunter? Stay with me—with us. We can offer you a great deal more.”


  It was open invitation that hung in the air between the three of us. I shot a fearful glance up at The Hunter, thinking few men could ignore something like this. Fortunately, his features remained as flinty as the stone on which we stood. In the flickering light, his eyes flashed blue fire.


  “You may as well forget any dreams of seducing me into forgoing my plans, Merelda. I am not some pliable lad, drooling over any fine female form.”


  “And you forget another thing,” he went on sternly, uncrossing his arms. Settling his hands loosely on his hips, he leaned forward, a dangerous glow to those piercing eyes. “I have met with your kind before. I know what you are.”


  He practically spat the words. The venom in his tone surprised me.


  Merelda, then, did spit. She spat in disgust on the floor at her feet.


  “So much for you, mighty Hunter. You will regret this, I promise you.”


  She turned then to me, all traces of the angry, spurned seductress sloughed off like a snake shedding its skin. What remained was simply a beautiful woman who glowed with an honest, friendly warmth.


  “My dear girl, welcome.”


  She dropped into a low curtsey, and her maidens elegantly followed suit. I winced at the amount of cleavage exposed, but beside me, The Hunter took no notice. Or if he did, he gave no sign of it.


  She straightened gracefully, her olive eyes glowing with sweet sincerity. From his place beside me, The Hunter whispered bluntly, “Beware, my girl. She will now try to seduce you in a different manner.”


  “Come closer, my dear,” Merelda, ignoring her nemesis, encouraged kindly. “Come, I will show you my mirror. You have not looked in it before, have you? Come, you must do so now.”


  Her voice was pleasing, and suddenly I was so pleasantly warm. When she beckoned to me, I found myself moving her way until I stood at the edge of the mirror itself. She approached the rim from her side until she stood facing me from the opposite side.


  “Look,” she breathed, low and soft. “Look into the mirror. You would see things that could be, if you would only allow them. Good things.”


  “Look,” she repeated, “and I will look away. What you see shall be for your eyes alone. Look.”


  “Look, look, look…” the other women began to chant, their drone hypnotic, appealing. The mirror’s silver light pulsed over my face. I felt slightly dizzy and so warm.


  “Lass—”


  The Hunter’s warning punctured the perilous state into which I was slipping but only briefly. Poised on the edge of both Merelda’s mirror and dying mental alertness, I leaned over. And looked.


  Chapter Nine


  
    Narrow Escape

  


   



  It was my dream. It was the mountains of Colorado. It was home.


  Raw hunger overwhelmed me, yet all the while a doubtful mental voice screamed loudly that this was a trick. I ignored it. Gazing into that mirror, I could see myself there: at home on the beautiful mountainside, my house not far away. I could feel myself there. I wanted to be there.


  “Touch it,” Merelda’s voice purred. So heady, that voice, the images of home and all things familiar. “Only touch it, and you may go there.”


  “Touch it,” I repeated stupidly, her spell taking hold. Drunkenly, I swayed towards this miracle that could take me away and transport me home. It would be so easy…


  Stop! that pesky voice in my head screeched. You’re being seduced, you idiot, just like The Hunter said. Don’t touch it!


  But I couldn’t obey. I was so close…


  THUMP! A hard body slammed into me, knocking me off balance and driving me to the floor. My head hit stone, and I yelped at the pain. The Hunter, who had thrown me down, bounded lightly to his feet, kicking my bow towards me.


  “Get up!” he snapped. “Take this. Prepare to use it.”


  The pain of my collision with the floor had shattered Merelda’s spell. Once more, I could think. Grabbing the bow, I hurled myself upright, fitting arrow to string in the same motion. By the time I’d gained my feet I was prepared to fire.


  My eyes widened at the sight that met them.


  Gone was the sublime, overpowering beauty of Merelda and her maidens. In the blink of an eye, they had changed to creatures half-feline, half-human. Tattered tunics scarcely clung to skin patchy with fur, and all were at least partially bald. Their once glorious, tawny hair, now mostly gone, hung in ragged, dirty strings to their waists. Sharp fangs protruded from faces not quite animal or human but both. Human ears were replaced by triangular cat ears, but the eyes remained the same feline-shaped, olive green. Though they stood upright, on their hands and bare feet I could see wicked claws.


  “Beware the teeth and claws,” The Hunter warned. “A scratch from them is poison to us.”


  “Do I shoot?” I managed to get past slightly chattering teeth.


  “Not yet. Hold.”


  I didn’t understand. Hold for what?


  Merelda crouched, spreading her arms as if preparing to leap over the mirror and attack us. Her maidens stooped as well, their movements exact copies of hers.


  “Hunter?”


  “Hold, I say! While we remain on this side of the mirror, and they on theirs, they cannot harm us. However, we cannot harm them, either.”


  “So we wait for them to attack us?”


  “Or we must attack them.”


  “Hunter, why do we have to attack them? Isn’t there another way?”


  “None, I fear. Merelda’s mirror is the way out of this place. We must leap through it.”


  Recalling the draining, sucking agony of contact with the Interpreter’s mirror, I wanted no part of his plan.


  “There’s no other way?” I reiterated, desperate.


  “None, my girl. Stand strong. We will see this through.”


  “Why can’t we just make a running dive for the mirror? With luck, we could probably jump through before they could hurt us.”


  “Impossible. To touch the mirror while Merelda, the leader, lives is to invite catastrophe.”


  He shot me a frown, and I felt shame heat my cheeks.


  “So we have to kill her first?” I asked, glad to change the subject.


  “That is the size of it.”


  I threw a glance across the flickering mirror to where our enemies crouched. They had all the time in the world on their side. We didn’t. We couldn’t afford to play their waiting game. Something had to be done, and suddenly I had an idea.


  “Hunter?”


  “Aye, lass?”


  “Have you got a sword?”


  He peered at me quizzically. “Aye, I have a sword. A sword, though, is of less use at this point than our bows.”


  I ignored his observation. “Doesn’t matter. Can I have it?”


  He shrugged but tucked his crossbow under his arm long enough to retrieve a sword from the pack on his back and hand it to me.


  “Here you are.”


  “Thank you.” I laid my bow on the ground, along with the sword’s sheath, to test the feel of the weapon in my hands. “This is a good blade. A fine, strong one.”


  “So it is,” my companion agreed. “But why did you want it?”


  “We’ve got to get out of here,” I explained. “And since we can’t wait around all day, I’m going to do something about it.”


  “Have a care, lass. Do not—”


  But I stepped forward, cutting him off.


  “Merelda,” I said calmly, poised on the brink of her mirror. “You can’t harm us from there, and we can’t hurt you from here. What do we have to give you to use your mirror?”


  Merelda smiled, but it was now a hideous, grotesque sight.


  “Why, nothing,” she replied sweetly, despite her voice having grown rough and scratchy. “You need only look into my mirror. Afterwards, I shall permit you to use it as you wish. Only look, dear girl. Look again.”


  “Look, look, look…”


  The others took up their chant, but their voices were now as grating as their leader’s, and this time it had no power over me.


  “I won’t look into your mirror,” I told the cat-woman firmly. “What else do you want?”


  Merelda’s features twisted into a furious scowl. “Nothing! Nothing, for I will have your blood before you use my mirror,” she growled.


  “My blood? You want it?”


  She licked her lips greedily. “I could drink it all and thirst for more.”


  “Then take it!” I challenged. “I’ll make you a deal. Fight with me… I’ll even fight on your side if you want, providing you give me your word that your maidens won’t try anything. If you kill me, then you’ve won and you can drink my blood. If I win, your maidens have to allow The Hunter and me safe use of your mirror. Do you agree?”


  She studied me warily. “You would fight on my side?”


  “I will, if you give me your word—”


  “Oh, I give you my word. Stand back!” she hissed at her maidens. On silent feet, they slunk backwards, lining up along the cave wall where they hunkered down, surrounding their mistress. Watching. Waiting.


  Turning to me, Merelda smiled triumphantly. “This one is mine. Come! Let us fight.”


  “No, lass,” The Hunter’s voice rang out. “Stop—think what you’re doing!”


  “I am. And I think this is the only way. Keep me covered,” I nodded towards his crossbow. “Watch out for her maidens. Shoot if you have to. And”—I drew a deep breath—“wait for me.”


  Not giving him a chance to try dissuading me further, I took a flying leap across the mirror. Sword at the ready, I waited for my opponent’s charge.


  It didn’t take long.


  She rushed me with teeth bared, claws extended, and hands swiping madly. Even though I held a sword and she had no weapons but those given her by nature, I quickly discovered this wouldn’t be an easy battle. She was lightning quick and utterly fearless. My skill with the sword, when I wasn’t Become with it, was minimal at best. I had Ilgard to thank that I knew anything at all of swordplay: he was the one who’d insisted I practice solo, as it were, without using my magic.


  For a few blurry minutes, we fought up and down the length of her side of the mirror. Although her maidens hissed and spat like angry kittens when I ventured too close, they stayed put and made no attempts to harm me. I was using every bit of my limited skill simply to stay alive and expending all of my energy to stay on my feet. Fortunately, the length of my blade was keeping Merelda at bay, and neither of us was getting close enough to harm the other. Unluckily, the long ordeal of my Underworld journey began to tell pretty quickly. I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep this up much longer.


  Something’s got to be done…


  Just like that, without further thought or deliberation, that secret place inside my soul opened and power flooded my limbs. Instantly, I was one with my sword—I was my sword—and I was harrying Merelda instead of the other way around. Realizing her danger, she ducked to claim a hidden dagger held by one of her maidens, using it to continue the fight. I laughed. Being made of cold steel, I knew no fear, I simply pressed her harder.


  I couldn’t expect my advantage to last, however. Not in the Underworld. It didn’t. The unleashing of my power must have been a siren song to every dark creature in the vicinity. Over the sounds of our scuffle, I heard the roar of a mighty, rushing wind combined with the garbled cries of a furious approaching multitude.


  The Hunter cried out a warning. “They come, lass! Make haste—finish her now!”


  I wondered why he sounded so frightened. In this state I was invincible; I could take on the Dark Powers themselves and emerge the victor. Still, a tiny part of me that remained human heard The Hunter’s counsel and feared the evil that was coming.


  Kill her now! it ordered.


  I listened, thrusting with my blade. Merelda brought her knife across to deflect the blow. Mid-action, I changed course, swiveling my blade over and around hers then thrusting it upwards into the underside of her chin. Warm blood spewed across my face, effectively breaking my connection with The Hunter’s sword. I wakened as if from a trance, staring in horror at the grisly sight before my eyes. The cat-woman’s body twitched violently, swaying forward then back. I gave my sword a sharp tug, and the corpse slid off, crumpling in a bleeding heap on the cavern floor.


  All around me, her maidens came alive, leaping up to charge. At the same instant, a horde of monstrous figures rounded the bend, howling their bloodlust with chilling cries. The fierce, wicked wind rushed through the chamber, encircling my body, trying to pull me towards them…


  But The Hunter was my salvation. He dove for me, wrapping a powerful arm about my waist. His strength ripped me from the wind’s clutches, and the momentum of his body as it fell carried both of us down into the mirror. I caught a terrifying glimpse of swollen black bodies, hungry mouths dripping noxious saliva, blood-red eyes, and a long, forked tongue just as, by the narrowest of margins, we escaped the wrath of Merelda’s maidens, a dark wind, and the outstretched talons, claws, and fingers of Underworld monsters.


  We hit the mirror, plunging through a blazing pool of liquid light into a dark passageway that dropped steeply. We tumbled downwards, rolling its length until we hit another silver mirror. This we plummeted through as well, screaming at the sucking pain but falling from it into the glorious freedom of Aerisia’s Upperworld.


  Part Two

  Treachery


  Chapter Ten


  
    Betrayals, Confessions

  


   



  “Hannah? Child, wake up. I must see if you are well.”


  The voice was insistent, yet ethereal. Had to be one of the fairies. Braisley or Aureeyah? I struggled to open my eyes so I could find out.


  “My lady?”


  A second voice, much deeper this time, a voice that sent a shiver down my spine. That voice I knew without having to look. Relief washed over me, and I opened my eyes to meet his deep, deep black ones. I started to smile, to stretch out my hand to him…


  Then remembrance hit of what the Interpreter had told me, of how they’d all deceived me and Ilgard, too. Dropping my hand, I pushed myself up on the mattress instead.


  “Get out,” I demanded harshly against a sudden tightness in my throat. “All of you, get out. I won’t have you in this room.”


  “My lady?”


  The Simathe wasn’t the only one taken aback by the rancor in my voice. From the looks on their faces, everyone there was surprised. They were even more surprised when Ilgard dared to lean down and place a hand on my shoulder, as if to calm or comfort me, and I shook it off wildly.


  “Don’t touch me!”


  Realizing I meant it, he let me go and stepped back. Free, I tossed aside the blankets and scrambled quickly across the bed. Away from his hold. Away from him.


  Braisley was there, staring at me wide-eyed, unmasked confusion in her face and tone. “Why, Hannah, whatever is the matter? You are not hurt, surely?”


  “Hurt? I’m not hurt?” I laughed almost hysterically, retreating against the wall. “How dare you ask me that? How dare you stand there, and—and—”


  “And what, my child? Of what do you speak?”


  This time it was Risean who dared approach, holding his hands in plain view as if to signal he meant no harm. It was the posture of somebody approaching an unknown animal, or a crazy person. Was that what I was? Crazy? Should I not be feeling so much pain that these people I’d considered my friends—and in some cases had just learned were my family—had conspired again and again to withhold information from me, namely the biggest, most horrible secret of all?


  “I learned—I learned the truth in the Underworld,” I gasped, fighting back sobs. “How could you? How could you?”


  Most of them were there, gathered in a loose circle around my bed: Braisley, Ilgard, Risean and Rittean, Elisia, Lord Ri, The Hunter. And except for Ilgard and The Hunter, their faces bore identical expressions of stunned anxiety. The Hunter, of course, knew what I was talking about, while a Simathe showed nothing he didn’t want to show.


  Risean tried again. “My daughter, if you would only calm yourself and tell us what troubles you…”


  “What troubles me?” Another hysterical laugh bubbled up. “What’s troubling me is that you all deceived me! If not by outright lying then by keeping silent.”


  I looked directly at Ilgard, separated from me by both the bed and the lies between us. “I could have forgiven the other times you kept silent, but this, Ilgard? This? How could you do this to me?”


  Everyone glanced at him, at each other. Why were they still pretending? Did they think feigning ignorance would get them excused?


  The fairy of Cleyton stretched out a delicate hand, palm up. “My lady, if you take my hand, I trow I can calm you.”


  “Are you insane? Calm me? I don’t want to be calmed. I don’t want anything from you. From any of you. I—I…”


  I couldn’t take it anymore. My body felt flushed, as if the whole room had heated several degrees. My head was spinning. The faces of my former friends seemed to swirl around me. I had to get out of there, which was exactly what I did, pushing Braisley aside and lurching past the rest.


  “Get out of my way,” I ordered, thrusting blindly with both hands at any figures who happened to be in my path. “Just get out of my way, let me go.”


  Amazingly, they did, and I stumbled out of my bedroom and down the hall. A dim part of my mind wondered where The Hunter and I had fallen to once we passed through Merelda’s mirror, and figured it must have been in or near Laytrii, since I’d awakened just now in my suite at the palace.


  “Lady Hannah?”


  A voice called my name, piercing the mental fog. I thought it was Cole, but I didn’t want to face him any more than the rest. Ignoring him, I continued running blindly toward I didn’t know where. All I knew was I had to get away. I had to be alone to process the pain and my reaction to seeing my former friends. I needed space to breathe, to think, to calm down and decide what to do next.


  The sound of rain attracted my attention, and I ducked into a dim, deserted bedchamber. Following the sound of the rain, I maneuvered past the furniture, draped like ghosts with white sheets, swept aside the heavy curtains guarding the breezeway, and passed out onto the balcony beyond. Cold rain fell from heavy, lowering clouds that shrouded the mountaintops and darkened the world. Winter in this part of Aerisia had been mild and brief. Early spring was already upon us, bringing with it many days of long, steady rains like this.


  I knew it would be cold, I knew I’d been drenched, but I didn’t care. Impervious, I stepped out onto the balcony, so miserable it really didn’t matter. In fact, I honestly don’t think I felt the chill or the dampness for the grief lancing my chest.


  How can facing him be this hard?


  Clinging to the balcony railing, I lifted my face to the sky, allowing the tears to leak from my eyes and be washed away. No one was around to see, so what did it matter?


  He can feel it…


  I don’t care. Let him. He knows I want to be left alone.


  He knew, but would that make him stay away? I could only hope this time he’d do what I wanted, because I was not up to dealing with him right now. Not when this incident was forcing me to face an inescapable truth.


  You’re in love with him.


  “No, I can’t be,” I protested out loud, shaking my head.


  But if I wasn’t, why did the pain of his betrayal outweigh that of everyone else’s?


  Why couldn’t I block him from my mind, even when all I wanted to do was clamp down on my feelings, turn my thoughts inward, and figure out what to do? Why had I left him here in Laytrii, when allowing him to accompany me to the Underworld would’ve been much safer? Why had I longed for his presence in the Underworld—just him and no one else?


  He’d been there since the onset of this crazy adventure, my rock even when I hadn’t liked him at all. Back at the entrance of the Myriad Passages, I’d come close to admitting what was in my heart and had even planned to tell him once I knew for certain. No way, now, could I tell him. In fact, were it in my power I would arrange it so I’d never have to see him again, just like I’d never get to see my family again, either…


  “My lady?”


  The universe was against me. Why couldn’t somebody else have come to track me down? Why did it have to be him?


  “Hannah?”


  And why did he have to use my given name, saying it that way with gentleness and concern? A thousand memories washed over me at that sound, culminating in the garden scene with our hands intertwined, his deep Simathe eyes absorbing the moonlight, and him speaking my name like a vocal caress. Such agony flared that I thought I couldn’t hurt worse, but when his warm, callused hands closed on my upper arms, his mere touch proved that a lie.


  “What troubles you, lass?”


  I shook my head, refusing to respond. As if he didn’t know.


  His palms slid down my arms to just above my elbows, and he drew me backward, stopping shy of actually pulling me against his chest. One hand reached up to sweep the wet hair off the side of my neck, gently smoothing it behind my shoulders.


  Quietly, he said, “Tell me, Hannah.”


  It was a very intimate gesture coming from him. The irony of our Joining meant that we shared an absurd level of intimacy, and yet truly intimate moments between us had been few and far between. I can’t deny that part of me wanted to surrender, wanted to close my eyes and relax against him, letting him be my support. For a moment I stood still, pretending that I was safe in the arms of the man I loved, and everything was all right between us. Sadly, all wasn’t well, and I couldn’t run away from that fact. Pushing away, I turned to face him.


  “You lied to me,” I whispered brokenly, feeling the raindrops slide down my face like tears. “All of you. How could you do that to me?”


  “Lied?”


  “Yes, lied. Did you think I wouldn’t find out? Did you honestly think you could keep me here for… for however long it takes, and I wouldn’t find out? Or was keeping it quiet the way you ensured I had to stay and couldn’t ever go back? Was that it, Ilgard? Was that it?”


  “I fail to understand.”


  “Don’t pretend like you don’t know!” I practically shouted, feeling my fury rise. “You’re in it as much as the rest of them!”


  “Lass, whatever you think, I have never betrayed you.”


  His hand reached out in a pleading gesture to cup my arm. I tried angrily to twist away, but this time he held fast and wouldn’t release me.


  “Let me go!” I cried furiously. “I told you not to touch me!”


  “First, calm yourself. Explain your meaning.”


  His voice was firm, and rather than give quarter his left hand took my other arm in a secure grip. No matter how much I jerked and squirmed, it was to no avail. I couldn’t free myself. That sent me over the edge.


  “How could you be so cruel?” I burst out in a bitter sob. “You never told—never told me that time moves d-differently between our worlds. That it sometimes p-passes slower, sometimes faster here in Aerisa than—than it does on Earth.”


  “My family is dead!” I raged on, slamming my fists against his chest. “Do you hear me? Dead! The clocks, the coffins in my dream? Since I came here, time has sped up, it’s gone by! They’re dead, all of them! I can never go back now. Never! And I never even got the chance to tell them goodbye. You didn’t even give me that chance.”


  Understanding dawned in his eyes. “You did not know.”


  “No, I didn’t know!” I screamed. “They’re dead, and I’ll never see them again. Not even if I cleared things up here could I go back! My former life is gone, like it never existed: like I never existed. I knew there was never much of a chance of returning, but now whatever tiny hope I had has been ripped away. And what’s even worse is that every single one of you knew and nobody bothered to say a thing about it. How could you not warn me?”


  Anger gave way to hot, desperate, scalding tears. All the fight drained out of me then, and there was only the grief of a permanent farewell and the pain of crushed hope. I stood there, my head hanging, and cried out the sorrow, sorrow that I hadn’t been able to vent in the Underworld. For his part, the warrior-lord remained with me, not running from my pain, not fighting it, and not offering any futile words of comfort. He didn’t attempt to pull me close, which would’ve made me angry, but his strong, sure hands did rub gently up and down the length of my upper arms, in a gesture that I couldn’t help but appreciate as meaning he was giving me my space without going anywhere.


  The tears didn’t last long. Right now I was fully aware I had a challenging situation on my hands and some tough decisions to make. Like it or not, and betrayal aside, I was still the Artan. An entire world was depending on me. I couldn’t write these people off completely, despite that being my first instinct.


  Finally, the sobs reduced to sniffling. I scrubbed under my eyes with the heels of my hands and half-turned to go back inside.


  “I have to go,” I murmured. “I’m soaked, and so are you.”


  I shoved the curtains aside and passed under the doorframe, where we were at least shielded from the rain. Here he caught me, turning me about to face him.


  “My lady, you should understand…”


  “Understand what? What is there to understand? You haven’t bothered to deny anything, so—”


  “Deny? I cannot deny you weren’t told, but I deny any part in it.”


  My shoulders rose and fell in a weak shrug. “It doesn’t matter anymore. It’s done, over with.”


  “It does matter,” he contradicted. “Perhaps I’ve withheld things from you, but had I known Council failed to tell you this, I would have done so myself.”


  “Why?” Annoyed now, I finally looked up. “Why this and nothing else, when you took it upon yourself to filter so many other things you thought I should or shouldn’t know? And from your past track record, how can I believe you’re telling the truth?”


  “I, too, had a mother and father once,” he stated simply.


  “That’s not the same thing,” I said selfishly.


  You’re Simathe, and it doesn’t count. You don’t know at all how I feel.


  I wanted to say that. It was on the tip of my tongue to say that. However, even as I thought the words I realized how cruel they were, especially since the truth was that he actually had had parents once whom he’d never gotten to know, never gotten to say goodbye to. Besides that, he also knew exactly how I felt, better than anybody else. So why was I lashing out at him? Because he was the only one around? Because, subconsciously, I wanted to hurt him as I thought he’d hurt me?


  Is this what you consider love, Hannah?


  At this, some of my irritation drained away. No, that was hardly loving. Nor did it make much sense. None of this did.


  “I don’t know what to do,” I finally admitted, sagging against the doorframe. “How can I put this aside and carry on like I should? I don’t want to hold a grudge, but I don’t think I’m ready to forgive everyone, either.”


  He held his peace, the only sounds the dripping rain beyond the breezeway that semi-sheltered us. At last, he asked, “Does the greater good outweigh the individual’s needs?”


  I had to process this, even though I understood what he meant. For Aerisia’s greater good I’d been virtually kidnapped from my home and not told the terrible sacrifice I’d have to make in coming here to save another world. Likely, Council had feared that if I knew I’d shut down and be unable or unwilling to assume my role as Artan.


  And they were probably right, I admitted privately.


  I’d fought hard enough against it as it was. All the same, that didn’t remove the fact that I’d had a right to know this key piece of information.


  “Maybe the greater good did outweigh my needs,” I admitted at last. “But that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t have been told.”


  “A mistake was made,” he agreed cautiously. “Nevertheless, you are the Artan, and though you mourn your family, you will not desert your realm.”


  “You’re so sure of that,” I said grudgingly.


  “I know you love your people.”


  I know I love you.


  Gazing up at him, I wanted to say it. He was so close, looming over me in the doorway, the dim, empty room on one side of us and a curtain of rain on the other. Was this was the moment I’d both feared and craved? The rain had made spikes of his black eyelashes, and when I breathed deep, his familiar scent filled my lungs.


  Perhaps our bond told him of my focus shift. His hand reached out to touch my face, gently lifting my chin with his thumb and forefinger. His obsidian eyes flickered, darkening, if that were possible, and his voice came out low and rough when he said my name.


  “Hannah…”


  That was all, but it was enough. My emotional defenses were lowered: no, they’d been stripped and laid bare. All of the sudden, there was no longer any room for anger or fear or self-doubt or questions of right and wrong. There was only this moment, this one bare moment, when I felt a pull as strong as a riptide and a need as ancient as time itself. A need that made me practically gasp, wide-eyed, “I love you, Ilgard. I love you.”


  “Hannah, n—”


  I think he tried to reject it, tried to prevent it from happening, but there was no stopping the inferno now. The fire had caught. Before he could check me, before I thought it through and checked myself, I surged forward, catching his shirt in one hand and the back of his head with the other. Desperate for his touch, his kiss, I pulled him down till his mouth was on mine, and then it was all over. He did hesitate momentarily, perhaps debating if this was something he could or should walk away from, but I wouldn’t allow it. Maybe I needed to drown out the pangs of betrayal and despair, or maybe I needed to physically prove to him how much I loved him.


  Whatever the root cause, I placed both hands on his face, holding him there and kissing him a way that wouldn’t be denied until the bait was taken. When it was, I found myself being kissed back in a way I’d never been kissed before, by a man whose strength both enveloped and overwhelmed me. His arms pulled me close, holding me so tightly it should have hurt. Even if it did, I didn’t care. For the moment, it drove away all pain and confusion, and for the moment I saw everything with perfect clarity.


  I loved him. I needed him. I wanted him.


  We swayed into the rain as he tightened his grip and picked me up, lifting me completely off the balcony floor to kiss me again. I tangled my fingers in his thick, black hair, matching him kiss for kiss, drowning in an excitement that left me breathless. The rain was cold, drenching us both as it poured down, but I scarcely noticed. His arms and mouth were so warm…


  “I love you,” I whispered, when at last we parted. In-between soft, quick kisses I whispered it again and again. “I love you, I love you, I love you…”


  Had it been up to me, this moment would never have ended. However, I suppose it had to, and thankfully, wiser heads than mine prevailed. With a final, lingering kiss, I felt myself being lowered slowly to the ground. Lucidity returned then, and my breathing regulated. I opened my eyes and peered questioningly into his face.


  “Ilgard?”


  “Lass…”


  I could see his hesitation, and it wasn’t hard to figure out the reason.


  “It’s okay,” I said softly. “I understand if you can’t say it yet.” When he made as if to reply, I laid my fingertips over his mouth, silencing him. “No, it’s okay. Really. It’s just—whenever you’re ready… I’ll be waiting. I know it probably seems impossible now, and maybe it is, but maybe it’s also just crazy enough to work.”


  I held his eyes for a long moment before taking his hand.


  “We’d better go in,” I whispered.


  He nodded soberly.


  I led him out of the rain and into the darkened bedchamber, past the ghostly, draped furniture and to the door. I stopped before I opened it to head out into the corridor, knowing once we left this place we’d go our separate ways and this moment would be over, never to come again. Slowly, I turned to face him, to look up at him, wondering how it was possible to love someone so much and still not know what they thought or how they felt in return.


  Still, as I stared up at him, I realized I did know. I knew he honored me as the Artan. I knew he respected me not only in that role but as a woman and as the person I was. He’d lived with all my fears and tears, my insecurities and self-doubts, my stubbornness and contrarieties for some time now, and he hadn’t turned his back on me yet. That gave me hope and maybe urged me whisper,


  “Ilgard, is there a chance for us, do you think? A real chance?”


  “I’ve… no answer for you yet,” he said slowly.


  “Will you? One day?”


  I was coming perilously close to pressuring him, like I’d just privately promised myself I wouldn’t. I knew that, but I also knew I’d thrown myself, and him, into a completely unprecedented situation. I desperately needed some sort of reassurance that he wasn’t going to shy away, retreat into his Simathe shell, and leave me to despair that I’d ever torn down the walls around my heart. He could do that, easily. In time, I might learn to live with that rejection, but right now I didn’t think I could handle it.


  “Aye, one day.”


  “You promise?”


  “I give you my word.”


  Maybe it wasn’t exactly what I would’ve liked to hear, but for now it would suffice. With a sigh, I let my head fall against his chest, enjoying the way we fit together, enjoying even more the way his hand smoothed over my wet hair and he laid his cheek on top of my head. It wasn’t a declaration of love, but it was a lot, coming from a man like him. For now, I was content to rest in that and let the future take care of itself.


  Chapter Eleven


  
    Plans

  


   



  I slept surprisingly well that night, considering my excitement over what had transpired between Ilgard and me. Maybe I was simply exhausted from my journey through the Underworld. Or maybe my emotions, which had been all over the place yesterday, had worn me down. Whatever the cause, I slept late the next morning, and since nobody came to wake me it was well past noon before I finally crawled out of bed.


  I sent for breakfast, and to my surprise the fairy Braisley accompanied it, requesting I tell her everything I’d learned during my time in the Underworld. My first instinct was to clam up. My second was to demand she leave. Nevertheless, remembering Ilgard’s avowals—that I was the Artan, that I loved my people, and that I wouldn’t desert them or my realm—I held myself in check. Telling myself that a civil conversation with the fairy was very likely the first step in forgiving, healing, and letting the matter go, I allowed her to have a seat and began sharing my story as I ate.


  Surprisingly, the more I talked, the easier it became to engage and fully open up. Focusing on something other than my own personal feelings allowed me to recall that everything in life, even the hurtful things, weren’t always simply about me. In short, by the time breakfast was ended, I was leaning back in my chair, sipping a mug of hot tea as I continued to talk, and was thankful to realize the resentment towards Braisley, towards my other friends, had lessened. The fairy was wise enough to keep her questions and comments to the subject at hand and not bring up any potentially hurtful topics. Together, we puzzled over Heldwyn’s tale of the first Artan and our matching necklaces, but she knew no more than I did, so it remained a mystery we couldn’t solve.


  After she left, I dressed in a gown with long, flowing sleeves beneath a beautiful surcoat of blue velvet, trimmed with silver piping. Rosean arranged my hair with matching ribbons and sprigs of flowers collected from the courtyard’s central garden. I let her fuss over me, because after my recent trek through the Underworld, wearing nothing more than a nightshift and a tight braid, it felt good to be clean and well-dressed.


  Besides, there was something I needed to do, something I needed to tell Ilgard, and I couldn’t deny I wanted to look my best when seeing him today. Yesterday, with everything else going on, I hadn’t gotten the chance to mention it, but my talk with Braisley had reminded me. In fact, it was the one thing I hadn’t told the fairy about my time in the Underworld. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust her, but I also remembered Ilgard’s advice the night of the Instating ceremony that I should be on my guard against everybody except himself. The Interpreter’s explanation of my dream rather seemed to back up his warnings. I needed to talk to him, to tell him what the Interpreter had said, and get his feedback.


  Not to mention, seeking him out on this mission sort of gave me an excuse to see him again, anyway. Which, after yesterday’s admission, I wanted nothing more than to do. I’d never been in love before. I’d no idea how it meant wanting to spend practically every waking moment with another person, to be close to them, to touch them, to enjoy their presence. However, I was also fully aware of being in a unique position. The Simathe High-Chief knew I loved him, but whether he felt the same towards me, I had no idea. Yes, I wanted to be near him, but I didn’t dare push or smother. So I tried to play it cool as I sought him out, finding him in the Great War Room, in a meeting with the Ranetron High-Chief, Lady Tey, his own Chief Captain, the High Elder, and several others.


  I wasn’t planning to interrupt, but as soon as I was noticed in the doorway Lord Ri insisted I join them. I obeyed, seating myself between the High Elder and Lord Garett, determining to wait them out. I was half-afraid some mention of yesterday’s unpleasantness would be made, but Lord Ri only inquired briefly about my health and the success of my journey and told me everyone was pleased I’d returned safely. Then they went on with their meeting, debating supply lines and troop movements, and a whole host of other matters about which I could give little input.


  When I caught myself tapping my toe impatiently under the table, I had to consciously force myself to relax. My stomach felt tied up in knots, and I felt anxious, although whether it was more because of wanting to be alone with Ilgard or to give him my news, I couldn’t say. I told myself it was the latter: it wasn’t like I was a love-struck teen who couldn’t think of anything except her latest crush. All the same, the meeting seemed to drag on for an eternity. I was about ready to jump up and start pacing when Lord Ri finally called a halt to the proceedings, saying it was time to break for the noon meal.


  As the meeting adjourned and everyone began shuffling out of the Great War Room, I caught up with Ilgard at the doorway, tugging on his sleeve and asking quietly, “May I have a word with you? It’s important.”


  He nodded in agreement and even placed his hand briefly on the small of my back as he stood aside to let me lead the way out into the corridor. The contact was brief but unprecedented, which told me I wasn’t the only one whose view of our relationship yesterday had altered. Still, I felt rather awkward once we were actually alone and out of the sight of the group. I couldn’t stop thinking about the day before: how it had felt to be in his arms, how I had told him I loved him, and how much I wanted to kiss him again. Knowing he could probably deduce most of my thoughts only increased my discomfort, so I led him outside, into the palace’s courtyard, where I knew there’d be plenty of people around and we could talk without the pressure of being alone in an intimate setting.


  Pressure for me, anyway. If he was feeling any, I’d never be able to tell.


  The afternoon was cool and sweet with the promise of spring. Today, pale sunshine filtered through filmy grey clouds, teasing with the hint of a fuller radiance that couldn’t decide if it wanted to burst forth. As I’d predicted, several guardsmen and servants were bustling about on different errands, and nobody paid us much mind as we drew to a halt beside a stone bench nestled against the soaring outer walls. In fact, I’d been in Laytrii long enough with a Simathe escorting me practically everywhere I went that few people even spared us a second glance, despite our respective positions as the Artan and the Simathe High-Chief.


  I took a seat on the low bench. Next to me, Ilgard did the same. Leaning forward, he braced his forearms on his thighs and loosely clasped his strong hands. My heart skipped a beat at his proximity, but, telling myself to quit being an idiot, I took a breath and prepared to dive right in. He surprised me by turning to look at me and speaking first.


  “This is a curious situation.”


  “Uh, what do you mean? You mean you and me and all… this?”


  When he nodded soberly, I gulped. “I-I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything. I probably wouldn’t have, but everything was so crazy yesterday that I wasn’t thinking clearly and I just blurted it out.”


  “I am glad you did,” he replied, straightening.


  “You-you are?”


  Lifting my gaze, I dared to search his face, his eyes, and was rewarded by the flicker of a smile.


  “It has given me much to consider, but aye, I am.”


  Staring up at him, reassured by this admission, which had fully suppressed all of the awkwardness and the doubts, I stated boldly, “I want to kiss you so badly right now.”


  His dark brows lifted. “Well. I would not prevent you, but it might offer the palace gossips a new scandal.”


  “I’m a pretty scandalous person,” I shrugged.


  “Particularly for an Artan.”


  His dryness made me laugh. “You know one thing I like about you?” I said. “You have a sense of humor, and you’re funny. You really are. You just hide it so well nobody would ever guess. I sure didn’t when we first met.”


  “A Simathe cannot betray a weakness.”


  I rolled my eyes. “Don’t worry. Your secret’s safe with me.”


  He allowed a little smile. “I trust you.”


  “I trust you, too,” I said softly, seriously, then chuckled as a new thought struck.


  “Ilgard, is this the craziest thing that’s ever happened to you?”


  “Crazy?”


  “You know—um, wild, bewildering, unprecedented, unusual…”


  “Outlandish,” he supplied.


  Again, I laughed. “Is that what you think I am?”


  He shrugged. “I fear the day lacks sufficient hours to list all the terms you, my lady, would require.”


  “I may require something else: protection and somebody to watch my back,” I said, sobering as I recalled the reason I’d sought him out in the first place.


  “What do you mean?”


  So I told him everything, starting with my dream of the faceless Simathe and ending with the Interpreter’s revelations that seemed to indicate a traitor or false friend. His expression changed as I spoke, any softer traces of levity hardening into an almost deadly sobriety.


  “Ilgard? What are we going to do?” I asked after I’d finished and we’d sat in silence for a while. I couldn’t read him well enough to tell where his mind was, but I could discern his thoughts weren’t pleasant.


  Finally he turned to me, his eyes so deep, so unreadable, probing mine as if searching for something.


  “Can you be brave, lass?”


  Chapter Twelve


  
    Kan

  


   



  Several days went by, and battle preparations continued. Reports trickled in daily of more raiding by dark forces, vicious attacks upon farms and villages, townships and cities. Some were quelled by local resistance or our own forces. Others were not. Aerisia’s armies, gathering for the push towards Shayle, were stretched too thin to put down every insurrection. Furthermore, there were desertions among our own forces by those more interested in the looting, plunder, and power promised by the The Evil than defending their homeland.


  Within the past few days, several authority figures, not only in the city of Laytrii but all across the land, had fallen victim to assassins or kidnappers. Only those with the power and influence to continue the fight, should Shayle fall, were being assaulted. Clearly, the Dark Powers were preparing for more than this single battle: they were preparing for a war. Their formerly scattered servants were pulling together, amassing into an army that grew swiftly in strength and size. An army carrying out a horrendous campaign while headed towards a single goal: Shayle.


  Meanwhile, our armies were also assembling, and some troops had already begun the march towards Shayle. I was scheduled to depart within the next few days, along with my Simathe warriors and Lord Garett, who would lead the bulk of the Ranetron. The Hunter had also chosen to go, as had Risean and several of the more powerful Moonkind magic wielders. Although their pacifist views forbade them using their magic in battle, their healing skills would be an indispensable asset for our cause.


  As head of the fairies and having an entire order of fairies and their realms to oversee, Braisley had returned to Cleyton and would not be journeying to Shayle. However, Aureeyah would be accompanying us and had promised assistance from her fairy sisters, as needed. So far as I knew, fairies had no history of violence and, like the Moonkind, weren’t likely to use their magic directly in the fight. How exactly they planned to contribute, I didn’t know, but I wasn’t about to turn down any offers of help.


  I hadn’t been surprised that the Moonkind, although my distant relatives, were refraining from the harsher side of war. The same went for the fairies and their skills. I had, however, been gravely disappointed when the Tearkin prince, Kurban, had abruptly left a couple of days ago, taking his fellow Tearkin with him. There’d been no explanations as to why he’d felt compelled to leave with war looming, and all of my protests and guilt trips hadn’t done a thing to restrain him.


  “I know they aren’t pacifists,” I’d grumbled to Ilgard, more than a little miffed at this turn of events.


  “Trust Kurban to do what is best for his people and himself” was all the man had to say, which I found far from comforting.


  Trust was a hard thing to come by these days, with Aerisia’s leaders falling right and left and the threat of an unknown traitor in our midst.


  Fortunately, taking the Tearkin’s place, an impressive host of Lady Tey’s fellow Cortain had arrived yesterday in the city, armed to the teeth and ready to fight. All Cortain who could be spared from other posts were now either with us in Laytrii or preparing to meet us at Shayle. Lady Tey, their Council representative, would be leading them into battle, and she seemed to be handling this major responsibility with calmness and precision.


  With all of these matters pressing on me, I couldn’t help brooding over the battle I’d soon be wading into. Going to war had been a reality I’d figured I would have to face eventually, but eventually had become now, and I wasn’t sure I was prepared. Even though nobody had ever said it outright, the prophecy’s wording, which I pored over constantly for clues as to how I would combat the Dark Powers, seemed to suggest I might be required to forfeit my life in order to obtain victory. Mentally, I told myself I was prepared for this outcome, but I was only human, and privately I feared death. I dreaded leaving for war.


  Obviously, the Simathe High-Chief knew a great deal of what I was suffering. Although our public relationship had barely altered, during our few private moments the man was kinder and gentler with me than ever before. The most innocent of touches were caresses to me, and when we had a chance to share a breathless kiss or two I found myself toppling deeper and deeper in love. There was no time or opportunity for dates, long talks, or simply getting to know one other, as a relationship on Earth might’ve unfolded. There was only the continual pressure of a looming war, a potential assassin who might strike at any moment, and the protection of and reliance on a man who knew me inside and out. I loved him, desperately, but knew my love might never be openly returned. This was another burden weighing on my soul, but what to do about it, I didn’t know. I refused to pressure him and told myself there would be plenty of time to sort out our future once the war was over.


  If I survived, that is.


  
    ***

  


  A day or two before the main body of our forces was scheduled to depart, I, feeling somewhat depressed and completely overwhelmed, slipped away from the palace. I wasn’t really supposed to be leaving, but everybody except me was busy and of course I had a Simathe accompanying me, so I supposed it was fairly safe.


  I went into the city of Laytrii to walk its streets, encourage my people, and observe their reactions to what was occurring. By now, I was enough of a fixture around the city that my mere presence no longer drew the crowds it once had. However, there were plenty of people who flocked to speak to me, despite the presence of Kan, who wasn’t leaving my side. Most of the folks I spoke to were putting on a brave front, especially the women. They presented cheerful faces, calmly hung ribbon and bunting from balconies and windows in an effort to support their husbands, brothers, fathers, sons, and lovers, and spoke not a single resentful word in my hearing. I couldn’t help being impressed and hoped some of their courage would rub off on me.


  After a few hours of mingling with the populace and sharing a meal with several city leaders in one of the city’s nicer inns, I finally decided it was time to return to the palace. Kan had stayed close as we toured the city, his hand glued to his sword hilt, barely giving me room to breathe until we’d left its walls. Once we were on the road stretching the few miles from city to palace, we drifted a few paces apart.


  Finally feeling at peace, I let the scarf I wore slip from my head to my shoulders as I lifted my face to the clear sky, drinking in the fresh air. The wind teased little wisps of hair about my cheeks. I tucked them behind my ear, only to re-tuck them a moment later. No other pedestrians were in sight, and I wondered idly if Ilgard had temporarily relaxed his plan of a double guard. Of course, the second lookout was typically unseen, so he may or may not have been present.


  In order to ferret out which Simathe might be the traitor, I’d taken to having all of them at Laytrii take turns as my escort. A double guard of Ilgard or Norband would then shadow the two of us, discreetly ensuring my protection. When I’d asked Ilgard how this would work, since Simathe possessed that unique gift of sensing their brother’s presence, he’d assured me there were blocking methods they could use that would maintain secrecy.


  Besides Ilgard himself, the Simathe Chief Captain was the only warrior permitted to attend me without a second nearby. I can’t lie: this made me nervous. I knew Norband was Ilgard’s second-in-command and his most trusted warrior as well as friend. Even so, and notwithstanding all we’d been through together, I simply couldn’t bring myself to fully trust or like the man. He was so stony he had a way of making his fellow warriors seem practically friendly by comparison. That one flash of humor so long ago, the evening of my first dinner at Treygon, was the absolute only softening I’d ever gotten from him. Words from him were as rare as rain in the desert. Rarer. And regardless of Ilgard’s uncompromising faith in his second, I couldn’t help but wonder…


  Something made me say it; to this day I don’t know what. Maybe it was the lazy feel of the afternoon, or the fact that, after the hectic schedule I’d been keeping lately, I finally felt fairly relaxed. I certainly never meant to say it. There was just a lot on my mind, and it slipped out.


  “Kan,” I asked, my face still lifted to the sky, “do you think if there were a traitor among the Simathe you’d be able to tell?”


  He halted, turning to face at me. I also stopped, casting him a questioning look. “What’s wrong?”


  “A traitor among the Simathe, my lady?”


  “Yes…” I tilted my head quizzically. “It was just a thought I had. I don’t know—all these war preparations making me antsy, I suppose.”


  He nodded marginally, and I rushed on in an attempt to cover up. “Now, I’m not saying there is, you understand. I’m just… curious, is all.”


  Nervous, berating myself for such a stupid slip of the tongue, I shut up and started walking at a fast clip. He fell in beside me.


  “Why do you ask me?”


  “Oh, I don’t know.” I fluttered a hand dismissively. “Just ‘cause you’re the one I was with, I guess.”


  When he made no reply, I started to shrug and brush the matter off, but he prevented me by saying, “Better to ask the High-Chief your questions, my lady.”


  “I have asked him.”


  “You have?”


  I nearly swore when I realized I’d basically just admitted there was more to this than a mere idle thought. He knew, as well as I did, that I wouldn’t have gone to his High-Chief on something as flimsy as that.


  “Never mind, it’s really nothing,” I said, turning to face my bodyguard and forcing a smile. “Just a girl’s silly worries, I guess. Please don’t mention this to anyone. I wouldn’t want them to know their Artan has such senseless fears.”


  “As you wish,” he nodded soberly. “Your words are safe with me.”


  “Thank you,” I breathed, with a truly grateful smile.


  Taking my elbow, Kan started us once more towards the palace. Inside, though, I felt sick at heart and criticized myself furiously. What on earth had come over me? How could I have said something so foolish? What kind of Artan was I that I’d make such an idiotic slip of the tongue? I could only hope Kan would, indeed, keep the incident private and not report our conversation to his High-Chief or Chief Captain. I couldn’t bear the thought of either of them finding out.


  
    ***

  


  Later that evening, I stood alone upon the balcony outside my room, waiting for Elisia to join me. The Spinner had asked for a private word after dinner. I didn’t know what it was about, but I figured she’d arrive soon. The sun had already set. Only twilight’s lingering glow pushed back the enveloping darkness, but even that would soon surrender to the night. A cool evening breeze whisked the hair off my neck, and I pulled my lace-trimmed wrap a little tighter about my shoulders, seeking its warmth against the wind’s chill fingers.


  Suddenly, a sharp pain slammed against my back, raked my spine, and pierced my belly. Gasping in agony, I looked down past my breasts to see the tip of a sword protruding from my abdomen. Blood leaked from the wound, surging around the weapon’s gleaming metal, molten red against the pale yellow of my gown. As if in a daze, I felt my fingertips drift toward the tip of the blade. Just as they touched, it twisted brutally, coiling my insides around itself. With a scream, I arched my back, bowing against the indescribable agony. Then I fell to my knees.


  Someone knelt before me. A hand caught my chin, supporting my drooping head. With vision that no longer wanted to focus, I glimpsed a pair of hard, obsidian eyes. The smile on the mouth below them was twisted and cruel. My eyesight was fading fast and my breath along with it. I choked, struggling desperately to inhale, feeling my lungs fill with my own blood.


  It’s not supposed to end like this! I screamed silently.


  The fingers jerked my chin hard, pulling my face to within a margin of my attacker’s. “Die well, little queen,” taunted a deep voice. “You were brave. You might have been mighty for us. Alas, that could never be.”


  Whoever it was, his derision invoked a final burst of defiance.


  “No!” I gasped. “I won’t die… like this.”


  “Won’t you?” he taunted, tracing my lips with his thumb. “You’re too spent to use your magic to heal yourself. You can do nothing to prevent this. I have you fully in my power, and I mourn there is no time for anything further, save farewells.”


  Releasing me, he got to his feet. As he stood over me, I heard him say, “Farewell, Lady Hannah, the Artan. May you find no peace on the other side.”


  Abruptly, he swung away. I heard the fading echo of his footsteps as he retreated into the night. My strength spent, I dropped, falling heavily onto my side, striking my head against the balcony’s stone floor. I didn’t feel it, though. I no longer felt anything.


  Chapter Thirteen


  
    Deliverance

  


   



  “Is she alive?”


  “Does she breathe?”


  “My lady Artan?”


  “Hannah? Hannah?”


  Focusing on the motionless form in front of him, the Simathe High-Chief blocked out the swirling confusion of voices and questions. He’d no time for them, not with his lady lying there on her side, soaking the balcony floor with her life’s blood. Bending over her, he pressed an ear to her chest, listening for a heartbeat. Nothing. Not even his keen Simathe hearing could detect one. Suppressing fear, he flung himself desperately into their bond, searching within her for any signs of life.


  Thankfully, he found them: a flickering spark indicating her soul had not yet left her body, coupled with the faintest echo of a heartbeat. Weak and tenuous as both were, they meant there was still time, if only a moment, for him to act.


  “She lives,” he announced aloud for the benefit of the others.


  The fairy Aureeyah stooped at his side. “What might I do?”


  He did not answer. Finding once more the internal, invisible bond connecting himself and his lady, the Simathe prepared to pour himself into her. Every bit of his life, his health, his immortality—he would gladly have given them all to her but knew that without direction, such as Braisley had offered the last time the Artan had been laid low, there was a very real threat of her life spark being snuffed out. Instead, he held onto the bulk of what was his, offering her only a fraction until he felt life returning to her body. Even as it did, she shuddered, managing to latch onto what strength he gave her, open herself up to her magic, and permit healing to flood her limbs. It was an unconscious reaction: body and instincts taking over where mind was not quite functioning. But the act saved her, saved her life.


  Easing back, the warrior decreased the flow between them lest he weaken himself too much or hinder her self-healing. In another breath, he’d terminated it altogether. She was recovering rapidly and even drifting towards consciousness. Before that could happen, he nodded at his Chief Captain, who knelt beside her one knee. Wrapping both hands around the hilt of the sword, with a single, fierce tug, Norband extracted the blade from her body and laid it aside. She jerked, cried out, and flung herself over from her side to her back. Her eyes flew open. Instinctively, she tried to sit—to push herself upright—but was too weak. Had Ilgard not caught her with an arm behind her shoulders, she would have collapsed back onto the marble.


  Gently he eased her upright, bracing his arm against his leg, letting his knee take her weight. Other than that, he made no sudden moments but simply allowed her to lay against him, panting as her strength returned to her. Through their bond, he felt the moment the horror of what had almost happened crashed against her. He tightened his grip about her shoulders, reassuring her that he was there and she was safe. Her eyes widened and her mouth opened: he thought she’d scream. Instead, her hand flung about frantically until it found his. Squeezing her eyelids tightly shut, she gripped his hand with all her strength, fighting down the panic, refusing to succumb. Not until the emotions had begun to recede did she loosen her death grip on his fingers, but even then she didn’t release him fully.


  Not that he cared. She could cling to him as long as she liked, never mind her friends and peers gathered around. There was a time when she would little have been able to suppress her fears as she had. There was a time when any affront on her person had sent her into a panic, justified though it may have been. However, she was that timid stranger from Earth no longer. She was resilient and strong, as she’d proved not only by surviving this attack on her life but by refusing to fall to pieces in its wake.


  His pride in her mounted, albeit he did not betray it outwardly. Instead, he used his thumb to wipe away a disturbing trickle of blood from the corner of her mouth, frowning at the evidence of her brush with death.


  “He tried to kill me, Ilgard!”


  Finally, she’d gathered her wits enough to speak. Her mismatched eyes were huge, filled with fright as she stared up at him. Her lips trembled when she spoke. “He tried to kill me! He would have, if you hadn’t been here.”


  “I know,” he said simply.


  “Why—why would he do that?”


  “I do not know.”


  Not yet.


  “Did—did you catch him?”


  He nodded an affirmative.


  “Always the hero,” she managed with a shaky smile. “One day, you might get tired of stepping in to rescue me, though.”


  Slowly, Ilgard shook his head.


  “Because it’s your duty to keep me around, huh?”


  “I vowed to safeguard you, and I will,” he promised.


  There was much more to it than that. Had they been alone, he might have said so. As it was, he contented himself with the fact that the traitor had been revealed, even if not exactly as he had planned.


  Chapter Fourteen


  
    Traitor Revealed

  


   



  “Ilgard, he was Simathe,” I finally gathered my wits to say.


  With his typical stoicism, he didn’t bat an eye. “Aye.”


  “You know?”


  “I know.”


  Confused, I cut a glance towards Norband. His face was equally expressionless. Still, he was here, by my side. Had it not been him after all?


  “I don’t understand, who—who was it?” I asked shakily, turning back to Ilgard, fearing to know the answer.


  “Kan,” he said quietly, gravely.


  “What?” My hand flew to my mouth. “Are you sure?”


  This time it was Norband who responded. “He was caught attempting to flee, still wearing your blood.”


  “Oh, no…”


  I felt as if I’d been hit by a freight train. Somehow, the pain of my friend’s betrayal hurt nearly as bad as the pain of his blade through my guts.


  “How can you be sure?” I protested. “I never suspected him! I thought it was—I mean, maybe there’s another explanation. Maybe the blood isn’t mine. Maybe he’d been hunting or something. Maybe…”


  Ilgard was shaking his head slowly. “No mistake, lass. I’m sorry.”


  “No.” The word was a moan, slipping out before I could stop it. “I thought he was my friend.”


  “As did we all,” said Norband drily.


  I couldn’t tell whether he was being sarcastic or pragmatic. Unfortunately, even though I was getting better at reading his High-Chief, whether from the bond we shared or being in so much close proximity or simply from loving him and wanting to learn him, I couldn’t decipher this man at all. What I did know, though, was that this had to be taking a toll on Norband and Ilgard both, despite appearances to the contrary. They’d lived with Kan, trained, fought, ate with, and worked alongside him for a very long time. They would have watched him grow from a child to manhood. They were joined with him in a singular brotherhood no one else could possibly understand. Perhaps he was the first Simathe to break ranks with this type of treachery. I didn’t know, but I knew the ramifications from this incident were far from over for these Simathe lords.


  Knowing this only made me feel worse. I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to offer words of comfort but sensed they might not be appreciated. Instead, forcing back my own grief, I simply whispered, “Help me stand, please.”


  Gently, Ilgard eased me upright, keeping one arm firmly around my shoulders, lending me his strength and support.


  “Where is Kan now?” I inquired, once I was on my feet.


  “In the palace dungeons,” Norband replied.


  Dungeons. The word made me shiver. I hadn’t even known there were dungeons in Laytrii’s palace.


  “Will they keep him?” I asked anxiously, glancing up at Ilgard.


  “He is secure.”


  I winced, not entirely convinced. How can someone be restrained who has no fear of pain or death? Someone far stronger than any normal human being?


  “Is he guarded?”


  “Cole and Senn are there.”


  Cole. Thank heavens he hadn’t been the traitor. Not that I’d ever believed he could be, but if he had…well, I simply couldn’t have handled that. But still, how could Kan—?


  No, I didn’t want to think about it. My composure, such as it was, threatened to dissolve each time I did.


  Although I was already on my feet, my fairy friend, Aureeyah, was eyeing me with obvious concern.


  “You need bed rest, Hannah. And a bath,” she now declared firmly. “If the High-Chief will escort you to your chambers, I will ensure you have both.”


  I looked up at Ilgard, forcing a tiny smile. “Well?”


  To my surprise, he turned me down. “Norband will escort you. I must see to Kan.”


  Gently, he slipped away his arm, transferring my weight to the other man’s hold.


  “What? Why?”


  No answer save a polite little bow, and he was gone.


  What’s up with him? I thought with a frown. It wasn’t that I really minded the Simathe Chief Captain helping me out, now that he’d been cleared of suspicion, so to speak, but I’d wanted to talk this out with Ilgard. I needed to know exactly what had happened, and why.


  Oh, well.


  I shrugged mentally and turned to the next best thing.


  “Norband, will you come back in a little while, after I’m done with my bath? I’d like to talk to you,” I requested, as the Simathe lord guided me along towards my room.


  I’d rarely, if ever, initiated any type of conversation with him, but if he was taken aback, I couldn’t tell. “Perhaps the High-Chief—” he started to say, but I cut him off.


  “Obviously Ilgard is busy right now. I need some answers. I think you can give them to me… if you’re willing?”


  For the tiniest fraction of a second, something in his manner made me think he would refuse. However, he finally dipped his chin in acquiescence. We’d reached my chambers by this point, and without further ado he eased me down into a chair close to my bed and then bowed himself out. With a sigh, I settled back against the stiff upholstery and began slowly unlacing the ties of my clothing.


  Chapter Fifteen


  
    Wakefulness

  


   



  After my bath, Rosean and another servant girl helped me dress and then slide into bed. I remained weak after this latest brush with death and excruciatingly sore. Despite no outward evidence of a sword wound, my insides remained so tender I cried out at any sudden movement. Rosean carefully tucked the blankets around me, bade me a caring, “Rest well,” and left with my request to send in the Simathe Chief Captain. The other girl waited until he arrived, bobbed a quick curtsey, and then took herself out.


  I waved Norband to a chair beside my bed. He’d scarcely taken a seat before I started peppering him with questions.


  “Did you all suspect Kan before today? Had he ever done anything to make you think he could be a traitor?”


  “I believed so,” the Simathe returned slowly, thoughtfully. “Yet the High-Chief would make certain.”


  “Why, Norband? Why did you suspect him?”


  “I suspected something amiss from the day he allowed you outside Treygon’s walls.”


  I frowned, puzzled by his statement. “You mean the day I was attacked by Jonase? But Norband,” I protested, carefully pushing myself higher on the pillows, “he didn’t let me out. I sort of… tricked him.”


  “Did you?”


  The way he said that made me re-think my previous assumptions. “You mean—you mean you think he purposefully let me slip out? Maybe even cleared the way, so I’d run into some kind of danger?”


  “Such as Jonase…” he fit in smoothly.


  I didn’t argue. My mind was in a whirl. I thought I’d really put one over on Kan that day. I’d congratulated myself on deserving an Oscar for it. In reality, had he been the one to turn in an award-winning performance?


  “But Ilgard never said anything about all this to me,” I objected. “The first I knew any of it was the night of Lord Ri’s Instating. Why didn’t he let me know?”


  “Being the Artan does not make you privy to all of Treygon’s business,” the warrior-lord replied, almost condescendingly.


  I would’ve been annoyed, except what he said was true. Clearly, there was a lot Treygon’s lords kept from me. I might never know how long Ilgard had suspected Kan.


  “Well, why didn’t Kan try to kill me earlier, then? I’m sure he had other opportunities,” I observed grumpily, slumping against the pillows.


  “Did he?”


  “Didn’t he?”


  Something very close to a smirk quirked one corner of the Simathe’s mouth. “You were more closely kept than you knew, my lady.”


  I considered that. Because of our Joining, not only was Ilgard constantly informed of my whereabouts and if I were in any kind of danger, but I realized the likelihood of other Simathe surreptitiously on guard was entirely possible.


  “Did someone overhear our conversation today? Kan’s and mine, I mean?”


  The smirk was already gone. “Aye.”


  That explained it then. If Norband had indeed suspected Kan for so long—and Ilgard too, although he’d wanted to be absolutely certain before taking action—hearing what had passed between the two of us today was enough to bring matters to a head. If Kan had been the criminal, as they supposed, my foolish revelations would’ve notified him that the scales were now tipped. The traitor must either show his hand, or else disappear entirely.


  Even though that part of the mystery was cleared up, other questions remained. Such as, “Were you using me as bait in a trap tonight? It’s bad enough Ilgard would do that with a second guard shadowing me, but how could you two let Kan get close enough to actually attack? I mean, I almost died. He really might’ve killed me!”


  “Don’t be a fool,” snapped the warrior, surprising me with his rancor. “Neither the High-Chief nor I would play with your life. To suggest otherwise is sheer effrontery.”


  “Well… well…” I found myself floundering for words. “Well, how did it happen then?”


  “The High-Chief intended to shadow you this evening,” he explained. “However, he was detained after dining and you were called away.”


  “By Elisia, yes. I remember that now.”


  “You were alone only briefly, yet Kan took his chances. Luckily, I was on my way to cover for the High-Chief and sensed Kan’s presence, else—”


  “Never mind. You don’t have to say it,” I interjected quietly. “I still can’t believe what might’ve happened, though.”


  “Life is full of might haves,” Norband remarked calmly, rising. “Concern yourself with what is.” He stopped, looking me over as if to ascertain I was truly all right. Apparently satisfied, he said, “With your permission, Lady.”


  I wasn’t so sure I wanted to be left alone tonight and told him so.


  “I’ll keep your door,” he promised. “But I can also summon your serving girl…”


  “No, it’s okay,” I interrupted with a shake of the head. “If you’re outside, I guess I’ll be all right.”


  “As you say,” he nodded. “Sleep well, my lady.”


  “Good night.”


  He left, and I settled down for the night, attempting to go to sleep, wishing all the while that Ilgard was close by. He wasn’t. And it wasn’t a restful night. My mind kept replaying ghastly visions of being stabbed on the balcony. On top of that, it added new features: Kan pinning me down, his hands around my throat… strangling, cutting off my air supply. Of Jonase, the smell and feel of his eerie skin. I would wake up sweating and drift off again only to meet more nightmares that startled me awake. For hours, I tossed, restless, unable to sleep except for brief, fitful stretches. The pain in my body wasn’t helping much, either.


  Finally, sometime in the early morning hours, I simply gave up. Dressing with careful slowness because of the tenderness of my body, I pulled on a casual linen blouse and a blue skirt. After tying my hair back with a matching ribbon, I donned slippers and stole out onto my balcony for a purifying breath of fresh air.


  The night sky was brilliant with the radiance of a million stars and a waxing moon. A soft haze hung over courtyard, fields, forests, roads, and even the spires of Laytrii’s city, shimmering off in the distance. It gentled the harsh mountain peaks that framed the peaceful vista and lent the land its own fairylike, ethereal glow. I’d never seen a scene more beautiful than this, and coming from a Colorado native, that was saying a lot.


  I do love this place, I thought with a sigh, feeling a touch of depression mixed with anxiety at the thought of leaving it for the uncertainty of Aerisia’s outer regions. Leave it to face my future as the Artan, my destiny as the one foretold to save these people and their homes.


  From the reports that arrived continually, I was sadly aware that armies of The Evil were growing rapidly in strength and size. The bulk of their forces were indeed headed towards Shayle, but other, smaller armies were rampaging less fortified locales, wreaking havoc and leaving destruction in their wake. It was as if the Dark Powers, mostly silent for many years, were suddenly unleashing the full brunt of their might against my land. I knew why: the time of the Artan had come. The Dark Powers also knew it and so were throwing everything into a last-ditch effort to destroy me.


  Would it work? I didn’t know. My magic had multiplied by leaps and bounds compared to what it was even a few months ago. I had strong armies of my own backing me. Nevertheless, standing against these black forces was a nerve-wracking concept. Risean had assured me that, when the time came, the Powers of Good would empower me. That I would know what to do and how to do it. Was he right? I didn’t know that, either. All I did know was, even if it meant giving my last breath to beat my enemy down, I’d willingly surrender it. After all, if I couldn’t stop them there at Shayle, their blight would quickly spread. At some point, even Laytrii wouldn’t be safe. No way could I allow that to happen.


  In the midst of these glum musings I felt a warm presence drifting into my vicinity but didn’t bother turning. I already knew who it was. Having let himself into my room, the Simathe High-Chief drew up beside me, wrapping an arm about my shoulders and pulling me wordlessly against his side. I turned into him, gratefully seeking the comfort of his warm body.


  “Troubled?”


  Of course he would know.


  “A little,” I admitted, rubbing my cheek against his tunic.


  Silent, he waited for me to continue.


  “It’s just that I’m worried about the unknown and about going into battle. Will we be able to stop them? Will I? Will the prophecies come true?” I turned my face worriedly up to his. “If one little thing goes wrong, could the prophecies be broken? And if I die, does Aerisia die with me?”


  “You’ll do what you must.”


  “But what if it isn’t enough? What if I fail? What if I die?”


  He brushed my hair gently to the side of my face. “Then Aerisia will fight while she can.”


  “And if they lose?”


  “Then the Simathe will fight.”


  I chuckled. “Yeah. Forgot about that one.”


  But there was no humor in his eyes when he tilted my chin up. “Have no fear. I’ll not leave your side.”


  “I know you won’t. But even that might not be enough: you know it might not. If I should die anyway—”


  “You would take my life with you.”


  At that quiet statement, I felt my heart leap in my chest. It was the closest he’d ever come to admitting he loved me. Was that what he’d meant? Or was it a reference to the separation pains of our closed bond, should I not survive? Or both?


  I wanted desperately to ask but restrained myself. I couldn’t rush or pressure a man like this. He had to determine what he wanted from our relationship in his own time, on his own terms, and in his own way. There was a lot for him to wade through, particularly the knotty issue of his immortality and my own uncertainty that I’d even survive this war. So, rather than make a big deal out of his statement, I let it hang in the air between us as I reached up to kiss him, silently letting him know I would accept whatever he offered as he felt at ease offering it.


  “Then I will live,” I promised, remaining for the moment in the circle of his arms, “if only to make sure you do too.” I smiled. “Now I have to ask a favor. You need to let me do something I know you’re not going to want me doing.”


  He stepped back. “And what is that?”


  “You need to let me talk to Kan. I’ve thought about this a lot the past few hours, and I just feel this… this burden to speak with him. It’s very important to me,” I persisted, placing a hand on his chest to forestall the objections I could read in his eyes. “Please don’t say no. It’s important. I really need to do this.”


  “Could I prevent you?”


  “Well, you could certainly make it easier on me by just saying yes and going with the flow.”


  He was silent for a long time, doubtless weighing the ramifications of my request. Although it was true he technically couldn’t stop me from doing anything anymore, he also knew if he came down hard against my idea that I’d probably back off. What would he decide? For once, I could probably guess what he was thinking: that Kan had already come perilously close to ending my life. Furthermore, even though he was now imprisoned and I was on my guard and could take care of myself, the caged warrior was still Simathe: the element of danger wasn’t fully removed.


  He was hesitating, hesitating that something outside of his considerable control would happen and that he might lose me like he nearly had a few hours ago. Despite all that, he finally surrendered, possibly because he could read in me how badly I wanted to do this.


  “As you wish,” he finally said, although I sensed his permission was being given grudgingly.


  I released a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. “Thank you.” Slipping my arm through his, I asked, “Will you take me there now?”


  Chapter Sixteen


  
    Underlying Causes

  


   



  At my request, Ilgard reluctantly agreed to leave me alone with Kan. A sturdy door of iron bars was all that separated me from this man whom I’d once counted a friend—this man who’d tried to murder me. When I looked into his alien black eyes, a chill ran down my spine. They were no longer calm, obscuring, masking all thoughts and feelings. Something had changed; something inexplicable that caused them to glitter in the cell’s half-light. It was almost as if, now that he’d been discovered, Kan had thrown off the shell of his former persona, instead choosing to reveal what lay deep within.


  “Oh, Kan,” I murmured, drawing closer but remaining a safe distance away. “Why did you do this? What’s happened to you?”


  Rising from the cot on which he sat, he approached, gripping the bars of his cell door with both hands, pressing his face against the cold iron.


  “Why?” he repeated, a sardonic twist to his mouth. “You wish to know why, my lady?” He slammed up against the cell door, and I took an involuntary step backwards. “I left Treygon and went out into the land, as must all Simathe in due course. I saw how others lived, and I desired a life like theirs. But do you know what happened?”


  “I could probably guess.”


  He chuckled grimly. “Aye, doubtless you could. Everywhere I went, people feared me. Shunned me. There was no joining them. There was no acceptance. It took no length of time to show me I was bound to the fate of my brothers. And that I could not endure.”


  “You mean, being honorable. Serving your country, protecting your countrymen, in spite of how they treat you.”


  He shook his head. “Madness! The High-Chief, the Chief Captain, all the lords of our people… Why serve a land like this? Why defend a people who abhor you? No, I could not do it.”


  What he said struck a chord because, not so very long ago, during the trouble with the Doinum, I’d been faced with the quandary of serving a people who mistrusted me. To a certain extent, I could sympathize with the man. Even though I didn’t approve of what he’d done, on a certain level I could understand it.


  “So what happened?” I asked softly, creeping forward a step or two. “How did you wind up on this path, serving the shadow?”


  I was rather surprised he was so willing to talk. Then again, he’d probably been keeping this secret a very long time. Now, having thrown off the restraints of his Simathe heritage, he actually seemed eager to spill all.


  “Oh, the leap was not so difficult as you might think. I soon discovered that, even though my fellow Aerisians did not welcome me, they did fear me. Easy enough to obtain what you want, when others fear you. Once I tasted a measure of that power, I desired more. I knew the only way to obtain it, to secure it in secrecy without my brothers knowing, was to seek aid from the Dark Powers. I simply did not know how, until…”


  “Until what? What did you do, Kan? What did you do?”


  My feet moved, carrying me a step closer. Against my will, this man drew me in, fascinated me. I’d never seen a Simathe like him, for the simple reason there were none. Truthfully, I’d never seen anyone like him, and it tugged strangely at something inside of me.


  “What did I do?” He smiled fiercely, showing his teeth. “I sought help from a witch-woman, one of those who created my kind. She advised me to return to Treygon, resume my life, and shield my desires. The Dark Powers had a singular purpose for me, and in time it would be revealed. But I must go back and wait in silence.


  “So I did. I returned to Treygon. I fulfilled my duties. I chose a warrior’s life, and I accepted the Talor. I wore it, and I waited. Waited until the day I met the Cistweigh, Jonse. Soon as I met him, I knew the Dark Powers had revealed their will.”


  “But how did you find him? Where? How did you two run across each other?”


  “Ironically, it was as I was following orders, playing the dutiful warrior, obeying my lord’s commands. Perhaps you’re unaware, Lady, but the source of the Coiyne River lies in the heart of the Unpassed Mountains. For centuries, the Simathe have guarded it, as well as the Scraggens who maintain the source itself.”


  “Scraggens?” My mind whirled. “I don’t understand.”


  “Not all Scraggens are evil, my lady,” he said dryly. “Some are content to use their powers on Aerisia’s behalf. Such a one has oft employed her skills to keep the river source clean, pure, and flowing freely so Laytrii’s city suffers no lack of water.”


  “I see. So the cottage in the woods, where I came upon Jonase…”


  “Aye, you begin to see it now. While a witch-woman guards the Coiyne, Treygon guards her. I went there once to look in on her, and instead I found the Cistweigh. He’d slain her, of course. I could have killed him; any other Simathe would have. Yet, when we met, I recognized my destiny.


  “He promised me all that I craved, and I protected him from my brethren. I let him use the Scraggen’s cottage, and he would give me any domain, any lands, I wished after the Artan was destroyed and the Dark Powers triumphant. I let him live, and he would give me as many of my countrymen to kill as I pleased.”


  He pressed his face into the space between two bars, and we were now close enough that I could feel his hot breath.


  “I gave him you,” he whispered, “and I was promised what I coveted above all—the Cortain, Tey. From the moment I saw her, I desired her. There were other women, I could have possessed: I was never content to be as my brethren and pass the years in solitude. But there was no woman like her—a warrior, a queen, and lovely as the sunset.” His grip on the iron bars tightened until his knuckles turned white. “To have possessed her would have been to possess the sun itself: fiery, hot, scorching, and yet beautiful beyond belief.”


  “Regardless of my longing,” he continued bitterly, “she would have none of me. I doubt she ever saw me. I was Simathe and beneath her notice. Nevertheless, I was prepared to do anything to make her mine. And I did.”


  “You set me up! You knew Jonase was waiting for me,” I accused angrily.


  “Ah, but you made it so simple!” he laughed. “From your earliest arrival in Treygon, I’d watched for an opportunity to hand you to Jonase. As it happened, you handed yourself to him.”


  “Foolish girl,” he mocked. “You did not know you were the price of it all. You were the Artan, and the Cistweigh was drawn by your light. He found you utterly irresistible. Killing you was not enough for him. He would break the prophecy by other means.”


  “I’m well aware what means he intended,” I snapped. “I was there, remember? He almost succeeded.”


  “A pity the High-Chief foiled that scheme,” the warrior sighed. “Nevertheless, you must admit its cunning.”


  His blasé attitude towards Jonase’s attempted rape turned me cold.


  “You’re despicable,” I said harshly. “How dare you? How could you?”


  “How dare I?” he taunted. “My only regret is that we failed to succeed.”


  “So why didn’t you kill me then?” I wanted to know. “After Jonase’s plot bombed? Why didn’t you murder me later on, when you got the chance? Why wait until now?”


  “No chances were afforded me,” he ground out angrily. “Never once. Always, the High-Chief was too close or, if not he, then another warrior. You did not see them, but I did. I had to bide my time… and my task became even more difficult after you learned to defend yourself.”


  “And what about the Talor the riverwatchers found? How did it get there?”


  “Jonase had it,” he shrugged. “I gave it to the Cistweigh as a pledge, marked with my own blood: my seal to serve him and his masters all of my days.”


  “I guessed that, but how did it wind up in the Coiyne?”


  His gaze drifted lazily over my body, in a way that made me feel exposed, naked. Which was ridiculous, since I was fully clothed.


  “How would I know this? Possibly Jonase passed it to a Doinum leader.”


  “Why? So they’d know they had a Simathe serving them?”


  “Undoubtedly.”


  “And during the fighting in the city they threw it in the river, hoping it’d be washed away?”


  “Perhaps.”


  “Well, it makes sense, anyway,” I murmured, more to myself than him.


  “I am gratified to have been of service,” he replied, with a mocking bow.


  I shot him a glare. “Y’know, when all this started, I felt sort of sorry for you. I could understand not wanting to live like the other Simathe. I could understand wanting to change your station in life. However, there had to have been more honorable ways of going about it. What you’ve done is nothing less than give yourself to evil. You deserve everything that you get.”


  “As do you, my queen,” he drawled. “As do you.”


  I wasn’t quite sure what he meant by that, but, sensing the interview was over and I’d gleaned all I could, I turned to go.


  “Wait.”


  Halting, I glanced back at the imprisoned man.


  “What?”


  He smiled, his alien eyes glinting bitterly in the dungeon’s shadowy light. Everything about him was as far removed from a normal Simathe as could be. Then again, I realized perhaps Kan had never been a normal Simathe.


  “Will you not thank me for speaking with you?”


  I frowned. What is he up to?


  However, seeing no real harm, in the request, I said, “Fine. Thank you, Kan, for speaking with me.”


  “Oh, no, that is not enough. I want more.”


  Too late, I become conscious that I was standing within arm’s reach. Too late because, before I could react, his arms snaked out lightning fast. He grabbed me, pulling me close, slamming my body hard enough against the metal bars that it hurt. I sucked in a cry of pain at the jolt.


  “Let me go!”


  He laughed dangerously. “Nay, my lady. Not until I’ve been more properly rewarded. I desired the Cortain, but you prevented that, didn’t you? I think you owe me recompense. I think you must give me what she cannot.”


  My eyes narrowed. “If you think I’m going to give you anything like that, you are crazy.”


  Another low laugh. I squirmed feverishly, but his grip on my upper arms was unbreakable.


  “Only a kiss, my lady. Only a kiss.”


  “Forget it,” I snapped, struggling harder. “Let me go this instant! All I have to do is call your High-Chief.”


  “Do it then. Yet consider this, Artan… what can he do?” One hand cupped the back of my head, drawing me near. “Kill me?”


  He winked. And then his mouth covered mine, and he was kissing me. Hard at first, hungrily, roughly. I strained against him but couldn’t break free. I should have called on my magic to stop him, but the situation had spun out of control so rapidly that by the time I thought of it he’d already pulled back, softening the kiss, softening his hold. I jerked backwards with all my might, and he let me go. Instantly, I retreated a safe distance away, well out of arm’s reach, where I stood staring at him, recovering my wits.


  For several long seconds we gazed at one another, until I finally said, “I’m sorry for you, Kan. I’m sorry you lacked the honor of the men you hate. I’m sorry you followed this path, and I’m sorry it all came to this. However, you did make the decision. Now you’ll have to face the consequences of your actions.”


  “A dire warning indeed,” he scoffed, turning and retreating back to his cot where he collapsed, sprawling across it with his arms over his head. “I tremble to think what manner of punishment my former brethren will choose for me.”


  “I think you should,” I said soberly, “because I can’t imagine it’s going to be anything pretty.”


  He rolled his face towards me. “Any further counsel, my lady? If not, you may leave.”


  I opened my mouth to reply then shut it again. What was the use? Nothing I could say or do would change anything here. I started to go, but just before exiting the dungeon turned for a final look.


  “Kan?” Once more he glanced my way. “Don’t get me wrong: I know you deserve what you’re going to get. But that doesn’t mean I’ll enjoy seeing it happen to you. After all, I thought you were my friend.”


  Our eyes met and held for a long moment. I kept expecting him to make some sardonic comeback, but maybe he’d run out of them. Instead, he simply turned away, holding his peace and refusing to break the silence between us. I left without another word.


  Chapter Seventeen


  
    Farewells

  


   



  “My lady goes nowhere I do not.”


  At the firm, quiet statement, several Council members looked annoyed. Two bent close to trade whispers. One rolled her eyes. Another shook his head. The current dispute had been seething for some time now in the vast Council chamber of Laytrii’s palace. It was Ilgard who’d just spoken, and although several of his fellow Council members looked like they wanted to protest, none did.


  Rolling out my shoulders, I slumped against the back of my chair, ready for this interminable meeting to come to an end.


  A little while ago, the Simathe High-Chief had informed Council that neither his Chief Captain nor he could leave tomorrow, after all. Instead, they must transport their prisoner, Kan, back to Treygon. He wouldn’t allow Kan to remain here until we returned, and he absolutely refused to let me out of his sight—meaning I couldn’t leave tomorrow as planned, either.


  Never mind Council’s arguments that the people needed to see their Artan, upon whom they were placing their hopes and trust, ride out with them. Never mind that our forces must depart tomorrow, as planned. The warrior-lord refused to capitulate, negotiate, budge, or even compromise. So far, the argument had persisted with no end in sight. If not for the fact that he was the Simathe High-Chief, I pretty sure Council members might’ve already resorted to shouting. Repressed outbursts aside, Ilgard had just had his last word, and it was not what they wanted to hear.


  Steeling my spine, I forced myself upright in the chair. Apparently, it was up to me to come up with a reasonable solution. Me, who’d been fought over like a hunk of meat between a pack of feral dogs, without being asked even once what I wanted. Running a hand through my unbound hair, I swept it behind my shoulders.


  “Look,” I began in a placating tone, “there is a solution to all this. The High-Chief is not going to let me leave for Shayle tomorrow, but our armies have to go. So that means I have to go with the Simathe to Treygon, right?”


  “And you foresee a solution to this madness?” a stern-looking Council member spoke up, his voice as iron as the grey in his hair.


  “I think so.”


  Glancing across at the Simathe lord, I found him watching me closely, as if he was curious to see how I planned to get everybody to go along with his plans. I wasn’t surprised: should the sun fail to rise tomorrow morning, the man would still refuse to change his mind. I turned back to Council.


  “I have to accompany the Simathe High-Chief and Chief Captain tomorrow; I think we all realize that. And our armies have to leave for Shayle in the morning… I think we all realize that, too. So.” I leaned forward, clasping my hands loosely on the Council table before me. “This is what I propose.


  “I leave for Treygon tomorrow, and you leave for Shayle. However, I doubt our business at Treygon will take very long to complete. Right?” Several pairs of green eyes drifted toward Ilgard, who nodded in wordless affirmation. “Okay, then. We’ll come back to the port at Laytrii as soon as we’re finished and take a tideracer down the Largese until we meet up with our forces. Surely, with some hard riding, we can catch them before they arrive at Shayle.”


  Several people exchanged glances, nods, and murmurs—I thought of assent.


  “So that’s my plan,” I said with a decisive nod. “I think it should satisfy everyone involved. What do you say?”


  
    ***

  


  Before dawn the following morning, I found myself in the courtyard of Laytrii’s palace, idly slapping the leather reins in my right hand against the palm of my left. My horse stood calmly next to me, unperturbed by the commotion of so many people preparing to ride out. Most of our troops were camped outside the city. Only military officers and leaders remained here at the palace, but that was quite a number. Having already addressed them, I was waiting—alone at the moment—for Ilgard and his Chief Captain to join me.


  Not very far away, Kan sat his own steed, heavily bound with iron chains and guarded closely by two of his fellow Simathe. I winced, looking at him. The chains and guards were an inescapable reminder of his treachery and my own brush with death. My personal feelings of anger and betrayal were mixed at best: I could scarcely tell where one ended and the other began.


  His head drooping, Kan was staring intently at his bound wrists, which were, in turn, secured to the pommel of his saddle. However, even as I watched, Lady Tey, in full battle armor, a sheathed sword at her hip, walked into view from the direction of the stables, leading a dapple-grey charger. The Cortain didn’t see what I did: the slow lift of the Simathe’s chin and the long look he leveled upon her. A look filled with naked longing, desire, hunger.


  Sick at my stomach, I turned away. If Kan had remained true to his Simathe heritage and duties, if he had tried to win her, would he have had a chance? Would she have ever noticed him, or been able to overlook all of the characteristics that set him—them—apart? Had it had to come to this?


  I didn’t know. Yes, I’d finally learned to overlook and even accept what I’d once found so alien in the Simathe High-Chief, but our situation had been unique, to say the least. Tey wouldn’t have had the same opportunities as me. Sadly, I well knew the odds of a Simathe warrior winning the Cortain Pronconcil were probably slim to none. Which made me feel sad. Certainly it didn’t excuse Kan or his action; it didn’t exonerate him for the lengths to which he’d gone to obtain his desires. Nevertheless, it did make them slightly more… understandable?


  Shaking my head to drive away this melancholy train of thought, I leaned into my mount’s warm shoulder. All the psychoanalyzing in the world wasn’t going to change anything now. Even if I’d been in the mood to put in a word on Kan’s behalf, I was pretty sure none of his former brothers in arms would be too inclined to listen.


  A startled gasp of fury seized my attention. Turning, I laughed aloud as I saw The Hunter, who’d just snatched Rittean from behind, whirl her around, and bend to snatch a kiss. Rittean squirmed violently in protest, and The Hunter released her as soon as their lips parted, laughing out loud at the indignant expression on her round face. She raised a palm to slap him, but he was too quick. Still laughing, he ducked away from the blow, beating a hasty retreat toward his own mount.


  “My gratitude for the kiss, Moonkind Rittean,” he threw over his shoulder. “When I return triumphant, I shall expect another.”


  “That will happen only in your dreams, Hunter!” my cousin snapped back.


  Smirking, I remembered my astonishment when I’d realized The Hunter was Moonkind. Once the shockwaves of that horrible, initial meeting in Laytrii’s palace had died down and I’d gotten my first good look at him since leaving the Underworld, I saw the tint clinging to his eyes and hair (no doubt produced by all those long years in the Underworld) was gone, scoured away by our fall through Merelda’s mirror. His hair was the same pure white as Rittean and her father’s and his eyes the same distinct tropical-water shade. Furthermore, he was extremely handsome, some power of the Underworld having kept the marks of centuries spent below from both face and body.


  He was of her race, all right, and it hadn’t taken me long to make Rittean uncomfortably aware of that fact. Not surprisingly, my cousin had protested, saying he was, “Not like other Moonkind. He is a wilder. Moonkind cannot be warriors—it is against the Peace of the Moon! Nor do they wear their hair so long. Long, like a Simathe, defying all culture and decorum. Who can know what he has been doing in the Underworld all these years? He is too old,” and various other excuses. They might’ve all been true, but, unfortunately for her, The Hunter seemed to have gotten wind of her indignant responses. Since then, he’d taken great delight in tormenting her his own self.


  I couldn’t say I felt much pity for my cousin as far as The Hunter went. After all, I still remembered her little hints and nudges towards Ilgard back when he and I had been at odds. She was actually receiving a lot worse than she’d inflicted. However, despite him being a warrior and her a dedicated pacifist, I didn’t think she disliked The Hunter or his attention as much as she let on. My suspicions were confirmed when I saw her turn to watch him ride through the open palace gates.


  “Be safe,” she whispered, and there was no mistaking the sheen of tears in her lovely blue-green eyes. She was wondering if he would come back to claim that kiss. I wondered the same thing. I wondered if any of us were going to return.


  Ilgard and Norband were now approaching, and I knew it was time to mount. I’d already made my goodbyes, so I climbed into my saddle without further ado. Yet, while waiting for the two Simathe lords to do the same, my gaze was drawn to the figure of the Spinner Pronconcil darting amongst those left in the courtyard, searching anxiously, desperately for someone.


  She found him.


  Not caring who was watching or who might see, the beautiful Spinner ran straight into Garett’s arms, flinging herself against him in a tight embrace. I probably should have looked away but couldn’t, as the Ranetron High-Chief pulled her into a goodbye kiss that lifted her clear off her feet. When he finally set her down, it was only to wrap his arms about her waist and press her face into his shoulder. Kissing her temple, her cheek, her neck, he whispered encouraging, soothing things I couldn’t overhear. However, even from here I could see my friend was doing all she could not to surrender to grief.


  At last, he brushed a soft kiss across the top of her head and, with an almost fierce expression, put her from him, turning to swing up into the saddle. His horse had scarcely managed two steps before he stopped. Instantly, Elisia was at his side, gazing up at the handsome soldier with all her heart in her eyes.


  “I love you.”


  I saw her lips move, creating the words.


  In response he reached out, trailing his fingers gently down her cheek.


  “And I, you.”


  He then leaned down for another swift, hard kiss.


  The Spinner’s tears came the moment he disappeared from view. Watching her, I hurt, unable to imagine what it must be like to send a loved one off to war, knowing there was a very real chance they’d never return. Rittean came over and placed an arm about the Spinner, who laid her head on the Moonkind girl’s shoulder, still crying. Together, the two women moved off slowly towards the palace. Although I wanted to help, there was really nothing I could do. I had to leave them to each other, which I did, moments later, as I rode out of Laytrii’s gates, headed once more for Treygon.


  Chapter Eighteen


  
    Rebellion

  


   



  We rode hard for over two days, with only the barest rests for me, and reached Treygon a few hours after sunrise. Dismounting, I stumbled sleepily across the courtyard and into the fortress itself, making my way down familiar hallways and towards my old room. It was exactly the same as I’d left it a few months ago. A fire snapped cheerfully in the hearth; there was fresh water for washing and even a meal laid out. I probably should’ve eaten, but instead I simply kicked off my boots and slipped between the sheets. As I drifted off, I thought drowsily how strangely homelike this place felt. Not long ago, I would never have thought so, but now…


  I slid peacefully into sleep.


  Bright sunshine shining through the open window slanted across my floor and bed, lingering on my face. It was enough to wake me, even though I really hadn’t been out that long. Yawning, I propped myself up on my elbows, seriously considering falling back against the pillows for more rest.


  “My lady?”


  A gentle rap on my door disrupted that plan.


  “Come in.”


  I smiled at Ilgard as he entered, sitting up fully and finger-combing my hair out of my face.


  “Good morning,” I greeted him, as he took a seat on the edge of my bed. “Or afternoon, I guess.”


  He nodded distantly, but there was no warmth in his demeanor.


  “Is something wrong?”


  Rather than answer, he covered one of my hands with his own. Soberly, he said, “I wish you to remain here today.”


  I gave a puzzled laugh. “Of course I’m staying here. What did you think—I followed you all the way to Treygon to up and leave without you?”


  “Not Treygon.”


  “Then…?”


  He straightened. “Your chamber. Do not leave it.”


  His face was deadly serious; his tone brooked no disagreements. This wasn’t a request. This was a command. And he hadn’t tried telling me what to do in a long time. My jaw dropped a little.


  “What?”


  “No arguments!” He got to his feet. “Simply do as I ask.”


  I gaped at the door as it closed behind him for about two full seconds before throwing back the covers, muttering, “You didn’t ask me to do anything, you told me to do it. Get real, like I’m going to go for that.”


  Tying back the wild mess that was my hair, I then straightened my wrinkled clothing on my way to the door. However, when I tried turning the heavy handle, it wouldn’t budge.


  “What in the world?” I sputtered.


  I tried tugging at it with both hands, thinking maybe it was stuck, but the thing refused to capitulate. Right away, I realized what’d happened: he had locked me in, for heaven’s sake!


  I slapped the door angrily. “What is going on here?”


  I felt like slapping the Simathe High-Chief. Instead, I did what an Artan does: tapped into my magic and used it to level the playing field. Opening the door required very little time or skill. In mere moments, the empty hallway loomed before me. Instantly, I saw there were no guards, which I thought was strange.


  He locked me in but didn’t bother posting guards outside? Something’s definitely up…


  I was determined to find out what it was.


  Hesitating only long enough to pull on my boots, I slipped out. The entire place seemed silent and nearly deserted. A few Simathe, I knew, were remaining behind to keep Treygon, but the bulk of them had already merged with Aerisia’s main army, which was currently headed towards Shayle. Furthermore, some warriors were probably off on their own and could be anywhere.


  I’d once asked Ilgard what such warriors did and on what sort of missions they were dispatched, but the only response I had gotten for my troubles was a flat “Treygon’s business is its own.” I’d been forced to settle for that reply, even though I remained curious about the matter. Still, who knew what the Simathe did, or why, besides themselves? Not me, and I’d probably spent more time among them than anyone else.


  Now that I was free of my room, I was unsure where to go, especially since I had no idea where Ilgard might’ve went. I figured all of this must have something to do with Kan. Clearly, the Simathe leaders had more in mind than simply locking him up and leaving him here under guard. I wanted to discover what that might be.


  I didn’t bother using a seeking probe against Ilgard, since I knew he’d pick up on it right away. I was hoping if I manually hunted him down, he might be distracted enough not to notice the fact that I’d left my room. Setting off, I went first to one of the war rooms, but it was empty. The dining hall was next then the personal sitting room off the High-Chief’s chambers. Nobody was in either place. Back in the main hall, I stood in indecision with my hands on hips, trying to decide whether I should head towards the men’s barracks or make for the tower where Ilgard and I had been Joined. Afraid I’d bump into someone if I went to the barracks, I turned instead towards the tower.


  The stairs leading up towards the tower chamber were every bit as twisted and winding as I remembered. I did my best to make no noise as I ascended, being fully aware of the Simathe’s exceptional hearing capabilities, but any sounds I made seemed muffled by the thick stone walls pressing in around me. Nobody came out to challenge me, and I reached the top without incident.


  Outside the tower door, I released the faintest of probes, which told me the door was firmly locked from the inside. Even though I was more than capable of opening this door, as I had my own, something held me back. The probe had also permitted me to sense the presence of several people inside, including the Simathe High-Chief, Chief Captain, Kan, and six or eight others.


  All of this information had scarcely filtered into my brain and been processed before the probe picked up on another thing, something so horrible it defied belief. What exactly it was, I didn’t know, but it filled me with an extraordinary amount of searing, racking pain. The sensations hit my body with the force of a hammer blow, racing through the probe and back again to me, slamming me physically against the wall. For a second, my throat closed off, and I couldn’t breathe. Only my eyes moved as I stared in dismay at that door, incapable of imagining what could possibly be happening within to cause such blatant misery.


  For the longest time, there were no screams and no cries, even though the torture dragged on and on. As long as it lasted, the pain held me in place. I was a prisoner of my own magic, incapable of releasing myself from the anguish into which I’d tapped. Finally, as it ebbed then swelled a final time, I heard a long, low, twisted moan. Several more followed, each more pain-filled than the last. My entire body shook, as if the pain were coming from inside of me. As long as I could hear those cries from behind that closed door, I was held captive every bit as much as the person making them.


  At long, long last they died away, grinding to a torturous halt. The magic released me with a violent snap that shook my frame. Finally, I could move and breathe, even though I felt my heart racing with the terror of what my magic had forced me to witness. At the sound of an opening door, I lifted a tear-stained face to see the form of an unknown Simathe filling the doorway. Our eyes met—mine doubtless filled with the horror of whatever had occurred and his so hard they appeared lifeless. Another warrior stepped up behind him. The next thing I knew, Ilgard was there, staring at me over his comrade’s shoulder.


  Guilt washed over me. I knew what I’d done was wrong. He hadn’t necessarily left me in my room to conceal whatever they were doing from me. He’d left me there for my own protection. I should never have let my pride get the better of me. I shouldn’t have gone against him just to spite him. When he placed a hand on his subordinate’s shoulder, the other man stepped aside. The Simathe lord edged past and started coming towards me. Within, I began to panic but had too much pride to flee. Instead, I held my ground, feeling my throat constrict as I watched him descend the steps.


  Chapter Nineteen


  
    Punishment

  


   



  I thought he’d stop and ask me what I was doing there, scold me, or possibly offer some explanation as to what was going on. I was mistaken. Instead, without saying a word or sparing a glance, he edged around me on the narrow steps and kept going. I was so stunned by his lack of regard that it took a few seconds for the slight to register. Then, spurred on either by curiosity, the horror of whatever my magic had let me witness, or perhaps even the shock of not being in trouble for my rebellion, I dashed down after him.


  “Ilgard, wait!”


  He kept going—shoulders straight, spine stiff, like a man about to undertake a difficult mission. I trembled to think what that might be.


  “Please wait.”


  I tried again, with no better success, except this time I’d caught up to him and put a hand on his shoulder.


  “Please, Ilgard…”


  Finally, whether due to my importunity or persistence, he stopped and turned to face me. I was shocked at the pitiless edge to his gaze but even more at the slight paling beneath his bronze skin.


  “I bid you stay in your quarters.”


  “I know you did, but I wanted to find out what was going on, and—” He didn’t look in the mood for longwinded explanations. Cutting myself short, I said quietly, “I’m sorry.”


  A tight, curt nod. That was all. Then he was turning, heading back down the steps.


  “Ilgard—”


  Clearly, he wasn’t wanting to talk. That didn’t deter me, however. Whatever was happening around here, I was determined to know.


  “Please, just stop and wait a minute,” I begged, catching him by the arm this time and holding him in place.


  He froze but kept his back to me.


  “What’s going on? Please tell me. I can’t not know.”


  “What did you sense?” he ground out. “I felt your magic.”


  “I… it was… I don’t know. The most awful thing I could imagine. Worse. Like a horrible, ripping pain or something. It left me cold. Shaking.”


  “It was a Rending.”


  “A-a Rending?” I’d never heard the term before, but I could guess at its meaning. “Like the opposite of a Joining?”


  “Rather.”


  “Kan?” I asked quietly.


  He looked at me soberly and nodded.


  I felt sick at the pit of my stomach. No wonder the horror, the pain, the terror I’d felt. If a Rending was anything like it sounded like, probably most, if not everything, that had made the man Simathe and linked him to his brothers had been stripped away. And if I had felt it, very likely they had too.


  “Oh, Ilgard…”


  I reached out to him, but, for the first time since we’d known each other, he recoiled from me. Hurt, I let my hand fall and actually edged backward a step up the stairwell. For a second, I was at a loss. Clearly, he didn’t want my sympathy. He didn’t look as though he wanted to stand here and chat, either.


  “What happens now?” I asked before he could leave.


  “Now? He is no longer Simathe, so he faces the penalty for treason.”


  “Treason?”


  The word set off warning bells in my brain. Treason was a capital offense in most societies. Unthinkable for a Simathe, but if Kan were truly no longer Simathe, did that mean…?


  “Do not delve into questions better unanswered,” the Simathe lord said sternly, breaking into my train of thought as if he’d actually read my mind. “I do what I must.”


  I was horrified. “You can’t mean it, Ilgard. You can’t do this to him.”


  “I do what I must,” he repeated, and set off down the stairs.


  Behind us, I could hear approaching footsteps and knew the other Simathe must be bringing Kan down. I didn’t think Ilgard would stop again, but I also couldn’t let this go. I went after him.


  “Ilgard, you don’t have to do this. Not for my sake. Not for me.”


  No reply. He marched faster, descending the steps so rapidly I was practically running down them to keep up.


  “Do you hear me? I don’t want this. You don’t have to do this. Not for me. I know what he did was wrong, but you can lock him up, or do something else to punish him. You don’t have to—”


  I was shocked to a standstill when he abruptly whirled on me, black fire in those alien eyes and wrath all over his normally composed features.


  “Do not presume to give me orders. You are the Artan: you defend Aerisia. I am Treygon’s High-Chief: I rule my men.”


  I drew a deep breath to calm my racing heart. “I know, but surely there’s some alternative to executing him…”


  “Silence!” he snapped, slicing away my words with a fierce hand motion. “I’ll hear no more. If you cannot accept Treygon’s justice and my ruling, I am deaf to your voice.”


  Dumbfounded, I stared at him, unsure what he was getting at. “Ilgard…”


  “Go, my lady.” He swept a finger down the stairs, toward the general direction of my rooms. “Go.”


  Angry, hurt, and too stupefied to do anything else, I did to him as he’d done to me earlier: edged around him on the steps and hurried down. I didn’t get far before my senses—or else bravery—returned, making me stop and turn back for a final question.


  “Will you do it yourself?”


  The lines in his face hardened fractionally. “I told you, I do what I must.”


  Coldness swept me like a wave. “Ilgard, you don’t have to do th—”


  “Enough!”


  I froze, my mouth dropping open.


  He’d just shouted at me.


  And he wasn’t done yet.


  “That is enough,” he repeated, advancing down the stairs. “Remove yourself, or follow me and observe, but my decision stands, and you’ll abide by it.”


  In all the time we’d spent together, through all of the disagreements and disputes, this man with his perfect, icy calm had never raised his voice. He’d never spoken to me like this. I was actually frightened. I can’t deny it. Frightened enough that when he got close, I could no longer stand the wrath exuding from his entire being, so I turned and fled. Down the stairs, out of the stairwell…


  Nevertheless, once out of sight, I hesitated, turning and waiting for a final look at the prisoner, the man I’d once considered a friend. He came into view moving slowly, almost shuffling along. He was flanked by a couple of his former comrades, so I couldn’t see much of him, but I could see enough to know he was clearly no longer what he’d once been. His proud head was bent, the deep, obsidian hair falling about his face leached of most of its color. What I could see of the skin on his hands and arms was no longer bronze but pale, wrinkled, even. His shoulders were stooped and rounded, as if with great age.


  I couldn’t stand it. I couldn’t stand knowing that the Simathe actually did have a vulnerability, one that could only be exploited by their own kind. I couldn’t stand knowing what was about to happen to Kan, or that Ilgard himself would be the one to do it. I fled the main hall, exchanging it for the privacy of my room. Once inside, I sank to the edge of my bed, wrapping my arms around myself, hunching over my belly as if that could numb the pain. I wanted to cry but was too numb. Instead, I began to shake and couldn’t stop.


  
    ***

  


  Later, how much later I don’t know, but later a rap on my door was followed by the door opening. It was the Simathe Chief Captain, and he wasted no time waiting for an answer but walked right in and over to where I sat huddled on the floor, a blanket from the bed wrapped around my shoulders.


  “Ready to ride?”


  “What?” The question caught me off guard, and my mind spun to catch up.


  “For the Largese; to catch a tideracer. You’ve forgotten?”


  The look he swept over my unmade bed and the few, scattered possessions I’d brought with me shouted his disapproval of my untidiness. I’d been through enough that day. I didn’t need him or his condescending attitude right now.


  “I haven’t forgotten anything, I just didn’t know when you were wanting to leave. It’s not like anybody lets me in on their plans around here, is it?” I snapped, climbing to my feet. Turning my back, I shook the blanket off my shoulders and started folding it meticulously. “I’ll be ready to go shortly.”


  I figured that would be the end of it. However, he simply stood there for several minutes, watching me move about, folding, sorting, and shoving things into my pack. Frustrated, I finally spun to face him.


  “Do you need something, Chief Captain?”


  His face was like flint, but there was something else there. Irritation? Reproach?


  “You were wrong,” he said, “to question the High-Chief.”


  I couldn’t believe it. “Really? As if I’m not upset enough, you’re going to come in here and chew me out? You think I don’t know every last one of you disapproves of what I did? Did Ilgard send you in here? Does he need you to defend him?”


  “He needs no defense!” the warrior-lord countered viciously. “You are the Artan, but you do not rule Treygon. You do not rule us. You do not rule him.”


  “Yeah, I’ve already heard that once today,” I retorted. “I get it.”


  “Do you? You presume to understand the High-Chief, but you cannot alter the fact that he is Simathe and our chosen lord. Either accept that, or offer your love to another. He needs no weakling by his side.”


  In the first place, I couldn’t believe Norband, who’d always been so hard, so steady, and so silent, was talking to me like this. In the second place, I really couldn’t believe he was offering me advice on how to treat his High-Chief. And in the third place…


  “Ilgard told you I said I loved him?”


  That threw me more than anything. However, when I asked the question, the Chief Captain may as well have rolled his eyes.


  “I am not blind, my lady. Your regard is unmistakable.”


  I didn’t think I’d been that public about it. However, folks who say the least always seem to pick up on the most, which was likely the case here. It didn’t change my aggravation, though.


  “Thanks for the advice,” I said caustically, “but I’ve never wanted to change him and I’ve never tried to. I only tried to talk him out of something that I didn’t think he should do.”


  “Aye, a decision he made as High-Chief. Do you think it was easy? He wrestled over the matter; I wrestled with him. To pass this sentence was no light matter. Yet you, an untried, unproven girl from another world, unused to our laws and ways, dared to contest his ruling.”


  I wanted to protest. I wanted to say I was hardly untried or unproven. Yes, I was a girl from another world, but I was also hardly unused to Simathe ways. Their laws, maybe, but all of that changed nothing.


  Or did it?


  Something held my tongue. Much as I hated to admit it, the man had a point. What was the small skirmish with the Doinum I’d been in compared with the countless wars Ilgard and Norband had encountered? What were my few short months among the Simathe compared to either of their knowledge as High-Chief and Chief Captain? Who was I, really, to think I knew better than them? Did I think Ilgard had come to this decision lightly? No, surely not. So why had I contested him like that—obviously within earshot of at least some of his men, since Norband seemed aware of everything that’d gone on? Had being the Artan gone to my head? All of the people coming to me for counsel: I’d said I didn’t want that, and I hadn’t, but had it subconsciously made me believe I knew more than I did, or think higher of myself than I should have?


  I was so confused, drained. Not to mention hurt by Ilgard’s remarks.


  I still can’t believe he raised his voice to me.


  Even Norband’s reprimand stung. Because there was some truth in it. Even if I did disagree, I should never have challenged the Simathe High-Chief in front of his men. That had not only been wrong, it’d been stupid. If I’d stopped to think matters over, I probably wouldn’t have done it. The exigency of the moment had made me reckless, and I’d made a mistake.


  Sighing, I sank dejectedly to the edge of the bed.


  “You may be right. What do you think I should do?”


  “I’d hasten to leave,” he shrugged, “rather than risk giving further offense.”


  “Point taken,” I nodded.


  “Good.”


  Short and succinct—that was Norband. He was almost to the hall when I called him back.


  “Norband?”


  He stopped in the doorway.


  “Is he very angry with me?”


  “He is… displeased.”


  I bet that’s a major understatement.


  “Do you—do think he’ll ever forgive me?”


  The warrior-lord hesitated, as if thinking the matter over. At last, he said, almost gently, “That is between you and him, my lady.”


  Before I could ask anything else, he was gone, out of the door, into the hallway, and probably down to the courtyard to wait on me. My heart heavy, I rose to finish getting ready for the return journey to Laytrii.


  Chapter Twenty


  
    The Captain’s Lady

  


   



  As soon as I entered the courtyard, I knew things weren’t good. To say the Simathe High-Chief pointedly ignored me would’ve been unfair. He didn’t have to resort to anything so petty. All he had to do was withdraw into his Simathe shell—which he had. That worked just as well. Clearly, he was still angry, and although I felt remorse for what I’d done, I was also tired and hurt. There was very little communication between us all that long day.


  And a long day it was. I’d just spent over two days in the saddle to reach Treygon and was setting off on the return journey having only caught a few hours of sleep in-between. Throw the turmoil over Kan’s sentencing into the mix, and that made for an ugly whopper of a day. We were only a couple of hours into it when I thought, I don’t think I can go much further. Sheer pride and stubbornness held me in the saddle a few hours longer. I wasn’t about to ask to stop, or reveal how desperately I needed to rest. I knew Ilgard knew, and the fact that he was taking no consideration for me shouted more loudly than words ever could how offended he was.


  I would not lower myself to beg anything from him at this point, but I knew things had to be getting pretty bad when I noticed the Simathe Chief Captain casting glances my way. It was Norband who finally terminated the stalemate by calling a halt. I don’t remember the reason he gave—something about the Artan walking for a bit, and I don’t even remember dismounting. What I do remember is my feet hitting the ground and my knees buckling. I remember sitting there on my knees, losing the battle to keep my eyes open, and passing out, if only momentarily, right next to my horse. A moment later I roused to hear Norband saying something along the lines of, “…she’ll fall and break her neck.”


  He probably wasn’t too far off in that assessment. I nodded off again, still on my knees, and had no knowledge of anything else until somebody was shaking my shoulder, telling me the time for slumber had passed. My eyes were weighted, heavy, and bleary, but when I forced them open I could see faint streaks lightening the horizon and knew dawn was about to break. Since I was lying on the ground, rolled in a Simathe’s cloak, I could only imagine Ilgard had given in and allowed me some sleep.


  Wearily, I made myself sit up. Norband, who’d awakened me, now brought over a simple biscuit and a mug of hot, strong tea. He told me to make haste and eat; we needed to be off again. Ilgard was busying himself with the horses and still outwardly ignoring me. Naturally, since his Chief Captain was the only one in our small party to have been offering me any consideration, I figured the cloak I’d slept under must be his. However, swallowing a few sips of the tea helped clear my brain enough that when I actually looked around and studied the scene I realized it wasn’t Norband who was absent his cloak on this chilly morning.


  I gulped down my food and pushed myself up on a pair of very stiff legs. The handful of Simathe accompanying us, including Norband, were either out of immediate earshot or busying themselves with other things, so I took the opportunity to shuffle over to their High-Chief, who was saddling the last of our mounts. He didn’t turn at my approach, not even when I stopped behind him, waiting for him to acknowledge me. Several seconds slipped by before I realized there was going to be no acknowledgment, and if I wanted to say anything I might as well say it or else give in and walk away.


  “I, uh, here. I brought your cloak back.”


  His hands didn’t pause in their work. “Keep it, if you’ve need.”


  I glanced down at the garment in question. I didn’t need it, not really. I had my own, and it was plenty warm enough. But I couldn’t say a part of me wasn’t tempted. After all, it was his, and it smelled like him, and holding it was like having a piece of him with me. Still, the way he’d made the offer wasn’t kind, just straightforward and direct. Did that mean we were back to square one? Him keeping me alive and presumably as comfortable as possible because of my station and out of no personal regard?


  The idea stung so much that I retorted without thinking, “I don’t. You can have it back. I didn’t need it in the first place.”


  Soon as I said it, I felt like an idiot, but it was too late to take back the hateful comment. He half turned, extending a hand, into which I dropped the cloak before spinning to stomp away. However, I’d only gone a few steps before contrition took over, forcing me to stop, turn in place, and say softly, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”


  No response.


  From the other side of the clearing, I heard Norband announce, “Ready to ride, my lord,” and knew we didn’t have much time.


  Mustering up my courage, I took a step forward. “Ilgard, are you going to be mad at me forever?” I asked boldly. “Like, literally, forever?”


  It wasn’t really meant as a joke, but when he stilled and turned towards me I actually saw a brief, flitting smile.


  “No,” he said. “Not forever.”


  From somewhere deep within, relief welled up, mingled with hope.


  “Then, would it help if I said I’m sorry?”


  “I know you are.”


  Of course. He knew practically everything.


  “Then—”


  “Please, my lady.” He held up a hand, forestalling me. “Let our words have an end.”


  I wasn’t sure how to interpret that. Did it mean he’d forgiven me? Did it mean he wanted some space to think things through? Did it mean he was still angry and didn’t want to hear my apologies or explanations? Or did he simply not want to talk about it right now—or ever?


  I was far from satisfied, both with the response to my apology and how matters lay between us. Nevertheless, it was time to go, and I knew this wasn’t the time or place to push the issue. Having no other choice, I mumbled an unhappy, “Okay,” and left, heading over towards my own mount and the Simathe who waited with a hand on its bridle.


  The journey towards the Largese continued, and even though I’d been permitted a brief rest, was really not much easier today than yesterday. I was exhausted in both body and soul: guilty, uneasy, and heart-sore over the altercation with Ilgard, and increasingly anxious over the upcoming arrival in Shayle, where I’d more than likely be facing my destiny as the Artan. Either issue would’ve been enough to deal with on its own: combined, I felt as if I were sinking in quicksand.


  Arriving at the Port of Laytrii turned out to be a huge relief. Not only did it offer the chance to get off my horse and stretch my legs, but boarding the vessel and setting sail offered some distraction from my problems. The tideracer, a small, streamlined vessel built for fast movement over the water, proved true to her name. Its white sails unfurled once we reached the middle of the wide river, the wind filled them, the steersman took the helm, and we were on our way.


  For a time, I stood at the railing of the tideracer’s pointed prow, enjoying watching the shoreline speed by and the spray she kicked up. My face and hair were soon damp and my clothing tousled by the wind, but for the present I was happy. This was my first experience of the kind, and I found it exhilarating. It genuinely felt as if we raced not just the tide, but the clouds, the wind, and even the river itself.


  This particular ship, The Captain’s Lady, was piloted by a grizzled old sailor, Jok Wy’ Terslin, whose broad-brimmed hat, velvet coat, and shiny, waterproof boots marked him straightway as captain. His pride in the vessel was unmistakable, and he insisted upon escorting me about the whole structure, pointing out and explaining every part of it. I went willingly, not only because it was a brand-new experience I wanted savor but also because it diverted me from both my fatigue and my thoughts. As long as Ilgard stayed out of sight, it wasn’t hard to pretend I’d simply embarked on a trip downriver with no particular destination in mind. However, even if Ilgard wasn’t right on my heels, his Chief Captain followed us at a discreet distance, reminding me I wasn’t being left alone, even isolated upon a tiny ship of loyal men.


  I can’t deny it hurt a little that the High-Chief wasn’t escorting me, as he might otherwise have been, but I refused to dwell on it. In fact, I was having a hard time dwelling on much of anything. The tour of The Captain’s Lady was far from finished before I felt like I might pass out on my feet. Peering up at the towering masts, I covered a yawn with one hand as Captain Terslin described in great detail how the sails were roped and rigged, furled and unfurled. He caught it and interrupted himself by saying, “But I fear I am boring you, Mistress.”


  Dropping my hand guiltily, I tried to smile.


  “Not at all, Captain. Everything you’ve told me is fascinating. It’s just, we’ve been riding hard the past few days, and—”


  “And the Mistress needs her rest. I understand completely. Come, if you will allow me the honor, I shall escort you to my own quarters for a bit of sleep.”


  “Oh, I don’t want to put you out or anything,” I protested feebly, but he would hear none of it. Shaking his head, he took my hand, tucking it firmly in the crook of his arm.


  “Not at all, Mistress. It is my pleasure. You deserve the best, and the best you shall have.”


  I was too tired to argue and allowed him to lead me there. Outside the cabin’s red-stained wooden door, he bowed formally.


  “Sleep well, my lady. Perhaps we shall speak against once you have rested.”


  “Of course, Captain. I’ll look forward to it. Thank you.”


  A final bow and he walked away, his gait that of a man accustomed to the pitch and roll of a wooden vessel. As I closed the door, Norband offered me a nod, which I interpreted to mean he’d be outside, keeping watch as I slept. I wasn’t surprised. It wasn’t as though I were unused to their smothering. Shucking off my boots and stockings, I crawled beneath the blankets. Even though I could barely keep my eyes open, the fact that it was the Simathe Chief Captain outside instead of the High-Chief still stung. I told myself to quit being a baby: that I neither expected, needed, or wanted Ilgard’s undivided attention. Never had and never would.


  The pep talk didn’t help much, though. It may’ve been true, but my bruised emotions couldn’t help taking his absence as a sign of the unpleasantness between us.


  He probably will hate me forever, I thought sadly.


  Even that wasn’t enough to stave off such bone-deep weariness. Before I knew it, my eyes were sliding shut, and I was lost in the best sleep I’d had in days.


  
    ***

  


  The hours slid away, melting into one easily-forgotten dream after another. I might’ve slept all the way to Shayle, except for the attack that came a few hours after boarding The Captain’s Lady. What woke me was the strange noises I kept hearing above decks: muffled clangs and shuffling feet, accompanied by harsh grunts and soft cries.


  What in the world?


  Groggily, I pushed aside the blankets and swung my legs over the edge of the bed. I swayed unsteadily as I climbed to my feet, partly from the gentle pitch of the ship, but partly from sheer weariness. Still too tired to be overly concerned, I shuffled towards the door and pulled it open, relishing the blast of fresh air that hit me in the face. What I didn’t relish was the sinewy arm that instantly thrust itself in front of me, blocking my exit from the cabin.


  “Stay inside,” Norband warned.


  I blinked, taken aback both by his demand and demeanor. However, his reasons became abundantly clear when I next heard a cry of pain. The thud of a heavy object striking wood was followed by the rumbling echoes of a body plummeting down the short flight of stairs leading to the upper deck, above. Suddenly, I was wide awake. Ducking under the warrior-lord’s arm, evading his grasp, I dropped to my knees beside the fallen person, a barefoot—woman?


  She wore baggy black trousers with a red stripe down each leg. Her white shirt with voluminous sleeves was worn beneath a formfitting blue vest embroidered with fanciful designs of waves, mountains, and ships all stitched in red. It was fastened by three red buttons carved in the shape of a rose. Blood gushed from a wicked sword wound beneath her left breast, staining her clothing and the wooden planks on which she knelt. Acting on instinct, I put out a hand to examine the wound, only to find my wrist seized in a grip of iron.


  “Do… not… touch me,” the woman hissed.


  Blood flecked her lips, and hatred filled her sea-green eyes. Her hair was the color of spun gold, parted bluntly down the middle and whacked off at the jawline. Her cheeks were growing pale before my eyes, but there was no capitulation in her face.


  “Let me help you,” I urged gently. “At least let me look at it.”


  Though her grip was weakening fast, the woman said nothing but continued to stare up at me stubbornly. I realized her intent was to die right then and there, refusing my offer of aid. Norband seemed to support her plans. Kneeling behind me, he placed a hand on my shoulder.


  “Let her go,” he advised. “Come inside where it’s safe.”


  Abruptly, I jerked away from them both.


  “I’m not going to sit here and watch her die,” I snarled and dropped a hand over the dangerous wound.


  Opening myself up, I felt health flood my limbs. I Became health. I Became life, vigor, and strength. I Became this woman, Became her wound, and could feel myself imparting vitality, even as I felt myself receiving it.


  After my nearly fatal healing attempt on Lord Garett, my Uncle Risean and the fairy Braisley had insisted on a few lessons in the art of healing. Turns out, healing with magic could be accomplished by either Commanding or Becoming the forces of health and life. Of course, they could only employ the former method, but I preferred the latter, since it allowed me to gauge precisely how much to give and when to stop.


  Now, as the woman flailed beneath my hand, I could feel the blood stanching, her/my flesh knitting back together, and the skin closing over the wound. I retreated slightly. Now the skin was whole. Now even the bloodstains had melted away, and the torn fabric of her clothing was mending before my eyes. I wrenched myself free of my magic entirely, satisfied with the results. The entire process hadn’t taken more than a few seconds.


  I slipped an arm around her shoulders and helped the woman to sit, propping her up against the wall. Ignoring the Simathe Chief Captain, I squatted next to her, studying her while we both caught our breaths.


  I guessed she was fairly tall, at least five or six inches taller than me. A gold stud pierced her upper lip, and two silver hoops dangled from each earlobe. Above those were rosebud studs also made of silver. A thick scarlet streak stood out like a splash of blood against the golden-blond of her hair. Heavy kohl lined her eyes, and jade green tattoos sprawled across both cheeks and the backs of her hands. She wasn’t pretty: her nose was a bit too large, and her lips much too narrow. Still, strength was evident in every line of her lean, lithe body, and her toenails were stained a brilliant shade of red.


  “I’m Hannah,” I said after a moment, reaching out to touch her arm. “Who are you?”


  Her dark-rimmed eyes widened as she stared back at me. “You have healed me,” she exclaimed incredulously. “One touch of your hands, and I am well! Your speech, your touch, your eyes—they betray you, gracious lady. Is true? You are she who we have looked for? She who is?”


  I blinked, surprised. “I-I’m not sure. Who are you? Who are you looking for?”


  She climbed shakily to her feet, bracing her hands against the wall for support. Her lovely, awestruck eyes never left my face.


  “We are they who search for the second that follows the first. For centuries, we comb the waters of sea and river, always looking for her. You are she, yes?”


  It struck me then with perfect clarity. I may have never heard of these people, I may not have known this woman’s name, and I certainly didn’t recognize her peculiar accent, but I knew exactly what she meant.


  “Yes,” I said humbly. “I’m she. I’m who you’ve been looking for.”


  Chapter Twenty-One


  
    Pirate Queen

  


   



  She was no coward, this woman, despite having just endured such a close brush with death. Pushing her way through the mass of fighting men and women (there were as many women as men, it seemed), she forced her way to the center mast, which she shimmied partway up. Tangling herself in the ropes, just above the heads of those on deck, she clung to her precarious perch, swaying lightly with the pitch of the ship and the force of the wind.


  Freeing one hand, she reached for the silver trumpet that dangled from her wide leather belt. Bringing it to her lips, she blew, producing a clear, steady blast that sliced through the din of battle. Instantly, every man and woman on board dressed similarly to her dropped their weapons and fell to their knees, facing her. Bewildered, the sailors of The Captain’s Lady, as well as the Simathe, slowly lowered their own weapons but kept a close eye on their opponents who’d so abruptly ceased to fight.


  On deck, total stillness reigned. Restraining my wind-tossed hair with one hand, I looked up at the forceful woman swaying in the riggings, waiting to see what she’d do next.


  “Hear me, Galandorf! Over there,” she lifted an arm, pointing straight at me, “is a woman not of us. Yet is she not? Look upon her.”


  They did. I stayed quiet, letting them scrutinize me all they wanted.


  “Now, back to me.” Their gazes returned to her. “She healed me,” the woman went on breathlessly. “By the mere touch of her hand, I am made alive. She is the one we have looked for, yes?”


  Silence.


  Just then, the ship rolled, knocking me off balance. I straightened quickly but not before my necklace had slipped out from under my shirt. For a moment, it swung free, and a bright beam of sunlight caught it. Suddenly, the stone was a blazing ball of light, bigger than my hand. Just as suddenly, I shifted: the necklace slid away, and the glow disappeared.


  I hadn’t done it, this trick with the sunbeam. Was nature itself now affirming my identity? Or had the necklace somehow done this?


  Whatever had happened, it was enough. With one accord, these people—the Galandorf—rose to their feet. Exclamations and questions poured out in a tide.


  “It is she, is it not? She who we look for?”


  “Is it? Is it she?”


  “Can we have found her? Is it possible?”


  “Truly, yes?”


  Louder than them all, the woman in the rigging exclaimed, “Is there need for further proof?” Clambering swiftly, easily, down the ropes, she ran out onto the middle of the deck, placing herself amongst her excited people. “Look! Look at her eyes: Of two worlds, yet one, a sign shall be given that you may know…”


  Was she quoting from a prophecy of their own? I hadn’t heard them before, but the lines sounded like a foretelling.


  “Look again at me.” Pivoting, she turned slowly on bare feet so they could see her from every angle. “Strong and well, I am, yes? She healed me. With one touch of her pretty hand. You there, Golden Fox—” She singled out a bearded man with narrow shoulders— “you saw me fall, is not so? Did you think me done for?”


  “I did, Captainess.”


  The woman faced me. “And she will heal you, that you may live. Is this not what the prophecies say?”


  “It is, Captainess,” another tall woman affirmed.


  “This is she, and no mistake. Truly, it is so.” So saying, the man called Golden Fox come forward. Bowing low, he kissed the deck before my bare feet. “Oh, Great Lady, may it be said that I, Golden Fox Galad, was first among the Galandorf to offer you fealty.”


  “And I, the second.” The woman I’d healed was swift to kneel next to the man, kissing the deck as he had done. “I, Silver Rose Galad, First Captainess among the Galandorf, was the second. Hereby I do pledge my sword, my ships, my nets, my catch, my plunder, the might of my arms, and all of my heart to you, Great Lady of Land and Sea.”


  Before I could say anything, each and every one of the Galandorf was coming forward to bow low and swear fealty. When the last, a tiny girl named Golden Waves, shorter even than me and looking scarcely over the age of sixteen, had done so, I stooped and took Silver Rose and Golden Fox by the hands and pulled them to their feet. The others rose as well, and I found myself facing a least a couple dozen Galandorf, each one as wild looking as their Captainess. Who they were and where they’d come from, I had no idea. However, they’d accepted me as Artan with an easy, almost childlike faith. No demands to see me perform like a magician in a show. No arguments. No extended discussions. They believed in their First Captainess and now in me. I was honored. And humbled.


  “Thank you,” I said sincerely, “for the trust you’ve placed in me today. I-I’ve never seen anything like it, and I thank each and every one of you for the oaths you’ve made. I’ll gladly accept them. And you.”


  Silver Rose touched me lightly on the arm. “Great Lady, if it be pleasing to you, I am offering you my ship. Is my pleasure to ferry you wherever you have wish to go.”


  Spying motion out of the corner of my eye, I glanced over at Ilgard and caught the subtle shake of his head. Puzzled, I returned my attention to the Captainess beside me. Her close call with death had left her pale. The tattoos on her cheeks, as well as a light smattering of freckles across her nose and cheekbones, stood out starkly against the white skin of her face. Instinct was telling me to trust her. Nevertheless, there was simply too much at stake to simply disregard Ilgard’s opinion, especially before hearing him out.


  “Um, before I answer that, will you excuse me for a second? I need to have a word with the Simathe High-Chief.”


  “Ah yes. He is your soldmey, is true?”


  “My soldmey? What’s that?”


  Cocking her head, she looked at me curiously. “He is not?”


  “What?”


  I looked helplessly at Ilgard and Norband, but their guarded expressions were giving nothing away.


  “He is? Or he is not?” the First Captainess persisted.


  “I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about.”


  “The Simathe, over there.” She jerked her chin towards Ilgard, setting her hoop earrings to dancing. “Surely he is soldmey? Our legends say, The black warrior will fight by her side. He is black warrior?”


  I thought of the two Simathe with their alien black hair and eyes, as well as Ilgard’s and my unique situation in being Joined.


  “Yes, I suppose he is,” I agreed.


  “Ah, then he is indeed your soldmey. The one who fights at your side. Your life’s blood, your heartbeat, your other half. Your soldmey.”


  Now she had my full attention.


  “Do you have a soldmey?” I asked her.


  “But of course.” The ship dipped on a wave, making me stumble a little. Silver Rose rode out the motion as if she hadn’t felt it. Singling out a handsome, bearded man with a tattoo of a snake writhing across the bridge of his nose, she said, “My soldmey, Golden Eyes. Ten years we have been wed.”


  “Oh, I see. A soldmey is your husband or wife.”


  The look on her face was smothered exasperation. Clearly she didn’t want to offend the woman she’d just sworn allegiance to, but she was also getting frustrated with my inability to understand.


  “No, Great Lady, for I am his soldmey, as well.”


  All right, now I was confused. Unfortunately, there simply wasn’t time to hash the matter out. Laying a hand on her arm, I said, “Look, I would love to continue this conversation with you later, but right now I really do need to have a word with the High-Chief. If you don’t mind, can we pick this up later on?”


  Her eyes twinkled. “Certainly, Lady. As you wish.”


  “Thank you.”


  She stepped aside, and so did the others, clearing a path across the deck. When I joined the Simathe lords at the opposite railing, Norband discreetly left, allowing Ilgard and I space to talk. Relaxing a hip against the weathered wood, I caught my breath and released it in a noisy puff of air.


  “Boy, what a day.”


  “Aye,” he agreed solemnly.


  I glanced about the main deck and saw how the two groups of sailors were going about covering and retrieving their dead, as well as treating their wounded. I hadn’t heard any commands by any officers; they’d simply begun doing what needed doing.


  People don’t need near as much instruction as they sometimes think they do, I reflected. A lot of the problems brought to me, as the Artan, could be settled just as easily if folks would be like these sailors and use a little common sense.


  “My lady?”


  Ilgard’s quiet question derailed my train of thought. Yes, we did need to have a word.


  “Why didn’t you want me to accept the Galandorf Captainess’s offer to sail on her ship?”


  He stared down at me as if I should’ve already figured this out for myself.


  “They are pirates.”


  I swung back to him. “Are they? So what? Nobody’s perfect. They still swore fealty to me. They didn’t even hesitate once they figured out who I am. It’s almost as if they were waiting for me.”


  “You heard them, yourself,” I went on. “All those prophecies she quoted. If they have foretellings like that, if they’ve really been looking for me, they can’t be completely evil. I think we should talk to them and find out more.”


  No response.


  “Ilgard? C’mon, what do you say? Can we just talk to them?”


  His eyes narrowed. “They are pirates, my lady. They rob, they steal, they kill. Do you know how often the Galandorf and the Simathe have crossed swords?”


  Frustrated, I jerked away from the railing. “Yes, they may be pirates, but you’re a Simathe. How many people mistrusted you before I came along? How many still do? I didn’t want to trust you, either, but eventually I had to. Now I’m glad I did. Now I trust you with my life, my protection, my heart, my love. With everything.” Sighing, I ran my fingers through my hair. “What I’m trying to say is, I think we should at least give these people a chance. Maybe their bad reputation is deserved, maybe it’s not. Maybe they are pirates, but maybe they’re ready to change. I just think we need to give them a chance and find out.”


  He said nothing, but his deep gaze skimmed my face as if he were contemplating my appeals. Perhaps my arguments about learning to trust him and of trusting him with my heart and love were persuasive, especially considering the rift that still hung between us. At any rate, the next thing I knew, I was seated in the captain’s cabin with Ilgard, Norband, Captain Terslin, Silver Rose, and her soldmey, Golden Eyes.


  Silver Rose opened the conversation by asking, “You wished to talk? We will talk. What is it we tell you?”


  Leaning forward, I clasped my hands loosely on the tabletop. “Tell me how you knew about me, the Artan, and your prophecies. Tell me about those.”


  Seated opposite me, she drew her feet up under her in the chair. Despite the informal pose, her back was straight and her chin high. She looked like an exotic pirate queen, holding court over her swashbuckling subjects.


  “We, the Galandorf, sailed with the first Artan many years ago, yes? Our leader, First Captain Galad, he command divisions of her ships, her navy. We heard, we believed, the prophecies of the one who would succeed the first, stories promising a second that would follow her. They were passed down to us by our leader, whose name we took. In our hearts,” she placed an open palm on her chest, “we believe it. Always, we look for her.


  “We hunt for her on sea, lake, and river. Our legends claim we will find her on water. We look for her and search countless ships. But, many years ago, they take us for pirates. This is before we were.” Her eyes glittered with wicked humor. “They want to fight? We fight, and we become what they make us.”


  “Yet always, every ship we raid, we search for she who comes. We look for her, to pledge our ships and our swords.” This from Golden Eyes, who stood beside his wife and Captainess’s chair.


  “And today, it is, she is found,” the woman supplied gently, as if rounding off the whole matter.


  I flicked a glance at Ilgard, wondering if he were remembering what I’d observed earlier: It’s almost as if they were waiting for me.


  I was right. They had been.


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  
    Sea Monster

  


   



  Lulled by the rocking of the ship on waves, I slept, but only for a short time. The day’s events had been enough to push fatigue away, and once my eyes opened they refused to shut again. Sitting up in bed, curling my legs under me, I stared out the cabin’s round window at The Sea Serpent, captained by Silver Rose, which silently kept pace beside us. Even though I’d accepted everything she’d told me as true, in the end I had thought it best to remain aboard The Captain’s Lady. I didn’t say so to her, but it was mainly in an effort to placate Ilgard: I figured we didn’t need any further friction between us. Thankfully, the Galandorf First Captainess had accepted my decision as a fair one and had retired to her own vessel, along with her crew.


  Picking up the white pillow from the bed’s head, I hugged it, resting my cheek against its cottony cover. The Galandorf were certainly a colorful people, distinct in dress, lifestyle, manners, and accent from any Aerisians I’d encountered so far. Many of the citizens of Laytrii’s palace and city favored bright colors, but none took them to the extent of the Galandorf, who streaked their hair as well as displayed vivid tattoos and multiple piercings. After the more staid society I’d been accustomed to, I couldn’t quit studying these sea people. There was definitely something piratical about their appearance.


  Interestingly, all of the red embroidery on Silver Rose’s clothing was duplicated in blue on her soldmey’s. Golden Eyes also sported a wild splash of blue down the center of his long, flaxen hair, much like his wife’s streak of scarlet. There was no lip ring for him; however, he did have a tiny, intricate tattoo of a ship above his left eyebrow, along with that of the snake crossing his nose. Only one hoop dangled from each ear, but above that was a pair of golden studs carved to resemble eyes.


  It hadn’t taken me long to figure out the connection between these people’s earrings and names. Silver Rose informed me it was a Galandorf tradition, reaching back to and even beyond the time of the first Artan.


  “It reminds us, yes? That we are all one. All Galandorf, all called Galad. Silver Rose Galad”—she’d pointed at herself—“and Golden Eyes Galad”—at the man beside her.


  Well, the earrings, or name rings, as she’d called them, certainly made remembering names easy, anyway.


  Since Silver Rose owned and piloted her own vessel, The Sea Serpent, she carried the rank of First Captainess. In the Galandorf culture, those who captained someone else’s ship were ranked a Second Captain or Captainess. From what I gathered, a ship’s owner had no authority over his or her Second Captain or Captainess, even when traveling aboard their own vessel. If the owner didn’t pilot their own ship, all power in sailing matters was handed over to the one hired for the job. Under the First or Second Captain/Captainess was the First Sailor, and following the First Sailor came the Second in the chain of command. However, directly over the First Sailor and under the First or Second Captain/ness, was his or her soldmey.


  All of the rankings and titles were confusing enough. Throw soldmeys into it, and the Galandorf really did become complicated. However, their idea of a soldmey was certainly one of the more unique facets of their culture.


  According to their beliefs, a man and woman destined to be together are born under the same sign, or star. It is each Galandorf’s duty to seek out the person they are predestined to love. When the two meet, they somehow know this is their soldmey. Generally, the two get married then assume roles on the Galandorf ships or home island of Tacstri, working together as pairs. Soldmeys may be paired together in any occupation: the important thing is, whatever they do, they share the task for life.


  As Silver Rose put it, “Your soldmey works, fights, eats, sleeps beside you. He is your soul’s second half. During the day, your hand is in his. Under the moon, you sleep to his breath.”


  It was an interesting concept, I reflected, a second half, a soul mate, a soldmey. I wasn’t sure of my opinion of it. Until I thought of the Simathe High-Chief. Never mind our current rift; it didn’t make me love him less. When I imagined the sound of his voice, the blackness of his eyes, and the ache of his touch… then I could understand why the Galandorf believed only one person, one love, one soldmey existed for each of them.


  
    ***

  


  Dawn broke in a vivid panorama of red, pink, purple, and gold. Standing on deck, wrapped in a blanket, I watched the moon fall away and the sun gradually rise to take its place. The first tinges of morning light splayed themselves across the water. The clouds purpled then whitened.


  We now sailed between mountainous terrain on either side. Trees covered the lower slopes next to us, slopes that rolled on down into the river, slopes that held back the high mountain peaks. Majestic, lofty, and proud, their snowcapped summits towered above trees, slopes, and the concerns of our little fleet on the river. Which actually wasn’t such a little fleet, after all. Sometime during the night, five more Galandorf ships had slipped noiselessly into our convoy. Apparently, word had already spread that the one they searched for was found, and these ships were all bent on accompanying us to Shayle.


  Ahead of us, the mighty Largese was narrowing to pass between two great cliffs: sheer walls of scarred grey rock. Huge, twisted trees with purplish bark covered the flat, mesa-like tops of these cliffs, forming a ceiling of intertwined branches high overhead. Vines sprawled across the cliff faces, and scrubby bushes clung to clefts in the rocks. The channel was narrow enough that the ships were forced to spread out single file, with our tideracer taking the lead. The sight was one of the more rugged and beautiful of the journey so far, and I was busily scrutinizing the leafy canopy overhead when a hoarse cry from one of the ship’s crew caught my attention.


  “By the—look ahead, Captain! At the end of the pass!”


  I whirled, choking back my own cry. A huge wave was breaking towards us, nearly as high as the cliffs themselves. It had to have formed out of nowhere and in a moment’s time. It was immense, consuming, all-powerful… and it hurtled toward us like a ravenous predator, preparing to claim our lives. A dream image of standing beside pirates on a wooden ship, battling a sea monster formed from the sea itself, suddenly flashed into my mind’s eye, and I knew this was the work of the Dark Powers.


  A hand grasped my elbow, the fingers hard and urgent.


  “Can you stop it?”


  I glanced up to see Ilgard watching the monstrous wave with a look in his eyes that I’d never seen before. Only when he peered down at me did I recognize what it was… fear.


  Fear? Ilgard is afraid?


  When his grip on my arm tightened, becoming so tense it was painful, I understood his fear wasn’t for himself but for me. He thought he was about to lose me. And if I could do nothing to stop this wall of water, he could be right.


  But how can you fight water?


  Our ship was shuddering ominously in the smaller waves that already assaulted her prow, forerunners of their gigantic sire that threatened to smother us all. The answer to my question materialized as I saw those whitecaps speeding towards us. There was no time to stop and plan, no time to explain. In one swift movement I’d torn loose of Ilgard and was over the railing, plunging deep into the river below. I opened up myself to my environment, while simultaneously reaching for the magic within. Quick as that, I’d Become the water, Become the river.


  I surged upwards.


  To this day, I don’t know how I managed to pull forward so much water so fast without disturbing our fleet, or if I simply created it right then and there. Nevertheless, the instant my head broke the surface a second wall of water, topping the level of the pass and ripping up gigantic trees by the roots, engulfed the deluge that was almost upon us. It slammed into our attacker, ramming it like ships in a sea battle of old, sweeping it far away from us and shoving it towards the far end of the gorge. Even as it demolished the first wave, my wave, the second wave, collapsed in on itself, spilling out into the open water at the passage’s end. As it did, the water level within the gorge swelled, bearing our ships high, then receded as both waves melted away and the river returned to its natural state.


  The force of this surge, however, caught me unprepared, flinging my body helplessly against the cliff wall. My connection with the water, with my magic, broke. I heard myself scream as my skull cracked against solid rock. My mouth and nose slipped underwater, and I was engulfed.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  
    Rescue

  


   



  Her bond with the river ruptured as soon as she struck the cliff wall, and she was drowning. Norband was quicker than he. Before Ilgard could act, his Chief Captain had flung himself over the side of the ship and into the churning water below. Ilgard caught the ship’s rail, black hair swinging over his shoulder as he bent to peer into the watery depths. She had bounced off the rock and plummeted deep below the surface. He could no longer feel her breathe. Fear, as he had never known before Joining tightened the back of his throat, making him grip the wooden railing so hard splinters dug into his flesh.


  The Simathe did not feel them. He felt nothing save the young woman losing the battle for her life beneath the waters of the Largese. She had saved the fleet—was it her fate now to perish? Iron Simathe mentality warred with the instinct to cast himself overboard. Self-control prevented it, reminding him that his Chief Captain was perfectly capable of finding her, and he would be needed onboard when Norband brought her close to the ship.


  The instant his Chief Captain’s arm slipped about her waist, he felt it. The sensation was followed by that of Norband swimming for the surface, pulling the Artan along with him. Their heads broke the surface. Immediately she coughed hard and started to breathe. Finally, so did he.


  She will live, Norband assured his lord as he began swimming, the girl in tow, towards their vessel. Grabbing up a nearby length of coiled rope, Ilgard tossed the end down to his Chief Captain who caught it, twisting his hand to wrap it solidly about his wrist. Bracing himself with one boot against the railing, Ilgard lost no time in hauling the two of them up with powerful hand over hand heaves.


  One moment the pair was swinging free in midair, dangling by rope between ship and water. The next, the Simathe High-Chief was sliding an arm around his lady, supporting her weight as his subordinate officer clambered over the railing and dropped to the deck on the opposite side. Ignoring the anxious captain and crew, Ilgard eased the young Artan down to the deck, kneeling with her, checking the pulse in her neck, reassuring himself that her breathing was steady. He did not heed her wet clothing soaking his dry ones. He did not care.


  Her lashes fluttered, once—twice. Her eyes opened, those beautiful mismatched eyes of green and brown. Her lips were bloodless, and she trembled with cold. The water had been icy. Her voice shook when she whispered, “Did it work?”


  He made to reply, but his Chief Captain, who knelt on her other side, answered instead. Reaching out, he smoothed back her wet hair with a gentleness Ilgard had rarely seen from the man, saying gruffly, “Aye, my lady. It worked.”


  Staring hard at his friend, the Simathe High-Chief suddenly saw flickers of a subtle emotion he had never thought to see. Care. Concern. Which meant even his callused Chief Captain was far from immune to this sweet woman’s spell. Perhaps it went against their nature and creed as Simathe, but as he stared down into her wan face, so lovely to him now, the warrior-lord could readily understand why.


  
    ***

  


  The Captain’s Lady, moored to stout trees on the forested riverbank, rocked gently on small, rippling waves. Her wooden bottom scraped the gravel shoal lurking beneath the river shallows, a continuous grating sound that apparently irritated the Ranetron High-Chief who was nervously stalking back and forth. Six paces to one wall and six paces to the other, from side to side in the captain’s tiny cabin he stalked, full of pent-up energy, his black cloak swishing restlessly. Norband leaned against the corner wall, watching silently with his arms folded over his chest. Ilgard could sense his amusement.


  Simply put, the Simathe and the Ranetron had long been allies but never friends. The Ranetron were strict soldiers, all military precision and order. Undeniably skilled at what they did but too structured. Methodical. Derivative. This, at least, was how the Simathe tended to view them. At the same time, the Ranetron looked with disdain upon the Simathe, albeit it was a disdain they did not, as such, display. They considered the men of Treygon to be wilders. Loners. Not fully, openly committed to Aerisia’s service, but most deeply committed to their own goals and ends, whatever those may be.


  True, the Artan had helped bridge that gap, uniting the two military factions in ways formerly unparalleled. Moreover, Ilgard knew there was fear for the Artan mingled with the Ranetron High-Chief’s impatience, a fear for which he could little fault the man. Sometime during the close of day they had joined the main body of Aerisia’s forces, with only a few miles remaining in the journey to Shayle. The Ranetron High-Chief and a number of his officers had boarded their vessel in hopes of meeting with the Artan and himself for a discussion on battle strategies. Those hopes had been dashed.


  Ilgard looked over at the place his lady slept, dreaming peacefully upon the captain’s bed. She’d not awakened since being returned to the cabin. Not even when three female Galandorf, Silver Rose included, had come on board to see to her welfare. After excluding him from the room, they had washed her, bundled her into warm clothing, and tucked her into bed with brisk efficiency. He could have awakened her but through their bond sensed how desperately she needed uninterrupted sleep.


  His quiet refusals to allow her to be disturbed were not appreciated by Lord Garett, but Ilgard little cared. Especially when, sighing in her sleep, she flipped over onto her other side, facing him. Her hand dropped from the blankets, dangling by the wrist over the side of the bed. He almost reached for it, but something prevented him. Whether it was their audience or their recent conflict he couldn’t say. However, as he studied her pale face in the gloomy lantern light, he felt prickles of remorse that he’d permitted anger to cause a breach between them. That he’d clung to assaulted pride instead of extending forgiveness.


  Later, he promised himself.


  Later, soon as he found opportunity, he would put an end to this discord. She did not deserve such coldness. What she had done was offensive, but had he not been so bound up in the quagmire of Kan’s treachery—treachery resulting in the first full Rending and subsequent execution in all Treygon’s history—his anger might not have flared so hotly. She had not delayed to seek reconciliation; however, all of his inner turmoil over his warrior’s fate had stirred up a wrath not easily propitiated.


  Or perhaps it was more than that?


  Staring at that hand, that small, delicate hand that held the future of an entire world, the warrior-lord acknowledged to himself for the first the deepest reason he had pulled back from her. It was because of her love. Not that her love in and of itself frightened him but because he knew, as well as she, that she might not survive this coming war against the Dark Powers. Should she fall, should she be required to make that ultimate sacrifice, what would be left? Only himself and hollow, pain-filled memories of a love he’d be helpless to forget.


  He did not think he could stomach such pain. Not for the years and decades and centuries it might take him to outlive it. He had never expected, sought, or desired a woman’s love. However, now that he had tasted it, he understood why other men did. The longer he stared at that hand, he grasped that it held a great deal more than Aerisia’s future and welfare: it held his, as well. Which forced him to admit what he had sought so long to avoid.


  Regardless of what the future might bring, Ilgard, High-Chief of the immortal Simathe, knew the outcome of this battle would not leave him the same. He was hers, this woman from two worlds, and would be. For as long as he lived.


  For eternity.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  
    Shayle

  


   



  A couple of miles outside of Shayle, I sat on horseback, observing Aerisia’s troops winding their way down the hill and toward the city. Clouds had clashed and rain leaked out, leaving the landscape a mix of cold, damp, and mud. The road our soldiers travelled was a mire of mud and rocks, which meant hard going for both man and beast. Helmeted heads were bowed against the force of the storm, making Aerisia’s army appear a long, shiny snake with armored scales that gleamed in the gloomy half-light. The illusion was broken up only by the bare, black heads of the Simathe, who rode along appearing to care no more for the rain than if the day had been sunny and dry.


  However, the day wasn’t sunny and dry. It was cold and wet, I was cold and wet, and I was also hungry, tired, and more than a little cross. War plans, battle maps, and strategies—the meeting with my military leaders and advisors had been nothing but stress. Almost everything they’d discussed had gone right over my head. It wasn’t like I was there because I was some sort of military expert. Nevertheless, they would ask my opinion until I simply wanted to scream, “I work with magic, not battlefield strategies!”


  Did Laytrii or the first Artan ever feel this way? I wondered gloomily.


  Probably not. They’d probably both been excellent battle strategists.


  The worst part of it all was that I couldn’t betray my frustration. Here, I was the leader. People were looking up to and counting on me in a way that frightened me. Since I couldn’t risk my anxiety or vexations being spread to my troops and affecting their morale, I had to lock everything inside and display the bravest face possible. I had to force myself to appear unperturbed and serene, when all I really wanted to do was turn tail and run. Or kick something.


  I clenched the leather reins tightly in gloved fists. How did I get into this?


  Out of nowhere, the Simathe High-Chief suddenly rode up beside me on his black Restless. The ebony stallion was hands taller than my own, who shied a step away.


  “Well, we’re getting close, which means it’s about to start,” I observed, trying to conjure up a brave smile.


  “It does,” he agreed.


  “Might as well finish the trip, then, and get ready for it.”


  I nudged my horse with my heels, but he leaned over and caught the animal’s bridle, pulling it to a stop.


  “What are you doing?” I demanded.


  Rather than reply directly, he edged his mount closer to mine, near enough to lay his bare hand atop mine where it rested on the pommel.


  “This will be difficult, but it will be well,” he promised. “I will be with you.”


  I admit I was a little taken aback. This was the kindest gesture he’d offered since our row back at Treygon over Kan’s punishment. I supposed it was his way of trying to make peace between us. Even though a part of me appreciated his effort, it didn’t soothe me completely.


  I lowered my eyes, worrying at my lower lip. “I know.”


  “If you know, then why so glum?” I glanced up sharply when he chucked me lightly under the chin. “Come, I would have you smile again. Do not fear.”


  Easy for you to say, I censured silently. You don’t have to worry about failing an entire world. You don’t have to worry about dying. Not like me.


  The warrior-lord pulled back. As if he’d read my thoughts, he said gravely, “Immortality does not rob one of all fear.” Raindrops clung like tiny jewels to his lashes as he looked deep into my eyes, holding me in place, forcing me to acknowledge his words. “It is possible to fear another’s death far more than your own.”


  Nothing further was said. He nudged his horse forward, and I did the same, tailing him as he descended the hill. Once on the road, he slowed until I drew up alongside of him. The remaining distance to the port city of Shayle was traveled with only rain and silence between the two of us, despite the hubbub of confusion and longing that stirred in my heart.


  
    ***

  


  We camped at Shayle that night, both inside and outside her heavily fortified walls. Despite several small skirmishes by the enemy, no major attacks had been launched upon the city. By some miracle, we’d beaten the enemy here. For the moment, our luck held.


  Shayle itself was an incredibly beautiful city. Tall towers with rounded onion domes, like those once popular in Russian architecture, soared high into the sky. Both these towers and most of the city’s other buildings were fashioned from a native stone so slick and shiny it was almost transparent and reflected back the blue, green, and grey of the sea until it seemed to absorb those colors into itself. When seen from an overlook, Shayle was built roughly in the shape of a triangle, whose bottom line bulged into a gentle curve. Its two straight lines met at the point where sea and river united; while the rounded curve faced open land.


  Galandorf forces and The Captain’s Lady had been absorbed into Shayle’s private flotilla of ships and the Aerisian navy, gathered there to defend on river and sea while our army fought on land. The presence of the Galandorf as friendlies had created quite a stir initially among the other naval officers. The two parties had, naturally, been at odds for years. Still, once I vouched for the Galandorf, their aid was (reluctantly) accepted, and I had it from Silver Rose that more of her people were on their way to boost our numbers even further.


  That should make all the other ship captains happy, I smirked to myself.


  Inside my tent, I was now dry, warm, and protected from the falling rain. The hour was late, and things were relatively quiet as the camp had settled down for the night.


  Wrapped snuggly in a heavy blanket, my feet crossed under me in a camp chair, I peered into the flames of my brazier, trying to focus on anything except how sick I was of dealing with both city and military officials.


  Why can’t they all just leave me alone and figure it out for themselves? Not like I’ve got a whole lot to contribute. I’m the Artan: not a queen or a general.


  The entire evening had been spent in attempting to reassure city leaders, as well as turning down their persistent offers for me to make use of one of the city’s many beautiful residences. That, followed by another meeting with my own military leaders and advisors, had left my nerves strung to the breaking point.


  I was never so grateful to the Simathe High-Chief as when he’d finally stepped in, saying the Artan needed her rest, and then shuffled me out of the meeting and back to my tent despite the protests from the others that followed us out the door. He’d left me there with nothing more than a reminder to eat before I slept and then took himself off to who-knew-where. I couldn’t help wondering when this rift between us would be fully healed. Was it his fault, or was I the one now holding onto hurt feelings?


  I sighed, telling myself I needed to quit thinking. I needed some sleep, I needed to let my brain shut down, and I really should go to bed. Nevertheless, it was a long time before I finally quit mulling over my problems and actually followed my own advice.


  Part Three

  Last Battle, Final Victory


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  
    Dragons

  


   



  The ruby glow of fire through canvas pressed against my closed eyelids, forcing consciousness. I bolted upright in bed, my sleep-clogged brain screaming warnings of, Fire, fire! Glancing wildly about my tent I sought the source, fearing my brazier had tipped and set my belongings ablaze. Only it hadn’t. Red embers glowed reassuringly in the partial darkness, secure inside their heater.


  Which meant the fire was outside. Fully awake, I got to my feet, my ears already beset by the din of shouting people. I ran to the tent flaps, pushed them open, and choked back a cry. The camp, or large portions of it, was on fire. Countless tents were spread out in orderly array around the city walls, and flames were consuming hundreds of them. I couldn’t believe my eyes.


  What in the world is going on here? It’s still raining. No fire should be spreading like this!


  Barefoot, I dashed out into the wet night, grabbing the arm of one of the Simathe stationed outside my tent.


  “What is it? What’s going on?” I shouted to be heard above the noise.


  “The Warkin,” he shouted back. “Somehow, they’ve come upon us unawares.”


  Somebody bellowed a name, and he shrugged apologetically. “I must go. I’m summoned.”


  I nodded woodenly, allowing my grip on his arm to relax. He dashed off and was instantly swallowed up in the morass of moving figures, nighttime shadows, and drenching rain.


  The Warkin…


  Who were they? I couldn’t remember, couldn’t think of anything except those blazing tents, the screams of pain, and the frenzied figures hurtling past me on one mission or another.


  The Warkin, the Warkin. Who are the Warkin?


  By this point, the rain had thoroughly soaked my clothes, plastering the wet fabric to my body and my wet hair to my head and shoulders. The mud squelching between my bare toes was cold, but I scarcely noticed. I just kept thinking, How are all these tents burning when it’s so wet out? What kind of fire can do this?


  Then it hit me. I felt the bottom drop out of my stomach.


  Oh, no…


  I began to run, followed by the remaining Simathe guard, and I ran straight into Ilgard. He caught me by the arms even as I stumbled into him, saving me a fall. Pulling against his grasp, I cried, “Ilgard, the Warkin! It’s them… the dragons, the Dragonkind. We have to do something!”


  His response was to slide his hands down to my wrists and stride off, pulling me with him—away from the burning tents, away from the turmoil, away from danger, and towards the relative safety of the city. As soon as I read his intentions I tried to free myself, protesting loudly, “No, Ilgard, let me go! We have to do something!”


  He wasn’t paying attention. As we got closer to the city gates, the press of people—some fleeing inside and some exiting—thickened, threatening to separate us. He wasn’t about to have that. Stopping, he turned and wrenched me towards him, catching me with an arm across the back of the knees and tossing me across his shoulder. I landed so forcefully my breath was cut off, but once I recovered I yelled angrily, pounding my fists on his back. He took no notice. Fighting his way through the crowd of panicked civilians and grim warriors, he carried me inside the city and over to a sheltered hollow beside the wall where Risean, Lord Garett, and a Cortain First Lieutenant, Danyele Wis’ Cayne, had already gathered. Here, he finally lowered me to the ground.


  Furious, I shoved him away, rounding on all of them. “How dare you? Do you really think I’m going to hide up here while our people are out there dying? I don’t know what you all plan to do, but I plan to help.”


  “How?” The Ranetron High-Chief flung the word at me. “How do you propose to fight the Dragonkind, my lady? They—”


  An earsplitting roar of thunder suddenly filled the air. It was so loud I swear the city walls trembled in the blast. I threw my hands over my ears and saw the rest of my companions do the same. Except Ilgard: he alone bore it out stoically. However, the moment the roar faded he tore my hands away, leaning close to my face.


  “Do you hear? Those are dragons, and they cannot be fought!”


  “Don’t tell me that,” I hollered back at him. “You fought them!”


  “Aye, and their defeat required more time than we possess.”


  “I don’t buy that. There’s got to be some way to stop them,” I protested.


  But everyone’s faces were hard—even my uncle’s. Clearly they thought this was a lost cause, at least for the time being. I didn’t intend to give up so readily, though.


  “Look, at least let me try,” I pleaded. “What do we have to lose?”


  “What have we to lose? We have you to lose, my lady,” the Cortain Lieutenant cut in sharply. “We cannot peril your life.”


  “So you’ll risk everyone else’s to make sure I’m safe? Let our warriors die so I don’t?”


  “All that can be done is being done,” Lord Garett replied. “We are moving as many as we can inside the city. We—”


  “There isn’t enough time, and they won’t all fit!” I cried, stamping my foot in frustration. “If something isn’t done, there’s no telling how many of our soldiers will die. Maybe it looks desperate, but maybe I can do something. You’ve never had an Artan to face the Warkin, so how do you know I can’t stop them?”


  I looked straight into the Ranetron’s eyes then the Cortain’s. “Your men and women are being killed out there. Are you really going to let them be slaughtered like animals without giving me even a chance to help?”


  The First Lieutenant shuffled her feet. Garett and Risean exchanged glances. The old Moonkind’s gaze fell to the ground, but the Ranetron High-Chief looked at Ilgard. When I saw this, I understood they were placing the decision in his hands. I didn’t bother trying to repress my urgency. I knew he could sense it, and I was letting it plead my case. He had to agree. He had to support me in this. And when he tilted his head, allowing the barest of smiles to soften his face, I knew he would.


  “You’ll not be prevented, will you? So you may go to the walls. What you can do from there, do. But you’ll go no nearer.”


  I opened my mouth to argue but snapped it shut at the warning in his eyes. This was all I was going to get, they said, and even this concession could be easily revoked if I pressed the issue. Taking heed, I made no objections but asked instead, “How do I get on top of the walls?”


  
    ***

  


  We snagged a passing soldier who led us directly to a stone staircase hugging Shayle’s massive wall. We rushed to the top and dashed out onto the parapet. Just as we did, another roar rent the night, earsplitting and terrifying. A ball of flame accompanied it, lighting up the darkness as it traced through the air. It smashed into a ring of tents, exploding into wicked streaks of scarlet flame. A second quickly followed the first, obliterating yet another cluster of tents.


  I shook my head disbelievingly. “I can’t believe dragons can do this.”


  “They’ve a power all their own,” Ilgard agreed.


  Which doubtless accounted for the fire’s health in spite of the wet conditions.


  “Can they really not be killed?”


  “Rarely. Their handlers are easier,” the Simathe explained, “but slay the handler and their sole restraint is gone. They may then turn on the Warkin or rage into our camp.”


  “Which means no going after the handlers, I take it.”


  His shoulders rose and fell. “A free dragon is a greater threat than a restrained one.”


  Peering over the wall to our damaged camp far below, I considered his advice.


  There’s got to be a way, I told myself. You’re the Artan. You have to come up with something.


  Another fireball lit the night. This time, in an effort to locate the enemy as well as test their strength, I released a seeking probe into its trail. First, the probe revealed four dragons, with a dozen handlers for each. They’d been smart about the attack: perching themselves on a hill overlooking the city, far enough away they could rain down shots at us while remaining out of reach of our weapons.


  What I wouldn’t give for some cannons right about now, I thought sourly.


  Pushing the probe, I delved deeper until I felt myself slam into an impenetrable wall. The impact was so strong it was physical: throwing me backwards, knocking me off my feet. Fortunately, Danyele, the Cortain Lieutenant caught me, saving me a fall.


  “What is it?” she asked.


  I shook my head, not bothering to reply.


  Impossible! my mind objected. Nothing can be that strong. That… that huge!


  These dragons were gigantic, their power going far beyond the physical. Somehow, they were being fed, sustained, by the Dark Powers. Nothing else could account for their mind-boggling strength, as well as the unholy aura surrounding them.


  Despair grabbed me. All of my earlier bravado was gone, ripped away by harsh reality. My mind was blank. I couldn’t think or plan. Instead, I watched helplessly as another streak of fire sliced the dripping sky.


  I’ve failed, I thought miserably. Even I can’t do anything here. What was I thinking?


  No, there has to be a way. They’re still flesh and blood. Think, Hannah, think!


  A soft green glow suddenly suffused the night, a comforting aura that defied the hellish flames produced by the beasts below. Aureeyah materialized beside me, placing a hand on my arm.


  “Hannah, what may I do?”


  “I’m not sure there’s anything anyone can do.”


  The fairy didn’t disagree. There was no denying the odds we faced, odds that threatened to crush any hopes of rescuing our soldiers. My mind whirled, sifting through the different skills I’d conquered while learning to use my magic. Some had been nearly automatic: reactions to the need of the moment. Others I’d had to struggle for. Nevertheless, I’d never given up—not even when it almost killed me, like the healing of the Ranetron High-Chief.


  Remembering all this told me I couldn’t quit now. It didn’t matter if I was harmed; I was here to assist our troops. I simply needed a way to do it.


  It was Aureeyah who gave me the solution. Looking at her, I suddenly remembered something she’d told me long ago about fairies. How there were fairies for each of the different natural realms: a fairy of the forest, a fairy of the mountains, a fairy of the plains, a fairy of the sea…


  A fairy of the sea…


  An idea began to take shape in my brain. I grabbed the fairy’s arm.


  “Aureeyah, you once told me about the different fairies and their vales, remember?” She nodded agreement. “Is there a fairy of the sea? Or river? If so, is there a possibility she might be nearby?”


  The fairy’s eyes brightened. “You’ve a plan?”


  “I think I do.”


  “What is it?” The Cortain First Lieutenant joined our twosome.


  “Can’t go into it now, but I have an idea. Aureeyah, the fairy—”


  “Yes, of course. Aemela, fairy of the waters.”


  “Can you send for her? I need her. I need both of you.”


  “Certainly, my lady.”


  “Good. How long before she can get here?”


  “Give me leave to go. I shall return shortly with Aemela.”


  She didn’t bother waiting for permission. Before our very eyes, Aureeyah vanished into one of her fairy doorways and was gone. There was nothing else to do except wait for her return. Which we did, in pensive, nervous silence.


  In a few minutes’ time both fairies were materializing on the wall beside us. Aureeyah became visible first, followed by a second fairy every bit as entrancing as the first two I’d met. Aureeyah presented her as “Aemela,” and then I was pulling both of them aside to sketch out my plan. They listened intently.


  “Well? What do you think? Will it work?”


  The two fairies exchanged glances. It was Aemela who replied. Her gown, a deep midnight blue, was set off against the nighttime sky by the lighter blue of her aura. Her golden hair was piled high on top of her head, showcasing the pearls that dangled from her delicate earlobes. More pearls were scattered across her bodice, and from her back sprouted a pair of wings that trailed streamers resembling a sea anemone. Her teeth flashed white when she spoke.


  “It’s a clever plan, my lady. Rest assured that Aureeyah and I shall do our parts. Are you able to do yours?”


  I sighed, raking my fingers nervously through my tangled hair. “I don’t know… I think so. I’ve done something similar once before.”


  Aureeyah touched my shoulder gently. “If you have done it in the past, you can do so again. Let your mind and your magic draw you there. Do not resist and do not fret.”


  “I’ll try,” I promised.


  The Ranetron High-Chief appeared beside us. “What have you decided?”


  “We’ve got this, Garett. Just give us some room, and hang on.”


  He gave me a quizzical look, but I didn’t have time to explain my use of the vernacular. Fortunately, he chose to step away without arguing, and I felt Ilgard draw up behind me and settle his strong hands on my shoulders. Deriving strength from both his presence and his touch, I told myself, Yes, you can do this, even as Aureeyah closed her eyes and spread her hands, her fingers opening wide. I could sense the power emanating from her and wasn’t surprised to hear a gasp from the Cortain officer and a grunt of surprise from Lord Garett as her power began to take visible form.


  Aemela kept her gaze trained on Aureeyah, as did I, until the glow caught my eye. I lifted my face to the sky. A smile of pure wonder parted my lips as I saw a silvery-white dome created of sheer magic expanding slowly above the city, directly over our heads. Not only did it cover our ships on both river and sea, it soon encircled our army outside Shayle’s gates, as well. Lightning bolts raced along its top, sparkling and snapping feverishly. The thing pulsed with power, almost appearing to breathe in and out. My head turned, following its descent. A ball of flame hurtling towards it was smashed to pieces upon its translucent walls.


  At last, the dome touched down. Aureeyah’s arms were outstretched as far as they could go, her face upturned and her eyes closed. Turning to me, Aemela said quietly, “It is done. Time for you to do your part, and then I shall do mine.”


  I nodded and lowered my eyelids, simultaneously shutting off all recognition of the outside world, including the presence of the Simathe behind me. Giving myself over to the magic within, I lost myself while reaching for the power of the ocean outside Aureeyah’s protective dome…


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  
    Victory and Defeat

  


   



  The citizens of Shayle had quieted as they observed the fairy’s dome sliding across the nighttime sky. Once they realized the creation was a protection from danger and no danger itself, marvel held them silent. Likewise, noise from the camp had mitigated as a hush fell both inside and outside the city walls. Now that hush began to be filled by the sound of a dull roar. A mighty blast.


  But it was not the Warkin.


  Looking out to sea, the Simathe High-Chief witnessed the beginnings of an immense wave that crept faster and faster towards the city, growing both in size and intensity as it advanced. Those inside the city who could see what was happening screamed and began to run, certain they were about to be drowned or swept away. Only a few were like him, standing stock-still, gazing in perverse fascination at this harbinger of death. Silent, they simply watched their fate as it approached…


  Water smashed into the dome, striking it with all the force of an angry sea. Aureeyah’s fists clenched as she fought to hold the shield in place, then the water was gliding up and over.


  Suddenly, the warrior understood what was happening, and he stared down in awe at the woman before him. The cries of the crowd had one more given way to spellbound awe, yet his full awareness as that colossal wall of water washed across the top of the fairy’s silvery-white dome, was of her. She had Become the sea and was lost so deeply in her magic that she could feel nothing except herself as the wave that slid down the far side of Aureeyah’s shield. She was exerting an incredible amount of power, every bit of which he could feel himself. It was by far the most she’d ever had to exert herself, and he feared for her being able to retain control.


  He needn’t have. Not only was she managing the wave, but when he discerned a slight weakening that he tried to fill with his own strength, he collided with a defensive force. Somehow, she had blocked him without his knowledge. How had she done that? The Joining bond should not have permitted it, yet she had done it, as surely as the fairy was maintaining her own shield of power against the Artan’s wave.


  Angry now, the Simathe tightened his grip on her shoulders. He wanted to shake her, to make her reverse what she’d done and let him in, but did not. Breaking her concentration at this critical juncture could make her lose charge of her wave, bringing about untold destruction. It would be a disaster. It would mean death. And so he merely surveyed her angrily and did nothing.


  
    ***

  


  It was now Aemela’s turn. Even as the final remnants of the mighty wave cruised down the far side of Aureeyah’s dome, the sea fairy closed her eyes and spread her own hands. Hastily, she set in place invisible bands at the edges of the wave that she tightened and constricted, assisting the Artan in maintaining control, ensuring that nothing and no one except the intended targets would be destroyed.


  The wave smashed into the Warkin, dragons and Dragonkind alike. The roars of the dragons as they saw it advancing could be heard miles away. But even that wasn’t as fearsome as when the wave finally struck, and those roars changed into the strangled, gurgling cries of the drowned—cries silenced forever as both dragon and Dragonkind met their fate beneath the cold waters of the sea.


  Its task complete, the wave began to recede. This time, Aemela constricted the bands until the wave split, splintering into a thousand tiny streamlets that wrought either little or no harm as they flowed back down the hill upon which the Warkin had stood, sifted around Aureeyah’s dome, and returned once more to their home. As the final remnants flowed into the sea, the silvery dome covering the city began to glisten, as if lit by a hundred million moonstones. The glistening magnified into a blinding white glow that flashed once, twice, and then shattered, the dome vanishing in its wake.


  Finally, both Aemela and Aureeyah were free to release the magic they held, and they did, lowering weary arms to their sides. Their auras shone brightly as they exchanged smiles. They had done it! The threat was gone, and the rain had ended. The night was passing, the morning sun was rising. Could anything prevent victory now?


  
    ***

  


  They carried the Artan to a room in the exquisite, multi-tiered palace of Shayle’s governing Portex. Lady Alvana Wis’ Callen, the Portex’s young wife, could not do enough as she bustled about leading them to the finest chamber and fetching anything that was requested, then stood beside the bed, wringing her hands anxiously. Finally, firmly but gently, Risean took her by the arm, escorting her from the room. Portex’s wife or not, her overt anxiety was not needed here.


  Afterward, the old Moonkind returned to the bed, sadness filling his heart as he gazed down at his great-niece. He was not the only one; others shared his woe.


  The fairy Aureeyah sat beside her on the bed, her lively eyes now dull with grief. Danyele, the Cortain First Lieutenant, put a hand over her mouth to stifle a sob. The Ranetron High-Chief slammed a fist into the wall and swore through his teeth. A glittering tear rolled down the fairy Aemela’s smooth cheek. But it was the Simathe High-Chief who concerned him the most. Not that the man betrayed any sorrow, any anger, any pain. No, but his deep, alien eyes never left the young Artan’s face. They were fixed on her with an almost feverish intensity, as if he were silently urging her, with all of his considerable strength, to awaken.


  She was as deaf to him as to the rest of the world. Stooping, Risean placed a hand on the brow of the woman lying so still upon the massive four-poster bed. Her skin was white, cold. Her eyes were closed, and breath scarcely escaped her nostrils. Even her lips had turned a sickly shade of purple. She looked, the Moonkind realized fearfully, like a corpse. What was clear to him, was clear to them all.


  The Artan was dying.


  
    ***

  


  Dawn’s blush had barely brightened the horizon when all save the fairy Aemela were forced to leave. In her slim hands they left the barely breathing Artan.


  Gently, the Simathe High-Chief took her face in his hands, gazing long upon it.


  Wake up, lass, he pleaded silently, as he had done a hundred times during the past several hours. Open your eyes. Look at me.


  She did not flinch. Her ragged breathing was unchanged.


  He tried once more, infusing his words with a brush of urgency through their bond. That brush alone should have been enough to rouse her. Her eyes did not open; she did not respond. A burden of heaviness like he had never known weighted his heart as he walked out her door and left the palace of the Portex.


  That heaviness continued to grip him as he swung onto the back of his Restless and trotted the animal through the city gates. Behind him, he heard the sounds of the huge, ponderous gates being shut then barred as he rode out to the place where a mounted Norband, Lady Tey, Lord Garett and a few other officers waited.


  Wounded from the Warkin attack had already been removed inside city walls and the dead disposed of as well. Their troops were amassed, ready to meet whatever the Dark Powers might throw at them. Ranetron scouts had returned ahead of what they called a great mass of enemy warriors. They’d seen no more Warkin; albeit there were sightings of drocnords, Cistweigh with their monstrous deathcats, and even Doinum. The Light knew what other abominations swelled the enemy ranks, marching relentlessly beside men. Men who ought to have been fighting for Aerisia, rather than opposing her.


  At the head of Aerisia’s forces, the Simathe High-Chief and his Chief Captain waited together as Lady Tey and Lord Garett galloped down the lines and back, shouting encouragement to their fighting men and women. Ilgard, knotting his reins in his fist, obstinately shut out the despair and helplessness inflicted through his bond with the dying Artan. She should be here, by his side, but lay instead inside the city, surrendering to something neither he, nor the fairies, nor anyone else, could understand or cure her of.


  But he could not think of her now.


  The din of many thousands of tramping feet grew closer, and the warrior-lord eliminated all superfluous thoughts, just as he always did in preparation to fight until there was nothing in the world save the presence of his fellow Simathe, the sword in his hand, the yedin in its sling on his saddle, and his horse’s warm flesh between his knees. That and the approaching enemy.


  A clarion trumpet of war sounded as the first wave of the enemy crested the hill and came pouring down the opposite side. They looked a mammoth black wave, and they swept like a river around the enormous corpses of the drowned dragons taken earlier by the Artan’s wave. The brief detour slowed them not a whit, and as they rushed onward the Cortain and Ranetron leaders rejoined the two Simathe at the front of the lines.


  The Cortain was the first to raise her sword slowly, ominously high. In the space of a heartbeat, Lord Garett was following suit, then Norband. Their own trumpets sounded, and after that Ilgard himself put his sword’s point to the sky and his heels to his horse’s flanks. Those around him followed his example, surging forward to meet the army of The Evil with courage and steel.


  The two forces met with a thunderous crash. War had begun.


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  
    Torture

  


   



  The fighting raged off and on throughout the day and did not cease until the sun was far spent. A white, waxing moon rose slowly over a battlefield littered with wounded and slain. Blood and death permeated the air. Calamity wreathed the ground like a fog.


  The battle had not gone well. Although Aerisia’s forces had not been driven back, neither had they gained ground. The enemy were simply too numerous. No matter how many they slew, The Evil kept coming in a terrible, persistent horde. Surpassing this, they were supplied by an unnatural energy that made them difficult to kill: one of the few ways to be certain they were actually dead was to sever head from neck.


  They needed the Artan, needed her desperately—on this all Aerisian war leaders were agreed. If she were there, she could do something; she could find a way around this. Sadly, she could not fight. Neither could she heal. She could not even ride out with her troops, a symbol of all for which they fought.


  All of these thoughts wearied the mind of the Simathe High-Chief as he climbed the steps of the palace of Shayle’s Portex. Heaviness weighing his soul, he made his way to his lady’s bedchamber. The fairy Aemela was within, keeping watch at the Artan’s bedside. She looked up as he entered, her eyes revealing her distress.


  “No change?” he asked.


  “None, my lord.”


  It came as no surprise.


  Disregarding the fairy’s presence, Ilgard sank onto the bed beside his sleeping lady. He could not bring himself to touch her, not with his hands still stained with the blood of battle. Helplessness, an unfamiliar feeling, stormed his defenses as he stared down at her. No longer was he a warrior, slaying innumerable rivals on the field of battle. No longer was he a High-Chief, a warrior-lord—no longer even a Simathe. He was now nothing more than a man staring at the woman who had entranced him. And she was dying.


  As if sensing his need for solitude, Aemela now stood. Placing a hand on his shoulder, she said, “I fear this is a sleep from which she may not wake. It would be wise, my lord, for you prepare yourself even now.”


  He’d nothing to say to that, and after a space the fairy removed her hand.


  “I will leave her to your care.”


  He nodded assent but otherwise took no action until he heard the sound of the door shutting. Only then did he rise and go to the nearby washbasin where he ridded himself of the dust and grime of battle, the stains of bloodshed, the residue of innumerable kills. Today, he had fought in a cold, silent rage, offering no quarter, showing no mercy. Within, burned a relentless drive to kill, brought on by the knowledge of this very young woman and her impending death.


  Kill he had. Killed many.


  After snuffing out the candles burning beside the washbasin, as well as those on the stand beside the bed, the Simathe walked to the open window. With a sharp tug on the golden cord, he parted the heavy, wine-colored velvet draperies to look out. The moon shone brightly, uncaring above the scene of carnage far below.


  For a long time, he gazed up at it. Then, speaking aloud but quietly and half to himself, he remarked, “The moon will be full tomorrow’s eve.” Turning to look behind him, he said to her, “You love the moon.”


  She did love the moon, the moonlight. He could not help remembering an incident at Laytrii’s palace where she had called him away from some duty, only to seize his hand and draw him outside on one of the balconies.


  “What is this, now?” he had asked, puzzled, to which she’d replied, “I wanted you to come see the moon.”


  See the moon? He had seen countless moons during his lifetime, but when he said as much to her she’d only laughed and daringly enfolded herself in the circle of his arms.


  “But not with me,” she’d returned with an impish smile.


  She was right. There had never been a moon like this one, a moon that softened every line of her face, while highlighting a mouth he was helpless to resist…


  Shaking himself, he returned to the present. Alas, those memories were his alone tonight. He knew not what she dreamed of, lying so still and silent upon the bed. Or if she dreamed at all.


  Drawing the drapes, he cast the room into darkness and shadow. However, his steps were sure as he made his way unhampered across the marble floor, approaching the bed. Assuming the chair the fairy had vacated, he bent over the woman on the bed, lowering his face into her abdomen. Clutching a fistful of the dark hair fanning out on the pillow, he breathed in her scent and listened to her fast, shallow breaths. Rest was far away from him, and sleep. There was no respite from the pain of knowing their Joining bond was soon to close, and the torture of that kept him wakeful all the night long.


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  
    Awakened

  


   



  It began early the next morning, the fighting even more savage than that of the previous day. Around the time the sun was to set, the tide slowly but surely began to turn against Aerisia’s forces. The unnatural strength and tenacity with which their enemy clung to life was having its effect.


  If it continues like this, the Cortain Pronconcil thought grimly, as with a smooth slice she neatly decapitated an undersized drocnord, all will be lost. We need the Artan.


  Sadly, at last report there had been no change in her condition. She clung to life, true, but with a hold so fragile her spirit was but a breath from flying. Should that happen, doom was surely reckoned upon them all—as it was, perhaps, now facing her.


  Tey found herself going up against a towering warrior in a bearskin hood, his long mustaches drooping to his collarbones. With a savage growl, he charged, swinging a massive, bloodstained battleaxe. Nimbly, she leapt aside, escaping the axe’s deadly arc. Pivoting on one foot, she caught the weapon’s downswing with her sword, bracing against the giant’s strength with all of her own. He laughed wickedly, bearing down on her with both hands locked firmly around the handle of his axe. Tey was not afraid to die. She glared defiance into those small, beady eyes, nearly swallowed by tangled eyebrows. Lower and lower he pressed her, until she was on her back in the dirt, the edge of that blade mere inches from her throat…


  With a wild cry, another Cortain came flying out of nowhere, leaping onto the savage’s back and plunging her serrated dagger repeatedly into the huge, bearskin-covered shoulders. Roaring in pain and rage, the giant staggered backwards, flinging aside his axe and clawing violently at the woman clinging to his back. Blood spurted in fountains as he managed to clasp her round the neck, throwing her over his head and to the ground.


  As the Cortain hit, screaming in rage and fear, Tey quickly rolled out of the way to avoid being trapped under the body of her sister warrior. The savage moved to plant a heavy boot on the Cortain’s belly, fumbling for his own dagger as he leered down at the woman beneath him. Certain of victory, he raised the dagger high, preparing to deliver the killing blow…


  Tey struck. The hand holding the dagger went flying, lopped off by a single blow from the Pronconcil’s sword. Blood spurted, soaking the bearskin, hair, and mustaches of the huge warrior, staining even his teeth as he bared them at the Pronconcil.


  “For that, I will kill you!”


  “Try it, then,” the Cortain returned calmly, and when he advanced she neither flinched nor retreated.


  Her opponent blocked one sword swing by grabbing her arm before the blade could strike his flesh, but he never saw coming the second sword Tey pulled from the sheath on her back. With a flick of her wrist she plunged it deep in his side. He threw back his head with a howl, releasing her arm, swaying on his feet. The Cortain previously trapped beneath his boot now shot to her feet, ready to offer assistance as needed. It wasn’t. With the blade in her left hand Tey struck off his head, while opening his belly with that in her right. The huge body crumpled to the battlefield with a crash.


  Finally it was over, and she stumbled a step or two from her prey, weary in body and desperately sick of blood, death, and killing. Without warning, a huge arm caught her behind the shoulders and she whirled, ready to defend herself all over again. However, when she glanced up it was into the smiling face of Prince Kurban, lord of the Tearkin. Laughing, he steadied her on her feet.


  “Tired, little warrior?”


  At the sight of this man and more than three thousand of his Tearkin warriors, her heart lifted, weariness sloughing off her shoulders like water.


  “Not a bit.”


  “Good.” He squeezed her shoulder with impossibly large fingers. “Then let us slay some Evil!”


  Together, they charged into the fray.


  
    ***

  


  The appearance of Kurban and his Tearkin brethren was like the coming of the sun to chase away the darkness of night. That day, Aerisia triumphed, pushing the enemy back over the knoll upon which the corpses of the Warkin now rotted. Too weary to go any further, soldiers collapsed where they stood. Discontent with such laxity, troop leaders were soon circulating among men and Cortain, encouraging the placement of defenses to hold the retaken ground. Fires were kindled and meals cooked and gratefully eaten. The wounded were sent to the city for care, and night watches were posted.


  A little apart from it all, the Simathe High-Chief sat upon a boulder beneath an ancient willow whose drooping branches had been repetitively slashed during the day’s fighting. He stared moodily into the fire laid before him, and the granite set of his features—gruesomely splashed with the blood of a mammoth deathcat—were enough to frighten all but the hardiest.


  It was the Tearkin prince who finally dared approach. Squatting on his heels before the blaze, he tossed a branch into the flames. At first they flickered, as if testing the taste of this new treat. Then, upon finding it edible, they snapped their appreciation and began to devour it greedily. Sparks flew upwards, reflecting against the bronze torque clasped round the giant’s neck. Kurban smiled, but the humor vanished when he glanced at the Simathe lord’s grim face.


  “I have heard the news,” he began carefully. “Is it true that the Artan—”


  He broke off, waiting.


  “Aye.”


  The word held no grief. In fact, it held nothing at all. Hearing the High-Chief speak was like hearing a corpse speak, the voice as lifeless as the body. Kurban winced. Somehow, he felt grief would be better than this cold, empty nothingness the man displayed. He hesitated before broaching another subject.


  “If they fight tomorrow, can we meet them?”


  The warrior-lord shifted on the rock, clasping his hands loosely in front of him. Blood darkened them, the Tearkin noted, having even seeped beneath the Simathe’s fingernails. He stared in fascination at those hands, dealers of death that they were. Never had he seen anyone kill as the High-Chief had today. Kill and kill and kill with no pity, anger, sadness, or rancor. He’d appeared a machine built for a single purpose: to slaughter his enemies. And he was skilled at it. Very skilled.


  It was easy to see, the prince thought, why Lord Ilgard had been chosen High-Chief even above Simathe centuries older than himself. The only warrior on the field rivaling his skill and steady intensity was his Chief Captain, Lord Norband. No two Tearkin had slain as many as this Simathe pair.


  At last, replying to the giant’s question, Ilgard observed, “Fate’s hand has been hard against us. Tomorrow we stand with just over half our original numbers.”


  “We need her,” the prince stated.


  Was it not she who prophecy claimed would defeat The Evil and crush the Dark Powers? How could this be, when she lay dying?


  “Aye,” the Simathe lord agreed.


  Hoof beats sounded in the flickering shadows beyond their fire. Kurban looked up as a rider garbed in a brown robe and mounted upon a bluish-grey cob approached. His white hair and beard gleaming in the light of the moon for which his people were named, Risean Wy’ Curlm slid off the animal’s back and strode hastily towards the fire, his staff in hand.


  “Prince Kurban.” He acknowledged the giant with a quick bow. Not giving the Tearkin a chance to respond, he turned to Ilgard. “High-Chief, the Artan has awakened. She asks for you.”


  The Simathe’s reaction was to raise his head very slowly. Looking the old Tredsday in the eye, he said without as blinking, “Impossible.”


  “My lord?”


  Clearly, the Moonkind was nonplussed at having his tidings so decisively rejected. Kurban, too, was surprised by his comrade’s out of hand treatment of what should have been the happiest of news.


  “Impossible,” Ilgard repeated, accentuating each syllable as if they were hard of hearing. Or hard of understanding. “Were she awake, I would know it.”


  Kurban opened his mouth to ask, “And how would you know?” but closed it swiftly. Of course the Simathe would know, or should. He had, after all, been Joined to the lass for many months.


  “Oh, I assure you, she is awake, my lord. You cannot feel her because the fairy Aemela blocked you from doing so as soon as she started to rouse. She did not wish you distracted on the battlefield by any concerns for the young Artan.”


  At this explanation, the Simathe’s legs seemed to coil under him. Springing to his feet, he dashed towards the Moonkind’s horse. Sensing his intention, the old man chuckled, “By all means, avail yourself of my mount.” But the humor faded straightway. Even as Ilgard swung up in the saddle, Risean tendered a word of warning. “She is very weak, High-Chief,” he said quietly. “Very weak.”


  Pulling the animal’s head around, the man galloped off into the darkness, giving no indication that he had heard. With a sigh, Risean moved slowly, painfully, to take a seat upon the Simathe’s vacated boulder. Dropping his forehead against his staff, he peered over the fire to where the giant sat. When their eyes met, the two men exchanged long, anxious stares.


  
    ***

  


  At the palace of the Portex, Ilgard leapt off Risean’s horse. Throwing the reins to a nearby servant, he hastened up the stairs to the second level where his lady lay. The chamber was thronged, several people having already gathered inside. However, when they saw who arrived, the crowd parted for him like waves before the figurehead of a ship. He caught sight of her, her mismatched eyes meeting his, and the block on their bond lifted. She smiled weakly.


  “Ilgard.”


  She whispered his name, and in that one word he heard all of her love.


  Uncaring of their audience, he fell to his knees beside the bed and took her hand within his, squeezing it as if to reassure himself she was truly there, truly alive, truly awake. She was, and when he felt her reciprocal grasp he bent over that hand and pressed his lips to her fingers, filled with gratitude as well as relief that she was still alive. Her other hand lifted to stroke his arm, and he heard her repeat his name in almost comforting tones.


  It was surpassing strange, her comforting him, but when he raised his head to study her face he understood why. Alarm coursed through him at the translucency of her skin, of how weak he felt her to be. Aye, she lived, but she was certainly dying. And when he looked into her eyes, he saw that she knew it, too.


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  
    Final Farewells

  


   



  I knew I wasn’t much longer for this world or any other, and there were certain things I needed to say to certain people. Hard as it was to send Ilgard away, I requested he, along with everyone else, wait outside as I spoke to each of my visitors in turn. Aureeyah, Aemela, Lady Tey, the Portex and his wife, Cole, even Norband… I had words for each of them. I wanted to express things like my gratitude for their friendship, their support, their help, during my time in Aerisia and in the city of Shayle. I had to offer an apology for having doubted someone who’d guarded my back practically from the time I arrived in this land. Norband shrugged it off, emotionless as always, but before Cole left he surprised me by kissing my hand, almost as his High-Chief had done earlier, albeit without passion—simply with genuine sadness.


  “You have been a light in the darkness,” he said, and went out.


  Finally, only Risean and Ilgard were left. My uncle entered, seating himself on the chair next to my bed that several others had already occupied tonight. Gently, he smoothed back my hair from my brow, and from somewhere I summoned up the courage for a smile.


  “It’s okay,” I whispered, trying to encourage him. “I’m not afraid. I guess I fulfilled the prophecy by killing the dragons. It must be up to you all to do the rest.”


  “Perhaps, perhaps,” he soothed, patting my hand absently before lapsing into silence.


  I studied him as he sat there, wondering why he didn’t speak. Was he angry about something? Like about me forging ahead with my plan to kill the dragons without asking his advice? I’d known at the time I was taking a huge risk: I just hadn’t known how devastating the consequences would be.


  “Uncle Risean?” I said. “Are you okay?”


  His tropical-water eyes turned my way, but they were no longer smiling. In them I saw tears, and I understood then that he wasn’t angry, only sad.


  “Think not of me,” he brushed aside my question. “Let us speak of you. Do you know,” he mused, rubbing the back of my hand with a gnarled thumb, “that I loved you all those years I spent watching over you as you grew into Aerisia’s savior. I have loved you since you were a child and as dearly as if you were my own.”


  I offered his hand a squeeze. “I love you too, Uncle Risean.”


  He offered a fond, if somewhat melancholy smile. “I should leave so you may rest,” he said, and started to rise.


  “No, please wait, I want to tell you something,” I begged, craning my neck in order to peer up into his face. “Something I’ve never told anyone before.”


  He hesitated before lowering himself back into his seat. “As you wish, my child. Though if you feel the need to rest…”


  “I promise I won’t push myself too far.”


  It was a lie. I intended to push myself as far as I could possibly go. I was dying, and this was my last chance to relate a story I’d kept hidden nearly all of my life. I wasn’t about to quit until it was told.


  “This happened a long time ago,” I began quietly. My voice was sluggish and weak, but he listened patiently. “So long ago that it seems more like a dream than a memory. It was summer, and we were camping in the mountains, my family and I. I suppose I was about… four years old, maybe? Possibly five? That night, I woke up in the tent I was sharing with my older sister, Sammie. Can’t remember why, but I probably needed to, um, go relieve myself. I don’t know what I was thinking—I was just a kid—but when I went out to do it, I wandered too far and lost sight of the camp.


  “I ended up completely lost and couldn’t find my way back. I don’t know how long I was gone: I just remember stumbling through the trees, looking for everyone else. It was pretty windy that night, and I guess nobody could hear me calling. My legs and arms were all scratched up, and they were stinging and bleeding. I started crying, wanting my mom. I don’t think I’d ever been so scared.”


  Adrift in thought, lost in memories of that terrible night, my voice trailed off into silence. Staring absentmindedly at the ceiling, I recalled the goose bumps on my arms, the tingling scratches, the tears, and how badly I’d wanted my mother.


  I still wanted her. Especially now.


  My companion pulled me back to the present. “Can you continue, my child?” he asked. “Or would you rather conclude later?”


  I started. “Oh, I’m sorry. My mind must’ve drifted. I was just thinking about it. For years I’ve tried to suppress the memories, and now I’m trying to remember everything all at once. ”


  “It is nothing,” my uncle soothed, always considerate.


  Permitting myself to regress into darkness and trees, loneliness, and separation from the safety of the camp, I went on with my story.


  “I remember finally hunkering down next to a big tree, wishing I could see something, anything: wishing I could see in the dark. And just as I thought it, I also thought about our pet cat, Midnight, and I remember wishing I could see in the dark like she could. Crazy as this sounds, I immediately felt this—this chill go through my body, and all of the sudden…”


  “You could see,” my uncle guessed.


  “Yes! I mean, it wasn’t perfect, but I could definitely see much better. My hearing was also a lot sharper, and it wasn’t long before I found our camp. I got back to my tent and crawled into my sleeping bag with waking Sammie up. I was young, but I was smart enough not to tell anyone, especially when my eyes had returned to normal the next day. Oh, and I probably also figured I might get in trouble from my parents for wandering off like that,” I admitted with a chuckle.


  “I’ve never forgotten that night,” I concluded slowly. “Over the years, I tried to. It was such a traumatic experience, especially for a kid. I did my best to suppress it because, until now, I had no explanation for it.”


  Risean smiled gently. “Even then, your magic was within you, waiting to be summoned.”


  “I guess it was. I have no idea how I called on it that night, but obviously I did. Crazy, isn’t it?”


  He smiled agreement then stooped to drop a fatherly kiss on my forehead.


  “Thank you for sharing this, my dear. I know the recollection was unpleasant; nevertheless, it has fortified my beliefs that you are the Artan, and I do not think prophecy has loosed its hold upon you yet. There is still much for you to do.”


  “I don’t see how I can do it, Uncle Risean. I’m dying; I know I am. When I killed the Warkin—”


  “I know,” he interrupted. “Let us not speak of it. What is done is done. Howbeit, I believe your life is not fully spent.”


  “Nay, do not argue,” he insisted, “for I must leave you now. A mighty warrior awaits without, one who doubtless grows impatient with our delay. I would not call down his wrath upon my head.”


  I laughed weakly. “Don’t want to risk that.”


  “Nay, we do not. Good night, my beloved child.”


  “Good night, Uncle Risean.” But when he was out of earshot, I changed the farewell to a “Goodbye.” He didn’t hear.


  Ilgard entered and lowered himself to a seat on the bed beside me. His obsidian eyes raked me, and he said shortly, “Why, Hannah?”


  I expelled a frustrated breath but didn’t feign ignorance. “It had to be done. You know that. If I hadn’t—”


  “You would not be dying.”


  “Yes, and there’s no telling how many of our troops would be dead,” I fired back. “There’s no telling how many people would’ve been killed because I failed to act, because I—” My strength was sapped, and I turned away. “Never mind. There’s no point in discussing it. It’s done, anyway.”


  “Hannah…”


  He leaned over me, supporting himself with his hands on either side of my torso. Any further words were lost when I looked up. Our eyes met. Something silent and sweet passed between us, dissolving arguments and releasing pain. Bending, he kissed me gently. I began to cry. Lowering his face into the pillow, he put his cheek against mine, and I could feel the bristles of his unshaven jaw.


  “Don’t,” he said.


  “I’m so sorry,” I wept, grasping his forearms like a lifeline. “So sorry it had to come to this. I knew killing the Dragonkind might hurt me—they were being fed by a darkness, a-a power I couldn’t comprehend. But I had to do it, anyway. You understand that, don’t you? I had to save our people.”


  “I know,” he said, rising.


  “You should rest,” I sniffled, wiping away my tears, noticing how the lines in his face seemed to have deepened. “I bet you haven’t slept in days.”


  “I am not weary.”


  He was, but if he didn’t want to sleep I couldn’t make him.


  “We may have little time,” he explained quietly. “I would not squander it on rest.”


  I had no argument for that.


  “Then stay with me,” I whispered, twining my fingers with his. “There’s nobody I’d rather have with me at the end.”


  He shook his head stubbornly. “We won’t speak of that.”


  If I’d had more strength, I might’ve protested. I might have tried to force him to accept the fact that neither he, nor Risean, nor the prophecy, nor anything else could stop this. However, I didn’t have the strength or the heart for it, so I let it go and instead moved over to make room for him on the bed. Still fully dressed, he laid down on top of the heavy, quilted comforter that covered me, stuffed a pillow behind his back, and then lifted me up, tucking me under his arm.


  I laid my cheek on his chest and closed my eyes. Behind my eyelids, tears wanted to flow. Tears of rage that the future I’d barely dreamed of was being ripped away; tears of grief that I was leaving behind both my friends and the man I loved; tears of remorse that I’d failed as the Artan, and my people would have to continue the fight without me. They ached to fall, those tears, but I wouldn’t let them. I’d made my choice when I decided to attack the Warkin. I refused to think I’d been wrong.


  Instead, I forced away the grief by listening to the heartbeat thundering beneath my ear. It was strong, steady, and sure… just like him. I knew, were it in his power, he would trade away every beat of that heart so mine would never stop. Which it was, slowly. I could feel myself weakening by the minute. In fact, I thought I could actually feel my life slipping away.


  No, that’s not true. My life is here, beside me.


  I opened my eyes, angling my face so I could see up into his. Sleep was waiting to take me. I’d fought it as long as I could, afraid that if I surrendered I would never awaken. At this point, however, knowing I couldn’t last much longer, I called his name.


  “Ilgard?”


  Sometime during the past span of silence, his eyes had drifted closed. Still, when I spoke, he was instantly alert, turning his head to look down at me.


  “Aye, lass?”


  “Ilgard, I want to tell you something.”


  “And what is that?”


  I hesitated, uncertain if I should actually admit what I was planning to say. Once these words were spoken, my deepest longings, my inner soul, were stripped bare. There was no going back from that. On the other hand, neither would there ever be another chance to say what I needed to say. So I plunged ahead, fully aware these might be the final words he heard me speak.


  “Ilgard, I-I wanted so badly to come through this. I wanted… ”


  My breathing was becoming quick and shallow. My eyes were weighted and heavy. Sleep was winning this fight. I fought to finish.


  “I wanted to marry you, Ilgard. I wanted to be your wife.”


  His eyes flickered with pain. “Hannah…”


  “No, let—let me finish. I wanted to marry you, and I wanted to—I would’ve loved to have…” Sighing, I lowered my face into his shoulder. “…Given you a child.”


  He groaned, rolling over to pull me completely into his arms. Burying his face in my hair, he held me so tightly I could feel his arms trembling. I wanted to say more, to comfort him somehow. But I couldn’t think of anything to say. Nothing except to murmur, “I love you.”


  Then my eyes were sliding shut, and this time I couldn’t force them open. I surrendered. And slept.


  Chapter Thirty


  
    Silver Rose

  


   



  Dawn had yet to break when the High-Chief of the Simathe left the palace of Shayle’s Portex. He had slept little throughout the night, and lightly, listening to his lady’s breathing while feeling the waning of the life force Joined to his.


  She was unutterably weak, with a weakness both the fairies and the Moonkind were powerless to restore. She unutterably weak, with a weakness she, herself could not heal. Her spirit had already released itself and was hanging on merely by a thread… a strange thread he didn’t understand. His own strength he gladly would have given her, but she was unable to accept it, and he feared forcing it on her might cause that mysterious, slender thread to snap. He could not run that risk.


  She was lost to him. The shadow of death clung to her face, and he could no longer even sense her magic. He did not think she would reawaken. And her last whispered words, I love you, had echoed over and over in his mind as the night hours passed. A sweet but painful refrain that continued to torment him. Once, he had told her that, should she die, she would take his life with her. He hadn’t thought then that it would actually happen, and the dreadful realization that it was going to happen, that he could not prevent it from happening, was a burden too heavy to bear. An immortal he might be, but when her life ended, he knew his would too.


  
    ***

  


  Galandorf First Captainess, Silver Rose Galad, was uneasy. It was night still, that darkest of all hours just before dawn. The world seemed hushed, as though mantled in shadows and sleep. Even the sea felt gentler and the echoes of the waves muted. She cared little for this hour. It put her on edge. It was too dark to see anything and so black that it almost felt like one could not hear. As if the oppressive darkness blinding the eyes also plugged up the ears, making one lose all control over their senses.


  With one hand she gripped her ship’s wooden wheel, its surface worn smooth by her own palms and those of her First Sailor, Golden Blade, as they steered it through river and sea. Not for guidance purposes did she grip it this time but for encouragement. The damp wood was comforting, familiar to every line of her palm. Her ship, The Sea Serpent, was her life as surely as her soldmey, Golden Eyes. She drew strength from them both.


  Despite the tension in her chest, the First Captainess allowed herself a small smile as she thought of her two loves, her ship and her husband.


  She was a maid of sixteen summers when she first met Golden Eyes at a summer festival and had recognized him as her soldmey, the man whose being was the other half of her own. Two years later, she had piloted her first ship as a Second Sailor under the command of Silver Nail, a hardened First Captain every bit as sharp as his name’s emblem. He’d been a First Captain over thirty years but had never taken an apprentice. However, something in the young Silver Rose captured his fancy, and he brought her on board as his Second Sailor for four year’s tutelage, after which time she would be eligible to pilot her own ship… providing her seamaster (the one apprenticing her) agreed. Which Silver Nail had.


  Despite the First Captain’s habitual cursing, the virulence of which could burn the ears of sailors many years at sea, he was the best teacher Silver Rose could have had. Having never married, Silver Nail declared the sea his soldmey and his own ship, Moonfall, his lover. He tried mightily to steer his young apprentice in the same course.


  Unfortunately for him, Silver Rose’s heart was already smitten. She loved the sea, loved Golden Eyes, and wanted them both. And when she walked proudly off the deck of Moonfall, Silver Nail’s written proclamation of her worthiness to be a Captainess rolled up and tucked firmly under her arm, her family had been at the docks, waiting. As had Golden Eyes.


  Pulling her against him, he had kissed her boldly and publically—uncaring of the presence of her family, the Galandorf Captainess now recalled fondly. During the years she’d spent at sea, he had trained to handle the business end of owning one’s own ship, as well as in skills of war, that he might direct their sailors in battle, leaving her free to manage their vessel.


  Three weeks to the day of departing Moonfall, she had stood with trembling legs on the deck of her own ship, The Sea Serpent, to marry him. Her father had ordered the ship built for her during her days of training with Silver Nail, but within three years she had repaid every coin he’d spent.


  These days, she and Golden Eyes owned The Sea Serpent outright and managed to turn quite a tidy profit with it. Silver Rose loved her vessel every bit as much now as she had while standing on deck as its First Captainess upon its maiden voyage, watching Tacstri’s shoreline vanish into the mist. She loved Golden Eyes, her soldmey, even more than she had as a young bride, spending nights with her new husband in the Captain’s quarters of her own ship.


  Our own ship, she amended. They owned it together.


  A cool ocean breeze touched her face, playfully ruffling her scarlet-streaked hair.


  How could any woman be so lucky? she wondered, as she felt her husband come up behind her and brush a kiss across the column of her exposed neck. A soldmey, a ship, a life on the sea. We found the Artan. We fight for her, alongside other Aerisians. For so long we made war upon each another, but now we clasp hands and link fleets. Surely this woman will be Aerisia’s triumph. Surely she is already, having united this land and its peoples.


  In fact, there had been scant warring by sea these past few days. Silver Rose was grateful for this on the one hand, but on the other… Well, fighting ran through her veins, just as it did every other Galandorf. With little action, she and her sailors were becoming restless, anxious for something to happen. They chafed at restraint, and the problem was worsened by hearing the land battles that had raged for two solid days.


  Perhaps today, the First Captainess thought. Perhaps today the Galandorf will be able to show what we are made of. Perhaps today we’ll fight for the Artan, for Aerisia, and for Tacstri, our island home.


  Tacstri…


  She had not seen the Galandorf home island for several months. Nor her two children, who remained behind with homekeepers: those not called to sea or ship or the life of a warrior but to a domestic existence on land, fulfilling such roles as keeping the children of Galandorf seamen while they were abroad.


  As she thought of her children, Silver Rose considered the new life she was almost certain she harbored in her belly. She had not told Golden Eyes her suspicions. After this day, she would.


  Golden Eyes’ arm about her waist suddenly stiffened. Immediately, the First Captainess came alert.


  “What is it?” she asked her husband.


  “I am hearing… the beat of waves against a ship. Many ships.”


  In the darkness, Silver Rose frowned. Even though she heard nothing except the slap of water against her own vessel, she knew better than to challenge her husband’s hearing or judgment. Too often she had found both reliable in times such as this. She pulled away reluctantly from the comfort of his warm body.


  “Have the crew stand by,” she said softly, and her husband slipped into the night to do her bidding.


  With sure hands she checked the sword at her waist, the dagger in her boot, the blades up her sleeves. Today? No, not today. It appeared now was the testing time. Now. This very hour. Once more she gripped the solid wood of the ship’s wheel—this time with both hands.


  “Powers of Good, strengthen us, I beg you.”


  She inhaled deeply, calming her heart. All was as expected. Finally, battle had come to the Galandorf, and the Galandorf would fight.


  
    ***

  


  Ilgard met his Chief Captain and Moonkind Risean at one of the city gates. The Tredsday was clearly vexed. In his Chief Captain, Ilgard sensed unease. Something had happened. The old Moonkind launched into it posthaste.


  “Their dead are gone.”


  The Simathe High-Chief stopped short. “Gone?”


  Risean nodded. “Gone. Entirely. Not one left.”


  With a curt nod, Norband affirmed the old man’s words.


  Shouldering between them, Ilgard headed for the stairs leading atop the city walls. Taking them two at a time, he dashed out onto the broad parapet. When he looked down, surveying the ravaged landscape over which the men and Cortain of Aerisia had battled these past few days, he ascertained what his subordinates had said to be true.


  Not one enemy dead was to be seen. No Cistweigh, deathcat, man, Doinum, or any other creature. Only the corpses of the Warkin, moldering on yonder hilltop, attested to the fact that the enemy had even lost any combatants. Furthermore, the Simathe lord reasoned, these had been slain by the power of the Artan, not Aerisia’s armies.


  What did it mean?


  Something ill approached. Something evil foreboded. They needed her: they needed the Artan. Was it not for this very time that she had appeared? Had been born?


  Descending the wall, Ilgard returned to the place where the two men had met him with their strange tidings. Lady Tey, the Cortain Pronconcil, had joined them, along with Sween Wis’ Randsom, another Cortain leader. The Tearkin prince was also there, towering above the rest, even Ilgard himself. By the expressions on their faces, Ilgard knew they had heard. Only Sween’s face was alight with a dismal sort of hope, saying she hoped beyond all reason that he would bring back a negative report to that which Risean and Norband had given.


  Would to all the Powers of Good that he could.


  At the taut set of his jaw, whatever hope had brightened the Cortain’s features swiftly died. She was no fool; she could read at a glance what he had seen, and foolish hopes were no part of the warrior’s life. Hope had to be replaced with action, determination, and courage, or a warrior would not long be a warrior. This woman was. The others were as well, even the old Moonkind in his own way and despite his pacifist beliefs.


  Lady Tey asked the only sensible question. Softly, she said, “What do we do?”


  Ilgard stared at her, seeing clearly despite the half-light how her beautiful face was scratched and dirty. She was worn, weary. They all were. But there was no help for it.


  “We fight,” he stated simply. “With all that we have, against whatever they bring. We fight for her, for ourselves, for Aerisia.”


  For her. For the Artan.


  This was the last fight; they all knew it. Moreover, they also knew unless a miracle occurred, none of them besides the Simathe would live out this day. A miracle—the kind of miracle only the Artan could bring. Small chance of that when she lay dying, unable to affect the war’s outcome.


  In her name, then, they would make their final stand.


  Chapter Thirty-One


  
    Restoration

  


   



  Someone was calling me. Not audibly—I couldn’t hear it with my ears. No, the call came from within. A relentless force cried out to me, tugging mind, soul, and life away from the edge of the pit. A woman’s gentle voice repeated my name over and over again. Magic heaved at my spirit like the pull of the tide against the shore. Pain and light bore down with frightening intensity. My body was bathed in flame then snow. Life filled me. With a gasp, I awoke.


  Aureeyah and Aemela were both there, bending over me, their faces shining with equal measures of hope and fear. Aureeyah grasped my hand.


  “You’ve awakened! We thought you were too far gone!”


  “I was,” I admitted, laboring to push myself upright. “But something called me back. A woman’s voice, and a tugging at whatever magic I’ve got left.” I looked at the two fairies. “Was it you?”


  “It was not us. You were too far spent for even our powers to reach.”


  “Aye,” Aemela confirmed. “Lady Hannah, you were—”


  “I know,” I said quietly. Dead. Or as close to it as someone can be without actually dying. Something, someone, had brought me back. What, or who?


  Unassisted, I climbed off the bed and stood on my own feet. I felt weightless, as if the nightgown I wore was the only thing holding me down. If I lifted my arms I could fly. If I took off, I would soar.


  But that was ridiculous. My brain knew that my body was drained and broken, my spirit lost. I should be dead, it cautioned. This strange strength wasn’t mine; I didn’t have any of my own. Despite this harsh truth, I felt the magic. It was like riding a bubble of borrowed strength and vitality. I could think more clearly than ever before, and my senses were also heightened. The light was sharper, the air brisker. Smells were more prominent and colors more vibrant. Should this bubble burst, I would die. However, for now, I was safe. And although I didn’t understand what was happening, I knew why it was.


  Uncle Risean had been right all along. I was the Artan, and prophecy was not going to be broken. I had to stand in the last battle. I had to fight. Already, from outside the city walls I could hear the din of battle. I knew this was my time to join in. Everything hinged on this moment.


  “Hannah, you will go.”


  I turned to face Aureeyah. She knew that I would. She knew as surely as I did that prophecy was fulfilling itself, right now.


  “Yes,” I replied. “I’ll go.”


  She stepped closer. “Then allow Aemela and me to share our power with you. Let the fairies also be a part of this day’s victory.”


  This day’s victory…


  Already she assumed I would win.


  I extended my hands to the fairies, and they each grasped one within their own. Their auras began to glow so brightly I either had to look away or be blinded. I shut my eyes, but I could still feel the magic flowing from my friends. Not into me—my body was too depleted for that—but into the strange bubble that buoyed me up.


  Finally, the flow stopped, and our hands fell apart.


  A soft knock sounded at the door, followed by Lady Alvana Wis’ Callen entering the room. Seeing me up and on my feet, she gasped. Then, to my everlasting shock, she fell to her knees, pressing her face into the pattern of swirling roses decorating the marble floor.


  “You shine, Hannah. The light lives within you.” Aemela answered my unasked question concerning the noblewoman’s strange behavior.


  Aureeyah went to the woman, stooped, and pulled her up. Bending, she whispered something in the little woman’s ear, who replied with a quick smile, a bob of the head, and a shaky curtsey. With a nervous, backwards glance at me, she fled the room.


  “Do I really look that strange?”


  I went to the mirror to see for myself. However, a shaft of early morning light seemed to be slanting directly across the glass, the smooth surface of which reflected it back in such a way that I couldn’t make out a thing. Frowning, I tried to shade the glass so I could see my face. It didn’t work. All the mirror would reflect was light.


  Stunned, I turned to face my friends, understanding now what Aemela had meant by saying, The light lives within you, and why Lady Alvana had reacted to me as she had…


  A few minutes later, two servants arrived bearing a large, wooden trunk made of the same peculiar blue wood as the Moonkind’s staffs and bound with glowing white brass. The lock on the hasp was shaped into a half-moon. Lady Alvana entered behind them. Withdrawing a key from her belt, she slipped it into the trunk’s strange lock and twisted. I heard a click, and the trunk was open.


  “My lady.”


  She stepped aside, motioning me forward. I complied, kneeling before the box and raising it heavy lid. Nestled inside was a meticulously folded gown of purest white, which I lifted out reverently. Beneath the gown was an ornate silver breastplate, meant for a woman, and elegantly decorated with etchings of mystical beasts. The Portex’s wife took the dress from me, while Aureeyah lifted out the breastplate and back piece.


  “A gift of Moonkind magic and Spinner skills,” she explained.


  Nestled at the bottom of the chest was an object swathed in thick red velvet. I smiled at the sight, remembering the first time I’d seen it and how it had been wrapped in the same piece of cloth.


  “Laytrii’s sword,” I said, and my appreciation could be heard in my voice.


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  
    Encouragement

  


   



  With the help of the Portex’s wife, I was soon dressed. Laytrii’s sword was buckled onto my hip, and the necklace of the Artan, which I hadn’t been without since practically day one of my arrival in Aerisia, was slipped beneath the breastplate. When I looked once more in the mirror, I noted that, if anything, the light enveloping me had grown brighter.


  This is it, I realized solemnly. This is my time. It was for today I was born another world, another lifetime ago. It was for this day the past decades shaped themselves.


  The idea was so profound, so powerful, my head swam. To calm myself, I closed my eyes, flexed my fingers, and drew a deep breath.


  I am the Artan. I didn’t choose this path, but I have to walk it. Please allow whatever power is sustaining me right now last until the job is done. I can’t let my people down. I want to live these next few minutes like I was meant to live them, and if I have to die, let me die a good death. Don’t let me be afraid.


  When I opened my eyes, my friends were there. I wondered if they’d speak, offer some encouragement or advice, but maybe they felt there was nothing left to say. One by one they came forward to embrace me. One by one they slipped silently from the room. I stayed put, allowing myself a few moments alone to make certain I was really ready. Then, wiping away the solitary tear that had rolled halfway down my cheek, I squared my shoulders and walked out of the door.


  Down the broad central staircase I marched, into the main hall with its massive crystal chandelier, and out of the wide front door which the Portex’s steward hurried to open for me. Outside the main entrance, a beautiful horse waited. He was tall and white. Muscles rippled under the skin of his broad chest, and his long tail nearly brushed the ground. For all that, when I approached him his large, dark eyes were gentle, and he didn’t shy from the strange apparition plainly intending to get up on his back.


  Lady Alvana herself held the reins. Her former nervousness was gone, but I noticed she kept her gaze partially averted. The brilliance of that strange light, I presumed. She stroked the animal’s muzzle affectionately.


  “Lovely, is he not? They brought him here to my stables. He was meant for you all along, but we… well, none of us thought you would live to make use of him. Obviously the Powers had another plan in mind,” she smiled.


  With that, I realized she still didn’t understand.


  She doesn’t get it. She thinks I’m healed. Maybe they all do. Maybe nobody besides me knows the truth.


  For the first time since awakening, I detected a growing fear. At the thought of death, my stomach clenched. A cold sweat broke out on my forehead. I seized the saddle horn, hoping to hide the trembling of my hands.


  I don’t want to die!


  Sheer panic clawed at my throat. The sounds of pitched battle could be heard even better out here in the courtyard. With my sharpened senses, I could smell the blood.


  “My lady?” The Portex’s wife noticed something was going wrong. A comforting hand laid itself on my back. “My lady? Are you well?”


  With great effort, I let go of the saddle and turned to face her. I shouldn’t have said it, I suppose, but she was the closest thing to a friend I had with me.


  “I can’t do it. I’m scared.”


  Her eyes widened, shock suffusing her features. I guess she didn’t think the Artan was subject to normal emotions like fear. Regaining control, she reached up to clasp my shoulders with both hands.


  “My lady,” she said, “you would not be human if you felt no fright at the task before you. Nevertheless, you are not merely human, you are the Artan—you are destined to succeed where others have failed. You will do this because you must, because you can. Let not fear turn this great gift, this miraculous healing, to shame. Let not selfishness or cowardice cause you to hesitate when your soldiers are fighting and dying for you even now. Have fought and died for you.”


  I wanted to shout at her. Selfishness? Cowardice? How could she say that to me when it was I who was going into battle and she who’d remain behind city walls?


  Apparently she read my mind, because she looked me directly in the face, regardless of the way it shone, and said firmly, “Should our forces fail—the Powers grant it be not so! Yet, should they fail, then we, the people of Shayle, are prepared to fight and die in defense of our city. Men as well as women, we have sworn that we will perish to the last before The Evil ravages our homes.


  “My lady, you know that if Shayle falls all of Aerisia falls with her. Myndundred, Laytrii, Lonolith—all will follow in their turn. This is your time to prevent that.”


  “What if I can’t? What if I fail?”


  “Has fear of failure restrained you before? Does it restrain those even now at war? They know they risk their lives; they know they may do everything in their power and The Evil still triumph. Yet they fight anyway. Would you, the Artan, do less than those who fight in your name?”


  She was right, of course, and I felt ashamed. Here I’d halfway believed that being the Artan demanded a level of bravery required of no one else. Now I saw the folly, the self-centeredness, of that idea. The enemies my friends faced at this very moment were every bit as real as mine. I’m sure their fears were similar to my own. But they weren’t giving in to those fears. They were overcoming them and doing what they had to do. Time for me to follow their example.


  “You’re right, Lady Alvana,” I admitted meekly. “I’m sorry for being a coward… for being afraid.”


  She smiled sympathetically. “There is no shame in fear, my lady. Only when fear keeps us from duty is there shame. And you, I think, will shame no one this day.”


  No, I promised myself. Not if I can help it, I won’t.


  Resolved, I mounted the horse provided for me. Setting my face and my mettle towards the battlefield, I’d gathered the reins loosely in my bare hands and was prepared to leave when the Portex’s wife stopped me.


  “Lady Hannah?”


  Her upturned face was pretty. Soft. Appealing.


  “My lady, one thing more would I say.”


  “Of course. Please do.”


  “Lady Hannah,” she said, speaking rapidly as if to get the words out but firmly and with conviction about the message she shared. “I find a thing to be true: that sickness comes before health and sorrow before joy. That although shadows are cast in the light, night must always yield to morning. I believe that death is strong, but love is stronger. I am convinced that if we use all of our gifts, powers, and abilities for good, then all of the pain and suffering this life can bring will surely be rewarded in our final time.”


  It was a stirring speech, one that ripped the weak places of my heart away. Seconds later, when I rode out Shayle’s city gates, I heard those words echoing and reechoing in my mind, and I was no longer afraid.


  Chapter Thirty-Three


  
    Ranetron and Spinner

  


   



  Garett Wy’ Rinstead, High-Chief of the Ranetron, was dying. Blood streamed from frightful wounds on his chest and head, soaking the ground on which he lay. His breathing was labored; his chest struggled to rise and fall. His eyes were growing dim, even as the dawn sun brightened in the morning sky. The heat of it fell warmly across his face.


  “Elisia…”


  His pale lips, drained of color, moved, forming the name.


  My love, I am so sorry. Sorry I will not be returning to you. Sorry pride and foolish ideals kept me from making you my bride long ago.


  Elisia…


  Memories came, filling his last moments with bittersweet remembrance. His mind swept through over a decade of life, back to the first time he had ever seen the beautiful Spinner…


  She was a maiden of fourteen winters, come from the Valley of Flax where she had been taken in, an orphaned child, and raised. This was her time to live a full year at Laytrii’s palace, studying the ancient tapestries created by the Spinners, tapestries that depicted the great events of Aerisia’s past. He was four years her elder, a lad of eighteen, and already rising through the ranks of the Ranetron.


  The first time he caught sight of her, she was dressed in a marvelous gown of flowing green silk—a creation of the Spinners, no doubt. The gown complemented her willowy frame, falling in attractive folds to the marble floor. Her head was tipped back as she peered up at an immense tapestry, and her golden-red hair flowed to her tiny waist in a profusion of curls, waves, and ribbons, exposing her slender neck. She was so beautiful, even then, that his breath caught in his throat and he rubbed his eyes to clear them, assuring himself that what he saw was real, not a vision.


  She was real.


  Hearing the clink of his sheathed sword, she whirled to face him, alarm in her gaze. Yet, upon seeing him standing there in full dress uniform (there was a meeting with Council that day, as he recalled, something to do with a promotion), that alarm had faded to something else entirely. Her green eyes were the color of midsummer leaves as they shifted, looking him up and down. When the inspection ended, the smile tilting the corners of her full lips was very warm and revealed a shallow dimple in one smooth cheek.


  They exchanged not a word. Feeling tongue-tied and awkward in the presence of such a lovely girl, he had hurried out the way he’d come, finding another route to the Council chamber. Even so, that night when he closed his eyes to sleep, all he had seen and all he had dreamed of was her…


  Pain assaulted Garett’s body, and the injured soldier groaned aloud. His agony went unnoticed and unheard, lost amid a host of battle cries and screams from the wounded. Consciousness deserted him again, like the blood escaping his veins. Once more he slipped away from scenes of carnage and death to much happier times…


  Two years following their first meeting, he was a grown man of twenty, and she was a young woman of sixteen. She was visiting Laytrii’s palace a second time, on this occasion as an emissary from the Valley of Flax, bearing letters for Council. Three Elders who wished to speak with her had dispatched Garett to bring her to the Council chamber. Nervous, he wiped sweaty palms on the hem of his tunic, cursing himself for a fool. He was a trained soldier and a Ranetron officer—why was he afraid to deliver a message to a lass he’d seen but a handful of times during her year at the palace and not even once since? Well over a year had passed since he last looked upon her. Would she remember him, as he certainly had not forgotten her? Garett hoped—and feared—that she would.


  While seeking her out, the steps he ascended led him onto the flat parapet of the palace’s tallest tower. The view of mountains, sky, and forest was spectacular from here. And there she was, Elisia the Spinner, enjoying it.


  His throat closed at a sight he found far more entrancing than any the high vantage point could afford, and he forgot to breathe. For several long seconds he simply stood there, overawed, gazing helplessly at the loveliest girl in the land. For her part, she was so intent on the panorama before her that she’d neither seen nor heard his approach. He might have stood there indefinitely, taking his fill of the Spinner, but discipline and training eventually intervened, and he cleared his throat softly to alert her of his presence. She jolted at the noise, whirling to face him much as she’d done two years earlier, her unbound hair swinging about her shoulders.


  “Garett!” she exclaimed with a smile, as if she were pleased to see him.


  Once more, he forgot to breathe. She did remember him. He could not account for the surge of joy he felt at that realization.


  Time congealed as they stood staring at one another. Beneath his scrutiny, her cheeks flushed, turning a charming shade of red. Without stopping to think, he blurted out the first thing on his mind.


  “You have sunshine in your hair.”


  The instant the words fled his lips he felt every kind of fool for saying such a stupid thing to this girl—even if it was true. However, judging from her reaction, she did not seem to mind or think it so very foolish. Flushing, Elisia modestly lowered her eyes, a gratified smile playing about her mouth. Perhaps, Garett had decided, it hadn’t been such a terrible thing to say after all…


  “Elisia.”


  His dry lips worked to form that beloved name just once more. How he wished she were here at his side. Perhaps it was selfish of him to force it on her, yet he wanted to feel her arms about him as he passed from this life.


  Elisia…


  Had he not made the decision years past not to wed her because of the dangers of his profession, the very real fear she might be left a young widow, he could have enjoyed her for some time as his wife. Possibly, he might be leaving behind a son to carry on his name, or a daughter his memory. Instead, all he had was wasted years spent holding the woman he loved at arm’s length.


  Oh, Elisia, I need you now, he thought.


  He wanted desperately to kiss her goodbye, to feel her lips against his one last time.


  When the end came, he surrendered gladly to the memories flooding his soul, knowing it would be the final time. Still, what better to take with him when he passed than tender remembrances of his beloved Spinner and the first time he kissed her…?


  She was twenty years of age; he twenty-four. Tonight, she was being established as the Spinner Pronconcil. There was a celebration in her honor at Laytrii’s palace, a celebration complete with music, dancing, feasting, and laughter. Throughout it all, the then Ranetron First Lieutenant had been utterly miserable, even though he tried masking his pain with a set face and stony indifference. His attempts were far from successful, he feared, when he couldn’t prevent his gaze from straying about the room, following the Spinner wherever she went.


  Behind him, someone’s lady giggled brightly. The laughter grated upon his overwrought nerves. At last he could stand the party gaiety no longer and slipped outside, trading the festive atmosphere for the relative quiet and peace of the palace’s central gardens. Secluded in a dark corner of the grounds, he kicked angrily at a stone in his path and swore under his breath. What game was this? All night long she’d hardly glanced his direction. Neither had she danced with him but seemed content to go through her paces on the arm of every other man in the room—except, of course, the Simathe High-Chief, who was in attendance tonight with a handful of his lords to honor Council’s newest member.


  Again, Garett swore, jamming his fists onto his hips and glowering at the dark bush in front of him, as though it were the source of all his troubles.


  “Watch your tongue, Lieutenant.”


  A smooth voice and the crunch of a slipper on pebbles heralded the arrival of someone. Garett felt the skin on the back of his neck prickle. Someone? No, not a mere someone. It was Elisia. Slowly, he turned to face her.


  “You followed me,” he lashed out.


  Why, he didn’t know. Perhaps from a childish desire to hurt her as she had hurt him.


  “Aye, I did,” she admitted, her tone light and airy. “Why do you leave my party, Lord Garett? Do you not wish to honor me, along with everyone else?”


  She was so close, his beautiful Elisia, peering up at him in the moonlight. His empty arms were aching to hold her.


  “I’ve no wish to be another fool falling at your feet,” he replied sulkily.


  She only smiled, a secretive, meaningful smile he did not like. “Do you not?”


  “Nay, I do not!”


  “Hmmm…” She pursed her lips, considering the issue. “Is this the reason you did not ask me to dance? Or was it”—and here her careless manner and breezy tone of voice faltered—“that you did not wish to dance with me?”


  Garett did not know what to make of this. Maybe she had suffered his censure more than she let on. He felt a beast for treating her so rudely.


  Gently, he said, “You did not lack for partners, my lady.”


  “Elisia!” she snapped. “My name is Elisia, and I did not lack for partners because you would not be one of them! I will not be another fool falling at your feet either, Garett Wy’ Rinstead! You would not ask me to dance, so I danced with others.” Tears of frustration glistened in her lovely eyes. “But had you asked, surely I would have forsaken all to have partnered with you.”


  What she was saying hit him like a blow between the eyes. She had wanted him to ask, after all. She would have declined anyone for him: that was what she meant, was it not? Possibly he hesitated too long, mulling over the matter, for with a look of bitter disappointment she turned to go.


  “Elisia!”


  Although he intended to say it aloud, her name came out as no more than a desperate whisper. It was enough. Within the space of a heartbeat she was in his arms, lifting her face to his. When he kissed her, her body melted into his, and her lips were warm and velvet against his own. Soft moonlight smiled down upon the two of them, irrevocably locked in one another’s embrace. Garett, smelling the fragrance of her hair, tasted in her kiss a hint of the wine she’d sipped and wished with all his heart the moment would never end…


  Chapter Thirty-Four


  
    Dark Power

  


   



  Norband, Chief Captain of the Simathe, plunged his short dagger into the Doinum before him and swiftly tugged it free. Hot blood spilled all over his hand, but he took no notice. A noise from behind alerted him, and with the grace of practiced movement he whirled, sword arcing to lop off the head of the dark-skinned swordsman behind his shoulder. The head went spinning through the air, the body plunging to the earth like a sack of meal dropped from a weary shoulder.


  Grimacing, the black-haired warrior frowned at the corpses and pieces of corpses littering the ground about his feet. Oblivious to danger, he went so far as to kneel and flip over a nearby cadaver. Yes, of this one he was confident. Others he’d merely suspected, but of this one he was certain. He had killed this same man the day before. Who could forget, even in the chaos of battle, that livid purple birthmark covering half the dead man’s face?


  Their worst fears as to why the enemy’s dead had disappeared were being confirmed by the haunting resurgence of familiar foes on the battleground. They had fought and slain drocnords and Cistweigh, humans and other dark creatures, only to be forced to kill them over again. Without the magic of the Artan to stem the tide, the might of the Dark Powers seemed limitless—even to the resurrecting of their dead.


  Norband climbed to his feet, towering over his prostrate victims. Generally, most of his enemies went out of their way to avoid challenging a Simathe. Today was different. Today, the armies of the Dark Powers did not hesitate to confront even a Simathe. They seemed crazed, possessed with an evil, lunatic spirit driving them into a frenzy of killing. They seemed to enjoy it, too. He’d never fought a battle such as this.


  A scream caught his ear, and he whirled to see a Cortain falling beneath the horde of six or seven drocnords that leapt upon her. Already, as he ran to her, he could hear the rending of her flesh. Even though all of the little beasts fell swiftly to his sword, it was too late. The young woman was dead, her throat torn out. Stooping, he traced his hand over her face, closing her staring, fear-filled eyes. She was barely more than a child, probably no more than seventeen or eighteen years of age, and this was, in all probability, the only ceremony she’d receive in recognition of her life and death on behalf of her country.


  In a cold fury, the sight of the mutilated girl fresh in his mind, the Simathe lord slaughtered a grinning hulk of a warrior with broken teeth and rotting, black gums. Afterward he took out an enormous deathcat ridden by a female Cistweigh. Her once blond hair had ratted to a few clumps of sickly grey. Her skin bore the same pallor, and Norband assumed the life he’d taken was the last of her gifted three. And he was fairly certain he’d witnessed the Ranetron High-Chief slay this same pair the day before.


  Norband cut a glance to the left, where his own High-Chief single-handedly battled three axewielders. No need there for his aid. Somewhere to his right, another deathcat roared and leapt towards a soldier Norband did not recognize, its bloody jaws gaping wide. The man avoided the bound by rolling to the side and into a pack of snarling drocnords. Norband sprang for him, determined not to see a repeat of what had befallen the young Cortain. By the time the beasts were dead, the man he pulled up was missing an ear but still alive. Nodding his thanks, the Ranetron backed away, disappearing into the fray.


  Their lines were breaking. Their numbers were simply incapable of withstanding this relentless tide of The Evil. By now, they were backed to the original ground they’d stood upon the day the war began. Seeing the gates of Shayle so close, The Evil fought harder, the sight of their goal inciting a fresh, wild frenzy.


  Well, defeated they may be, but he would fight until there were no others to fight beside him and keep on fighting still. Resolved, the Simathe Chief Captain gripped his weapons more firmly and set back to it.


  Kurban, the Tearkin prince, appeared at his side, towering far above him. “It goes not well, my brother!” he hollered, needlessly stating the obvious.


  No. The warrior-lord thought the word but did not bother shouting a response. No, it does not.


  
    ***

  


  They were beaten. While he knew it subconsciously, Ilgard refused to acknowledge the fact either physically or mentally. Instead, he fought even harder, striking out fiercely as if to defy a reality he could not change.


  Forgive me, Hannah.


  His mind formed the words, even while his body never stopped fighting. It did not matter. His efforts did not matter. None of their efforts mattered. This battle was about to be lost. Their thinned ranks could not withstand their enemy’s numbers being doubled by their resurrected dead. Soon, they would break and Shayle would be under direct attack. When Shayle fell to the Dark Powers, the rest of Aerisia would undoubtedly be next.


  Their navy might hold for a time; earlier, he had heard the sounds of battle at sea, but he’d no idea how it progressed. It seemed the enemy was either wary of the waters the Artan had used to drown the Warkin, or else had chosen to wait until this day to throw all that they had against Aerisia. Whatever the case, the Simathe lord knew they were all in grave peril, and doubtless that included their ships, as well.


  A thunderous roar suddenly assailed his ears, one that shook the very ground beneath his feet. All around him, The Evil stopped in their tracks, paused, and then began backing away with smiles on their faces. There came another roar, answered by yet another.


  It cannot be. More of them?


  Because of their insular nature, the Warkin clans were rarely united in any sort of common cause. Ilgard had not been surprised to find Warkin fighting for the Dark Powers, but he could scarcely believe more of them remained than what the Artan had already slain. Very slowly, he turned to look and see.


  Twelve dragons—twelve of them!—were advancing onto the battlefield as Aerisians and The Evil alike made haste to clear them a path. One, ducking its head, snatched up a fleeing Ranetron in its jaws. Not to be outdone, the dragon on its left did the same but succeeded in catching a scrambling deathcat instead. The massive cat was a mere toy in comparison to the much larger brute, and it yowled in pain as the serpent flung it cruelly from side to side.


  Ten Warkin handlers for each dragon marched beside their enormous companions, shouting out a battle song in their native tongue. Their swords were held at the ready before their faces, and they were scantily clad, wearing horned helmets, loincloths, boots, and heavy fur cloaks only. However, it was not them, or even their dragons, the Simathe feared. In the midst of those handlers and their dozen dragons, completely encircled by them, was One Ilgard recognized instantly as being a far greater threat than all the rest combined.


  It was a figure, taller than a Tearkin and black. Utterly, awfully black. Ebony clothing swathed It from head to toe, a dark veil hid Its face, and a persistent cold wind swirled putrid air and bits of dead things about Its colossal form. The only weapon It held was a staff as thick as the Simathe’s upper arm and twice his height. Atop this weapon was a Ranetron’s head. The hair was matted with blood; there was a torn, bloody hole where the mouth should have been, and only empty sockets for eyes. Who this unfortunate fellow was, Ilgard didn’t know: he suspected the man was a prisoner, tortured and killed and now displayed as a means of intimidating Aerisia’s few remaining soldiers.


  The ploy worked. Those anywhere near Its vicinity who hadn’t already fled did so now, their helpless cries spawned from the deepest wells of terror. All warfare had ceased as friend and foe alike gaped in unison at this unholy apparition. From where he stood, a good distance away, Ilgard could feel Its strength: consuming, enveloping, too powerful to comprehend, much less believe.


  The warrior-lord glanced down at the sword in his hand. Suddenly, it seemed small and insignificant in the face of so much power—Dark Power—before him.


  Chapter Thirty-Five


  
    The Artan

  


   



  It was the warmth which first attracted his attention. Prince Kurban, lord of the towering Tearkin, felt it upon his back: a very great warmth like the heat of a summer day. He might never have turned to look, however, if the spectacle at which he was staring along with everyone else on the battlefield hadn’t come to a dead halt. Both the Warkin and that massive black creature in their midst jolted to a stop, staring past Kurban at a sight by which they were utterly transfixed.


  Was that fear he detected in their manner? Fear on Dragonkind faces? Surely not! He’d feuded with them off and on for years and had rarely, if ever, seen the Warkin betray fear. Who or what had the power to make Warkin afraid and this personification of Evil itself stand still?


  Prince Kurban turned to seek the answer to this strange riddle.


  
    ***

  


  Ilgard, the Simathe High-Chief, was the first to look and see. At once, he knew the vision meeting his startled eyes was one he would never forget. One that would burn in his memory, undimmed by time, for an eternity to come.


  Atop the brow of the low hill between Shayle’s gates and the field of battle over which they fought was a magnificent stallion decked in trappings of white leather and gleaming silver. Mounted upon this animal was a figure that appeared created of pure light. Although he was tempted to shield his eyes as so many others were doing, instead Ilgard squinted, peering into the depths of that light, so he might know who…


  As clearly as his own name, he knew her then. Light surrounded her, poured into her, was her. Immediately, he stripped away the shields he’d sustained throughout the past hours, shields forged against their Joining bond, shields meant to keep him from knowing the moment of her death. He had to fight, and grieving for her was a distraction he could ill afford. Now, there was no longer a need for such measures, and he opened himself up. Awareness of her crashed over him, stronger than it had ever been before. Ilgard stood motionless, permitting the sweet wave to suck him under.


  Gasps and cries rose from all around. Torn between the presence of the Dark One and this figure of light, no one knew which way to look. The enormity of what was happening was inescapable. Witnesses to the scene might not understand it, but they knew it was a great thing, a thing never to be seen again.


  The white stallion atop the hill danced backwards a few steps, but pressure from his rider’s knees brought him to a standstill. Gracefully, she swung one leg over his side and dismounted. The animal paused to nuzzle her arm and then was gone, flying back towards the city. Hannah Winters, child of Earth and Aerisia’s Artan, was left alone.


  Nature itself seemed to have been awaiting this moment. Slowly, slowly the sky had brightened, changing from a midnight blue speckled with stars to morning shades of gold, pink, orange, and lavender. There was an instant between transition and fullness. Then, in the space of a heartbeat, the sun was up, and morning had arrived.


  She stood there now in that moment, sketched in light against the city of Shayle for a background. Absolute silence reigned on the battlefield. The wounded did not cry out, and the animals made no noise. Even as the sun came fully awake, the just past full moon still hanging in the morning sky did the same. Its brilliance could not be hid, even by the brightness of day, and suddenly both the sun and the moon were shining directly upon her.


  It seemed all the light in the world had met in her: that she was the conduit through which they flowed. The intensity of such pure sunlight and moonlight made her burn with fire and flame. No one, not even Ilgard, could gaze at her in that instant for fear of being blinded. Behind him, the Simathe lord heard the dragons roar, loudly and fearfully. Even that awful sound was somehow muted and insignificant in the face of what stood before him.


  Waves of light danced about the Artan in languid circles. When they finally dimmed enough that he could look upon her, the warrior-lord saw how this light sharply defined every line of her face, hair, and clothing. She was radiant as the sun itself and beautiful as the moon. She was the Powers of Good brought to life, shaped into visible form.


  As if to prove this, the ground at her feet melted into a frothy river of silver and gold, sunlight and moonlight. It streamed down the slope of the hill and swept across the plain of battle. All of Aerisia’s wounded and dead over whom it washed were instantly healed or brought back to life. However, when the river touched any wounded among The Evil, they were slain. Neither could those who had been brought back to life by the Dark Powers for this day, this battle, withstand her magic. Soon as they were touched, they turned to stone that crumbled into powder and was blown away by the wind. None of them escaped.


  Still that river of light crept on, not stopping until it reached the outer edges of the battlefield and the forest bordering it. The only place that remained untouched was the circle of earth on which stood dragon, Dragonkind, and the black creature in their midst. It looked an island of darkness in a sea of light, but that island held, even as the Artan began to descend the hill. Her movements were steady and sure. Neither carefulness nor carelessness marked her manner, only the calm assurance of a person knowing precisely who she was and what she was about.


  Soldiers parted for her like waves, allies and enemies alike allowing her to pass unmolested. She walked right by Ilgard and turned her head a little, her eyes meeting his for a fleeting second. Never had her mismatched eyes of green and brown, physical heritage of two worlds, been so lovely. They shone as the rest of her shone. Through their bond he felt her reassuring him. He felt her resolution, her lack of fear, and stood amazed by her valor. He stepped toward her, but she’d already moved past, going on to meet the dark figure.


  She was going to fight It, that creature. His lady was going to fight It. Could she win? Despite this vast outpouring of her magic, that figure of Evil was equally overwhelming. Already the river of silver and gold washing over this ground of death was fading. All that remained was the pool of light on which she walked. It was no larger than the island of darkness on which the Dark One perched. Nor was it any smaller. It was the same. Was it as equals, then, that she and her foe would meet?


  Finally, the moon had waned and the sun risen. To all appearances, the sky was as it should have been and the day normal. Except for the Artan: the light streaming from her had not diminished in the least. She was still as strong as she’d been when she first appeared. This gave the Simathe High-Chief hope… until, with superior arrogance, a huge deathcat with bloodstained jaws and long, lethal claws came padding out to intercept her. Its yellow eyes seemed to smile, and its mouth displayed sharp, pointed fangs as it split its jaws, roaring in her face. But for all its ferocity, the massive beast struck no pang in the Simathe’s heart like the rider on its back.


  Even from a distance, the High-Chief could differentiate the features of the one Cistweigh for whom he had searched relentlessly these past few days. The one whose life he craved more than any other in Aerisia, even the Dark One, Itself. He’d not seen the creature until today, this very moment, and now found himself too far away to do anything except leave him in the hands of his lady.


  
    ***

  


  Jonase leered down at the woman facing him. This time, she returned his gaze boldly, with no trace of the terror she’d shown at their last meeting. He was taken aback by her indifference, and even a little unnerved, but he would not show it. In his mind, this woman belonged to him. Today he would finish what he’d started in the forests of Treygon. He would break the prophecy, and afterward she would bow to him, begging for his tender mercy.


  “We meet again, my lady,” he said. “Your face is ever a welcome sight.”


  “I wish I could say the same about yours,” she replied calmly. Too calmly. “You haven’t lost the last of your three lives, Jonase? Were you waiting for me to take it?”


  The callousness of her tone set the creature on edge. She ought to be frightened or angry that he lived, but clearly she was not. Warning bells clamored in his mind, and he felt a ridiculous urge to withdraw. Sensing its master’s mood, the deathcat he rode slunk backwards a few steps, its head hanging low. It would no longer look her in the face, and Jonase, to his dismay, found himself having difficulty doing the same.


  She pressed closer, matching the retreating deathcat step for step.


  “Are you afraid, Cistweigh? You should be. Do you know who I am?”


  Was it his imagination, or was the light surrounding her, flowing through her, intensifying? Her eyes blazed so fiercely he could hardly meet them.


  The Artan.


  Suddenly, the being neither living nor dead knew what he had done. He had tried to destroy her, the Artan of ancient prophecy, and had failed. He’d attempted just now to cow her into submission and had failed again. He’d been a fool—a complete and utter fool. He cast a desperate glance over his shoulder at the Dark One, calmly observing the scene from behind a wall of Warkin. The Cistweigh’s purple lips worked, forming a plea for help. Surely his master saw what was happening. Surely his master would come to his aid!


  “Jonase, Jonase, look at me, Cistweigh.”


  The sheer authority in her voice forced his attention back to her. What he saw when he looked into her eyes terrified him more than the Great One ever had. He wanted to scream, to flee, to cower, to beg her for mercy, to do anything except obey her commands.


  Raising a hand, she beckoned to him. “Come here, Cistweigh.”


  Although his mind rebelled, his body obeyed. He climbed stiffly from the massive deathcat that whirled, bounding to freedom as soon as Jonase’s feet touched the ground. Those same feet carried him onward to meet this woman who held all the power in the world with which to crush him. When their faces were mere inches apart, she allowed him to stop.


  “I was almost yours, once. You remember, don’t you, Jonase, how you tried to rape me that day in the forest? I was so afraid of you, and you relished my fear. You fed off it. You would have kept today from happening if the Simathe High-Chief hadn’t stopped you.”


  Wrapping himself in his final shreds of courage and bravado, Jonase shook his head. “I remember that day,” he sneered. “Aye, Lady, I did take pleasure in your fear. I would have taken my pleasure in you, as well, had I not been prevented.”


  She gave him a scornful look. “You know why, don’t you? Because I was born to free Aerisia of beasts like you. Prophecy demands I do it; legend promises I will.”


  How he wanted to shrink from the coldness on her face! False courage held him there, coloring his next statement. “Prophecy can be broken.”


  “Not by you.”


  Her fingers closed about his throat, and he screamed aloud as light, pure light, burned his flesh. It seared and scalded, scorched and scarred his skin unmercifully. Although he struggled violently to free himself, those fingers only clutched him tighter until he dangled limply in her grasp, gasping for breath.


  “You shouldn’t have done it, Jonase. You never should have tried. You should’ve known better.”


  He made no reply. There was nothing to say. Because she was right, and he was about to die.


  She dragged him closer, so close he felt her breath on his skin. “I don’t care if this is your third life or not, Cistweigh,” she hissed. “I promise you it’s your final one. You’ll never hurt another woman again.” She blinked once, then, “Goodbye, Jonase,” she said.


  The next thing he felt was his body hurtling through space, careening through the air, shooting for the clouds. He never reached those clouds, however, because something hard and hot and violent blasted him. Jonase’s body exploded into a million pieces, pieces raining to the ground in bits so small no one could have found them had they cared to take the trouble to search.


  Chapter Thirty-Six


  
    The Encounter

  


   



  Once the Cistweigh was gone, she was left alone. Alone to face dragons and Dragonkind and the terrible Dark One in their midst. Out of sheer instinct, Ilgard started to go to her, but something stopped him.


  This is her time, instinct cautioned. She is better equipped for this fight than you.


  Which was unquestionably a full reversal of roles. However, she had been born the Artan, not him. So he stood back, not wanting to distract her, watching her do what she was born to do.


  Despite her isolation, she gave no impression of being afraid. The wind stirred her white dress and long hair, whipping brunette strands about her face and tangling silver-trimmed skirts about her ankles. She stood aloof and immobile, calmly waiting for them to come to her.


  Which they did. Slowly and without the impudence that had marked the late Cistweigh’s approach. Instead, carefulness marked their steps. The dragons did not roar. The Dragonkind sang no song. One serpent dared to breathe a ball of flames, but she threw up a blocking hand and the fire struck an invisible shield, exploding into nothingness. Another bent its small head upon a serpentine neck, blowing its sulfurous breath directly in her face.


  Too close, the Simathe lord thought, feeling his muscles tense and his hand tighten on his sword.


  He could not forget the toll killing the other dragons had taken upon her. But his lady seemed to have, as woman and monster studied each other with unwavering gazes. They were at an impasse, it seemed: neither wanted to be the first to look away. A Dragonkind warrior, seizing the opportunity, growled a challenge in his native tongue and charged, sword ready. The Artan did not spare him a glance. Formed from nothing save her own mind and magic, a keen-edged metal disc was flung from her fingertips. It whizzed through the air and caught the Warkin mid-stride, slicing his naked, muscular torso in half.


  Nor did it stop there. Whether by accident or on purpose, it flew on until it struck the shield of a nearby soldier. Glancing off that, misdirected midcourse, it darted upwards. The dragon never saw it coming. The disc sliced neatly through the animal’s neck, cleanly severing head from body and ending the deadlock as the serpent’s head crashed at the woman’s feet.


  Seeing their allies fall in pieces on the ground was enough to make the remaining Warkin fall back. Now, nothing remained between the Artan and the Dark One. The entire world held a united breath, the Simathe High-Chief with them. Both Aerisia’s army and The Evil watched silently, with no more warring between them. They knew the outcome of this battle, of Aerisia’s very future, no longer rested with them.


  
    ***

  


  The Dark One was the first to speak, Its voice rumbling, rough, grating. Few bystanders could discern Its words, for It spoke in a tongue so ancient it was unknown to most Aerisians. Ilgard knew it, having some acquaintance with a number of obscure languages, but what was truly mysterious was that his lady seemed to know it too. When she replied, it was in the same language.


  “So it comes to this, does it?” the Dark One asked. “Despite all that I and mine have done, still you live to face me this day.”


  “Yes,” she affirmed solemnly. “Yes, I am here. I am here to face you—to face you and defeat you. To kill you.”


  “Fool!” the Dark One spat with a contemptuous laugh. “None can kill me. Are you truly ignorant of this?”


  “Perhaps none have dared before, but today… I will.”


  The black wind stirred the veil covering the Evil One’s face. “You know my tongue,” It said at last. “You speak it well. The words flow like music from your mouth.”


  “Today I know all things.”


  “Then do you know that today you will die?”


  “If I do, then so shall you, and my appointed task will be complete.”


  “You are twice the fool! Would you throw away your life and your talents for nothing? For them?”


  The creature swept out a pale, ugly hand, encompassing Aerisia’s motionless warriors.


  She made no reply, and It pressed a step closer. “Join me,” It hissed. “Join me, and together we could rule this land for eternity. Nothing could stand in our way, not even the Powers themselves. We would need no warriors to fight for us, for everyone and everything would be subject to our rule. We would govern the land, the sea, the sky! We would be gods: immortal, dread, terrifying.”


  “No.”


  “No?”


  “No,” the Artan stated firmly. “If you desire such power, then join me. Return to the light. Together, we could be great. No darkness would hinder our reign.”


  “Fool!” A third time, the Dark One exclaimed it. “I cannot pass into light. It would destroy me.”


  “No more can I pass into shadow. To do so would destroy me.”


  “Hannah—”


  “No! You’ve asked me many times to join you. Do not ask me again.”


  “Then it seems we are at a standstill.”


  “So it would seem.”


  Silence descended as the two studied, measured each other. Again, it was the Dark One who made the first move. Ilgard watched his lady as she watched her opponent slowly step back then, in a swift, sudden movement, hoist Its great staff, topped with the Ranetron’s severed head. Leveling the naked end at Its opponent, the Dark One cried, “Die then, foolish woman! Die as this one died. Before night falls, it will be your head atop my staff!”


  Raw magic, terrible and dark, unleashed itself, exploding from the end of the staff. The Artan threw up her hand, casting up another shield, but it was not enough to combat such darkness. Her enemy’s magic blasted through the shield and struck her, flinging her body backwards and into the air. She struck the ground hard but rolled as she fell, coming up on her feet.


  The Dark One advanced, staff pointed in her direction, but this time the Artan avoided its projectile, throwing herself to the side and countering with a blast of pure, white power. Her enemy was knocked to Its knees. The wind whipped up angrily as the Dark One roared in frustration, vaulting to Its feet. A second later, that cry of frustration had changed to alarm.


  The Artan had vanished!


  Turning this way and that, the towering figure swiveled Its veiled head from side to side, searching for her with staff brandished and ready. From where he stood, the Simathe High-Chief also saw his lady vanish. He started to run, instinct propelling him toward the spot she’d last been seen. Reason returned, halting him mid-step. Quickly, he sent a probe pulsing through their bond, trying to find her.


  As it turned out, the probe was unnecessary. Lightning flashed, signaling her return. Before the Dark One could respond, she was there, Laytrii’s sword in her hands. With one quick down-slice, steel divided wood, and the severed top half fell to the ground. As it struck, the whole weapon burst into blue flame, and the Dark One flung it away with a shout.


  Rounding on her furiously, It cried, “Do you think that will save you?”


  With a flick of Its arm, It struck her a blow across the face that sent her reeling. Twisting, she struck out with Laytrii’s sword. The tip of the blade slashed through robe and flesh. Black blood spewed, withering the grass on which it fell.


  “For that you will die!” her enemy snarled.


  Regaining her feet, the Artan rolled her shoulders and set her feet. “Kill me, then,” she panted.


  It tried. The air between them shimmered, crackling with raw magic as the two fought. The warrior-lord watched his lady pin her enemy with a powerful flaming ring, like that which Braisley had used to prevent his descent into the Underworld. The Dark One struggled against it briefly before managing to cast it off and turned the situation on end with a bolt of darkness and thunder that shook the earth. The Artan fell, temporarily paralyzed, but recovered in time to wrap her magic around herself, deflecting the blows her enemy rained down upon her. From there, the battle merged into a back and forth of shots and shields, strikes and counterstrikes.


  For a time, his lady appeared to have the upper hand, as she was also physically armed. With clever maneuvers she dodged and dove, weaving in and out, inflicting little strikes and cuts that caused more rage than actual pain. Her footwork, much of it learned from the weapons training Ilgard had insisted upon long ago, was infallible. However, as time ticked by, it became apparent that killing the dragon, along with the Dark One’s initial stroke, had wounded her more than he’d sensed through their bond. Was she blocking him now? He did not know, but he noticed fearfully that her movements were slowing and her reflexes less adroit.


  In this perilous state, she made an egregious error. Ducking under her enemy’s arm, she leapt up, swinging her sword, going for the Dark One’s throat. She missed the target by inches, her blade catching instead the veil covering the Dark One’s face. The black cloth fluttered down like a sigh, drifting into a crumpled heap between their feet.


  Chapter Thirty-Seven


  
    The Dark One Revealed

  


   



  Unsure at that point exactly what to expect, I lifted my gaze very slowly. What I saw made my lips part with shock and chilled my bones to the marrow. Before me stood the massive figure of the Dark One, Its face naked and unveiled. Only, it was no man that I looked at, but a woman! Her hair was iron grey, and her face shockingly, deceptively beautiful. Smooth cheeks and ageless features defied the ravages of time. The only thing robbing her of perfection was a long scar from her eyebrow down to her chin that marred the contour of her cheek. It was long and thin and might have been made by the tip of a knife.


  When they saw the veil torn off, every last one of The Evil anywhere near the vicinity fell to their knees, putting their faces in the dirt, groveling in fear. At first, I was stunned. Then I recalled having once heard a rumor that nobody looked the Dark One in the face: it meant instant death. I hadn’t paid it any mind at the time, figuring the story was probably more figurative than literal, or else an over-exaggeration of the Dark One’s might. However, I noticed that as she stood before me, unmasked and unveiled, she was keeping her eyes tightly closed.


  That should have tipped me off. Maybe I was so stunned by the revelation that my enemy was not what I’d assumed her to be that I was caught off guard. Everything happened with a second’s time. One instant the veil was on the ground, the next The Evil were on the ground, and then the Dark One was reaching for me. Her hand was huge, gnarled, ugly— completely at odds with the beauty of her face. She thrust it out, grabbing me around the neck as I’d done to Jonase, earlier. Lifting me off the ground, she brought my face level with hers but still didn’t raise her eyelids.


  “Now you know,” my enemy said, continuing to use the ancient tongue. Her voice, like her face, had gone deceptively soft. Smooth. “Does the knowledge bring you joy?”


  I struggled to grab the arm holding me up with both of my hands and pull my body upwards, fighting to keep my air from being cut off.


  “I will be happy when you’re dead,” I panted.


  My captor laughed. “Even now you remain certain of victory. Can you not see I have you in my power? All I need do is open my eyes and you will be dead.”


  “Is that all? Then why not do it?”


  I shouldn’t have taunted her. The Dark One grew angry, and the hand clutching my throat trembled with rage.


  “Mock me not, young fool! I have lived many, many years within this body. Through the life forces of those gone before me, united now with mine, I have seen and done and been myriad things. Things you cannot possibly begin to understand or believe.”


  “What do you mean? Have you not always been? Didn’t the first Artan fight you? And Laytrii’s forces, as well?”


  “Clearly, then, today you do not know all things,” she jeered. “I thought you did.”


  Ignoring her mockery, sensing she was about to reveal something vital to this battle, this fight, I held myself motionless in her grasp. Every atom of my being shouted I should take advantage of this pause, do something to catch her by surprise and regain the upper hand. I fought the instinct, using passiveness to encourage her to continue, even though her foul breath in my face made me gag.


  “I am indeed all who you asked of and more. I am the lives, the life forces of those who warred with your namesake long ages ago. I am the eyes, the arms, the power of those whom both Laytrii and Artan fought. I am all this and more besides.


  “I am Scraggens past,and drocnords dead. I am the magic of dragons and the brute strength of Dragonkind. I am every man, creature, and beast who has paid homage to my Masters. Through them I have killed, I have plundered, I have maimed, I have ravished, I have murdered, tortured, feuded, raided, destroyed, stolen, purloined, raised insurrections, lied, deceived.”


  “I am power,” she hissed, “real power. The Dark Powers themselves sustain and nourish me. Long ago, they chose me as the recipient of their gift: the life forces, the essence, the magic of all who ever served them. I am them, and they are me.”


  I shook my head against her hold. “I was chosen by the Powers of Good as Artan because of my birth, my heritage. Why did your Powers choose you? Who are you?” A wicked smile surged across the woman’s beautiful face. “My Masters knew there would one day be war between the Powers. They knew you would come, and they raised me up to be their weapon. I was chosen because I was the strongest, the greatest, the mightiest…”


  She paused, her fingers tightening unmercifully on my windpipe.


  “The mightiest… what?” I gasped.


  “Scraggen,” she whispered. “The mightiest Scraggen that has ever lived or ever shall be. Oh, yes, Hannah Winters from Earth, you see me now. You know the truth. You know the awful, awful truth.”


  She chuckled deep in her throat, laughing as though this were the best joke imaginable.


  “I am flesh of your flesh, blood of your blood. Your forbearer.” Pulling me even closer, the Dark One hissed the final, hateful words. “I am your father’s mother. Your grandmother, Hannah the Artan. I am your grandmother.”


  And then she opened her eyes.


  I found myself looking into the gaze that could kill. Pure, unadulterated evil peered back from those milk-white orbs. Like with Jonase, there were no irises, no pupils, no cornea, no color. There was only white, covered by a rheumy, liquid film. I wanted to run but couldn’t flee. I wanted to scream but could make no sound. I wanted to breathe, but the fingers around my neck prevented air from feeding my starving lungs. I wanted to close my eyes against my enemy’s gaze, but it was too late.


  The pain started deep inside; it felt as if my very bones were melting. As the eyes began to change, the pain spread until it was tingling on every nerve, dancing from every brain wave. The Dark One’s eyes continued to shift. First they were a beautiful, silvery grey: a woman’s eyes. Then a feline yellow: a deathcat’s. And suddenly they were changing and changing and changing from every shape and shade under the sun to the next. They became a sickening, dizzying blur, and I understood I was looking into the eyes of all those whose life forces were now a part of the former Scraggen.


  Sickness caused by the horrifying display boiled up in my stomach. The pain intensified until I feared I’d explode. In my ears I heard the voices. People and animals, adults, children—oh, light, even babies!—wailed and screamed in terror, in pain, in suffering. In the changing eyes I saw the terrible deeds that were done. I saw men tortured and murdered, women assaulted, children abused, infants slaughtered. I saw the worst sorts of crimes mankind can commit, crimes so heinous, so brutal they shouldn’t be mentioned, much less seen. I saw atrocities so cruel they would cause the strongest man’s face to whiten with shock. On top of that, I heard the voices of the victims.


  I tried to block it all out, but the pain was so great and the display so intense I couldn’t summon my magic. There were many ways I’d foreseen this battle going. There were many weapons I’d anticipated my enemy throwing against me. I’d never predicted this. This was more than mere magic or power. This was awful, victorious evil. This was the Dark Powers. And suddenly, I understood why no one had ever looked into this woman—no, this creature’s eyes—and lived. No one could survive such malevolence seeping into their every sense, boring into their very soul. Nobody could live through that, no matter how good and how strong.


  Not even the Artan.


  Chapter Thirty-Eight


  
    Becoming…

  


   



  The combination of increasing pain, the Dark One’s wicked gaze, the fingers crushing my throat, and my already weakened state, finally did their work. When the bubble of power upholding my life and spirit burst, the scream clawing its way from the deepest recesses of my being was probably heard over the entire plain of battle. It was so dreadful that many of those nearby shrank back, unsure whether to stand their ground or flee. Some actually did run.


  Nevertheless, as our army faltered, The Evil rejoiced. Their celebratory cries pierced my consciousness in spite of my agony. As they rejoiced, so did the Dark One. Roaring in triumph, she swept me up, lifting me high above her head as if to display her prize to the world. Then she threw me with all of her considerable strength. I felt my body hurtling through space, felt myself strike the ground hard. I rolled over once and lay still.


  Miraculously, I was still alive. The world was a haze. It felt as if my innards had been smashed flat. My breath was heavy, my heartbeat slow. All I could think was, She’ll be here in a minute to finish me off. I was too tired, too broken, too weak to care.


  Until Ilgard dropped to his knees beside me, gathering my head in his hands, lifting it from the trampled grass. I heard him call my name, felt him wipe away the trickle of blood leaking from the corner of my mouth.


  “Ilgard?”


  Letting go of the Dark One’s language, I called his name, struggling to focus my vision. His alien eyes pierced the fog over my eyes, my thoughts, offering me a focal point to grasp.


  “I’m here,” he said, and I clung to the strength in his face, his voice, despite the fact that his bronze skin seemed pale and his features taut. I realized he must have felt the tremendous pain of the Dark One crushing my magic. He would have experienced my suffering as though it were his own.


  “Ilgard, get me up, I have to—”


  Breaking off mid-sentence, I gasped, “Ilgard, behind you!”


  Clutching me close, he spun to see what I’d seen: the horned head of a colossal green dragon bearing down on us. Its grinning jaws were splayed wide, preparing to devour or breathe flame. Either way, there was no time for either of us to react. Suddenly, Cole was there, flying out of nowhere, his sword raised. The dragon’s head jerked up at the Simathe’s cry, but there was no time for the beast to save itself. One terrible stroke of the warrior’s sword, and that horned head was lopped off and rolling across the grass. The massive body of the beast surrendered, collapsing with a crash that shook the earth.


  “Cole!”


  He was climbing to his feet and didn’t hear his High-Chief’s warning in time. Another dragon appeared, snapping him up in its lethal fangs, shaking him from side to side like a dog shakes a rodent before flinging him away.


  “Help him, Ilgard!”


  He threw a glance from my face to the body of his fallen warrior. The scarlet, winged beast was advancing on Cole again, and directly between it and him were several Ranetron. Not only were they in the beast’s path, they were also hemmed in by the Warkin, who, sensing the tide of battle turning in their favor, were preparing to strike. Without help, they were dead.


  Whether the assistance of one Simathe, even the Simathe High-Chief, was enough to save them, I didn’t know. However, I did know Ilgard couldn’t face the Dark One in my place. This was something I had to do myself, no matter that the power sustaining me was gone. Maybe all I had left was sheer determination, but maybe that was enough.


  “Get me on my feet, and get out of here. Go help them,” I implored. “Let me see this through, whatever the outcome. If I don’t make, it’s up to you and your men to mount some kind of resistance, to give Aerisia all the help you can.”


  He was Simathe. I shouldn’t have been able to read his thoughts, but I could see written all over his face that he despised this choice. He hated leaving me. He hated himself for doing it. He hated the circumstances forcing it upon him, but he also knew I was right. He rose, pulling me up. His hands clutched my shoulders, his fingers digging painfully into my flesh. His eyes were fierce, almost wild.


  “Hannah…”


  He began to speak, but I shook my head. There wasn’t time. Whatever he wanted to say had to be left unsaid. I watched him take off, drawing his sword as he ran, before turning slowly, painfully in place to watch my enemy approach.


  
    ***

  


  A foul-smelling wind heralded the Dark One’s return. I must have injured It during our fighting earlier, or else when It wounded me—bursting the bubble of my strength—It had been wounded as killing the Warkin several days ago had damaged me. There was a limp to Its gait, and one arm hung at an odd angle, yet the blackness surrounding It was deeper than before, pulsing beneath the surface of Its skin.


  Its face had changed. The beautiful, iron-haired woman’s face, which I assumed had once been my grandmother’s, was gone. A gruesome head akin to a Cistweigh had taken her place, which seemed fitting for a creature comprised of the lives and deeds of so many servants of the Dark Powers. The eyes were the same rheumy, milky white, but the hair was now matted clumps of grey and black. The scar’s narrow, thin line was now a thick, open wound leaking pus and infested with maggots. The teeth in rotting, bleeding gums were yellow, and the lips cracked and scabbed. One ear was missing, and the nose was broken, a hump distorting the bridge. This woman, this creature, was Death and reeked of it.


  As she advanced, she stooped from an impressive height of well over fourteen feet, thrusting her living corpse’s face in mine.


  “You are not yet dead, little one?” It sneered, victory in Its tone. “The light surrounding you has greatly diminished. I sense your strength has faded. Why, even your Simathe keeper has deserted you. You are dying. You’ve nothing left with which to defend yourself.”


  I said nothing, staring up defiantly into the face of my tormenter… the woman who’d once given life to my father and now meant to take that of his daughter.


  “You will not answer? No matter, no matter,” It chuckled, backing away. “I have won, my child. Admit it. Concede victory, and I’ll grant you a swift death. I suppose you’ve earned that honor, at least.”


  “Never.”


  Again, I slipped into the foul language we’d been using, even though the harsh, guttural sounds tore at my throat.


  “Admit it,” the Dark One jeered louder in the same tongue, anger replacing her façade of civility. “Serve me. Serve my masters, the Dark Powers. We have triumphed! Bow to us and acknowledge our greatness.”


  “Never! You’ve not won. Not yet. Not until I am dead, and I still breathe.”


  The Dark One laughed, and a million laughs of a million different Evil were voiced in the sound.


  “You may breathe, but you are dead, my child. You have only to realize it.”


  “No.” I lifted my dirty, blood-stained face, hoping she could read in it all of my courage, my defiance. “It is you who are dead. You are right, mother of my father. I’ve little strength left. No magic remains for me to hurl at you. I can no longer Command… but I can still Become.”


  Chapter Thirty-Nine


  
    …yet not

  


   



  “Become?” the Dark One roared, laughing. “What is that to me? Look up! Even the skies sense my time has come. Look up, look up!”


  The loud cry rumbled in an ancient tongue across the battle plain, filling even Ilgard’s ears. Like his lady, he turned his face upward and saw the sky had grown black as storm clouds rushed in with unprecedented speed to block out the morning sun. A dark, chill wind picked up. Grey funnels lowered from the sky.


  Any pockets of fighting that had broken out when his lady was maimed and thrown by her enemy now ceased. Was this it? The triumph of the Dark Powers, the defeat of the Artan?


  Still gripping his sword, covered in the blood of one slain dragon and three handlers, the Simathe High-Chief looked at the place where his lady stood. Unnatural terror gripped his heart, and he began to run.


  He was too late.


  Lightning flashed, but it was not from the sky. Every living warrior on that field of battle turned at the flash to witness the Artan disappearing in a blinding blaze of light. Rather, she did not vanish in it but into it. Her whole body dissolved, liquefying into raging, white-hot, pure light—and was gone. That light now blasted itself against the colossal figure of the Dark One, but as soon as it touched the creature, it evaporated, melting away. In a heartbeat, the light was entirely gone, and the Artan along with it.


  Having halted some distance away, Ilgard helplessly observed his lady’s final assault upon the Dark Powers. Now, as he beheld the outcome, his sword dropped from numb fingers.


  It cannot be…


  His lady was lost, as was his homeland.


  The Dark One threw back Its head, raising Its face to the darkened sky, and began to laugh. The grating sound reverberated in the sluggish, stormy air, washing over the defeated land like a cold, brutal wave. She laughed and laughed, her mouth wide open, her ugly head reared back.


  But her laughter did not last forever.


  Between one peal and the next, it abruptly stopped, the sound choked off in a strangled gurgle. A shaft of white light suddenly burst from Its open mouth, spurting high in the sky. Another spewed from the scar on the Dark One’s cheek, and a third leapt from a wound on Its side. Two more sprang from her eye sockets and more from her ears and nostrils. Cracks opened swiftly all over that great, black body, and pure magic exploded from each one. Every crevice, every fissure filled itself with hot, white light, until the black shell of the Dark One’s body could no longer maintain itself.


  The weakening shell burst! Like a smashed wall it crumbled, caving in on itself, crumbling to the ground in a heap of fetid, ebony rubble. The brisk wind caught it up, driving away both it and the wicked breeze filled with bits of dead things that had ushered the Dark One along.


  In the end, all that was left was clean, fresh air. And light. That white light gathered itself together, trembling violently like a woman giving birth—then exploded out into all directions from a central focal point. That point, that center, was the Artan.


  As if to fulfill her own sun-borne promise, she now hung suspended in light between the heavens and the earth, just as she’d done long ago above the Singing Bridge. Her arms were outstretched, her head falling back. Her face was upturned, lifted to the blackened sky. Light washed over her, cleansing her body, soul, and spirit from the wounds she’d received while battling the Dark Powers. For a long time she simply hung there as light swept across the battlefield, the city of Shayle, the Largese River, the sea, and Aerisia itself. For one brief moment, stolen from time, history, future, and eternity itself, the Simathe High-Chief tasted her ecstasy, the ecstasy of a victory that would never again be repeated.


  The Artan had triumphed!


  The white radiance hovered a few minutes longer, absorbing the darkness, swallowing the wind funnels, eliminating any lingering remnants of black magic that had poisoned the atmosphere. Slowly, it compressed itself into a thin, horizontal line that stretched across the face of the sky. It flashed a final time in a glowing incandescence of power then disappeared altogether. The body of Hannah Winters, Aerisia’s Artan, drifted gently to the earth.


  
    ***

  


  He was not the first to reach her. By the time the Simathe lord arrived, her head was already pillowed in the lap of an older Cortain. When he stooped next to his lady, her eyes turned toward him, those lovely, singular eyes, and her lips parted in a dazzling smile.


  “Ilgard, I did it,” she whispered, her voice tremulous and soft. “We did it.”


  The Cortain, permitting him to gather his lady in his arms, respectfully stepped away to give them privacy. He hardly noticed. Cradling her gently against his chest, he rested his forehead against hers, scarcely able to comprehend all he had just witnessed. Words could not express what his eyes had seen—the fulfillment of ancient prophecy, the salvation of his homeland. This young woman, child of two worlds, had done all that legend had predicted centuries past that she would do. Fate had seen her through; her task was complete.


  When he drew back to look into her face, what he read on her features was simple confidence and absolute peace and joy. To him, she’d never been more beautiful than at this moment. The light enveloping and emanating from her was fading, but that did not matter. Her beauty was far from diminished. He scrutinized every inch of her face with his eyes, committing this moment to memory forever.


  “Birthed with the moon and dawn,” he said after finally finding his voice. “Today I saw shadow dissolved by light. By you, Hannah. The Artan.”


  She smiled, but it was now alarmingly weak. Too weak. The specter of death had crept into her eyes.


  “Ilgard, I’m dying,” she managed.


  There was no fear in her words. But if she was not afraid, the same did not hold true for him. He shook his head, clutching her closer.


  “That cannot be.”


  “You know that it is.”


  He would have protested, but she laid her fingers over his mouth, silencing him.


  “Death is not the end,” she soothed. “Wherever it takes me, I’ll love you from the other side.”


  Exerting all of her remaining strength, she raised herself to kiss him. Her lips brushed his before she fell weakly back, her eyelids drifting closed. Unholy panic filled his entire being.


  “No, Hannah. Not this. Not now.”


  Her peaceful smile vanished at his insistent plea. Knowing he could still be heard, the High-Chief pressed on, trying harder.


  “Please, lass, you cannot leave me.”


  She forced her eyes open. They were already glazing over, yet he could see pain in them. Pain not for herself but for him.


  “Ilgard—”


  “No, Hannah,” he insisted. “Fight this. Stay with me.”


  Staring up sadly into his face, she said nothing. Offered no condolences, no false assurances, no promises that she would not die. Through their collapsing bond, he felt the truth: she retained no strength with which to fight. The strange, mysterious thread that had held her life intact and buoyed her spirit for her final battle had snapped. She was going to leave him, and he had no power to prevent that from happening.


  As he acknowledged this bitter truth, the warrior-lord realized one thing still remained. She deserved to hear him say what he had never told her—or anyone else, for that matter. He was hers. She had earned the right to know that, to carry it with her when she passed.


  “Hannah,” he said, his arms tightening about her body, “heart of my own heart. You are my all. I love you more than you could ever know.”


  For so long she had waited, needed to hear those words. Now that he’d finally said them, her response was quiet, accepting, serene, as if this was something she had known all along would someday occur.


  “I know,” she whispered, her eyes holding his, a trace of sadness in her tone. She reached up, trailing soft fingertips over the dark stubble on his cheek and jaw. “Hold me in your love.”


  With that, her hand fell away. Her eyelids lowered a final time, her lashes settling softly upon her cheeks. Her head drooped against his arm.


  And she died.


  Part Four

  Death is not the end


  Chapter Forty


  
    Defeat in Victory

  


   



  It began to rain.


  The angry clouds which had gathered during the battle between the Artan and her foe had lightened from a heavy, fearsome black to a calmer shade of grey. No longer was the storm symbolic of the Dark Powers’ awesome might. Rather, it seemed the heavens themselves had opened up to weep for the loss of the young woman lying so still in the Simathe High-Chief’s arms.


  With their leader dead, The Evil had no more desire to fight. Some cast down their weapons in surrender, while others turned to flee. Aerisia’s armies gave chase, dispatching those in flight with brutal ease. Soon, the battle was over, and the final resisters captured or slain. War was finished, and Aerisia truly won.


  But the Artan was dead.


  
    ***

  


  He carried her towards the city of Shayle, mindless of the raindrops that splashed on her face, changing into little rivulets that ran down her cheeks like tears. At first, the Simathe High-Chief half expected her to open her eyes and blink them away, or else lift a hand and brush them from her skin.


  She did neither.


  Then, he thought perhaps he ought to wrap her in a cloak, shielding her face, her hair, her body from the icy droplets.


  He could not bring himself to do it.


  After all, she could not feel them—like he could not feel her. Besides this, the rain spattering her face and soaking her long hair reminded him of the first time she’d admitted her love for him. It was raining then, as well, and he had held her and kissed her. Between his kisses, she had murmured it over and over again—sweet, breathless, excited. He could hear her now…


  I love you. I love you. I love you.


  Which she had. Loved him through these past weeks, right up until the moment of her death. Loved him with a flame that warmed the bond between them as the morning sun warmed the land. Yes, she had loved him—loved him as nobody ever had, or could. Nevertheless, the love that brightened his life of late only made her death so much more terrible. The pangs of their closed bond ripped through his spirit, his flesh. He did not try to stifle them. If pain was all he had left of her, then he would endure it willingly.


  Slowly, Aerisia’s warriors returned from giving chase. The fallen, healed by the Artan’s light when she first took the field of battle, picked themselves up off the ground. They edged forward, all of them, gathering into a crowd, lining a path many warriors deep. He passed silently through their mute ranks, past Ranetron, Cortain, Tearkin, and Simathe. Past all of those who had gathered to fight: not only for their homeland but also for the woman he carried.


  The rain beat down upon them all. No one minded. Some wept with it. Some looked angry, others grieved. Still others, the Simathe, simply appeared inscrutable. Their sorrow was invisible to anyone else, but their lord could sense it. After all, they had been with her from the beginning, had spent more time with her than most. She, rising above centuries’ worth of fear, prejudice, and superstition, had treated them as equals: the first non-Simathe, the first woman ever to do so. In some respects, his clan would mourn her as no one else could.


  With faltering steps the old Moonkind Tredsday approached, leading the magnificent white horse on which his lady had first appeared. He intercepted Ilgard and his burden, bringing the animal into their path. Risean’s deeply lined face was ravaged with grief. When he spoke, his voice sounded strangled. Of course. She had been his niece, his brother’s granddaughter.


  Laying a trembling hand on the warrior-lord’s shoulder, he said, “There is no need for you to do this, my son. Let the animal bear her into the city.”


  My son?


  The High-Chief stared at the old man. It was the first time in his long life that he’d ever been anyone’s son. He, who was centuries older than the white-haired, stoop shouldered Moonkind before him. However, kindly old Risean meant well. Meant well also with his offer of the horse. Still, it was an offer Ilgard refused: he trusted his lady to no one but himself. Shaking his head, he walked on.


  Ascending the hill, he entered the gates of the city. The army, falling into step after him, followed his lead. The citizens of Shayle, street folk, lord and ladies, gentlefolk, innkeepers, merchants, craftsmen, and tradesmen alike, saw the strange procession and left their work at the city walls or their warm parlors and cozy hearths to see for themselves what transpired.


  With a single glance, they knew. Their reaction was much the same as the soldiers who had fought so hard these past few days. Perhaps they had not been directly involved in the fighting, but she was their Artan too. They grew angry, shed tears, or fell despondent. Like their countrymen and women, they too fell into step, mingling freely with the army until he came to the palace of the Portex and passed inside. Even then, not one of them left. Standing out in the damp, grey weather, they gazed up forlornly at the windows and balconies of the palace’s upper tier, wondering into which chamber their Artan would be taken.


  Inside the palace, Ilgard carried his lady to her former bedchamber and placed her gently upon the bed. Lady Alvana, wife of the Portex, was the first who dared enter. He heard the swish of her skirts as she drew up beside him. She stood there a long while before speaking, staring mournfully at his lady.


  “If the High-Chief so desires,” she said at last, “I myself will prepare her for… for—”


  Hearing the sob that choked her words, he said, “My thanks, but we will depart for Laytrii as soon as can be arranged. She will be cared for there.”


  “Aye, my lord,” the lady sniffled. “Then, may I do anything else to serve you?”


  He gestured in the negative. She, with a broken, “Very well, my lord,” quit the room.


  He was not alone long before someone else entered, assuming her position beside him. Kurban, the Tearkin prince, said, “They wait without, my friend. They wait below, in the rain. Will you not speak to them?”


  Ilgard requested the Tearkin to take his place. “You are more skilled in these matters than I,” he said.


  The giant left to do as bidden. Ilgard never knew precisely what the Tearkin lord said to those outside the palace. Yet, within a few short hours word came that the army was ready to depart, to commence the return journey to Laytrii. Nor were they going alone. Many people from Shayle would travel with them, going along to pay their last respects to their fallen leader.


  Galandorf seamen, Shayle naval vessels, The Captain’s Lady, and other private vessels kept to the river, a silent accompaniment to those traveling by land. They marched both day and night, sparing little time for rest. The Simathe lord, suffering the emptiness of a closed Joining bond, rode his Restless and cradled the Artan in his arms, leading the somber procession.


  They made excellent time.


  After only a few days, breaking free of forest roads, all were able to see off in the distance the jutting spires and lofty towers of Laytrii’s palace. Beyond lay her glorious white city.


  The morning sun was rising.


  
    ***

  


  It was to the city of Laytrii, not the palace, that they took her. She was brought to the city’s Great Hall of the Dead: no other place would have befitted the burial of this legendary heroine. A splendid edifice of marble and gold, the Great Hall of the Dead had stood proudly since the days the city of Laytrii was first built. Ten tall, fluted columns stretched across the building’s portico. Thrusting a hundred paces into the air, a rounded dome with interspersing slats of white marble and patterned, stained glass, graced the Hall’s top.


  Inside this building reposed many Aerisian rulers, Elders, and Council members. Here, their bodies were brought to lie in state. Here, funeral rites were conducted and final respects paid before the dignitary was entombed in a box of solid stone, with their names and deeds graven on its lid and sides.


  Here, they brought the Artan.


  With slow, precise steps, the Simathe High-Chief carried her body, loosely swathed in white silk, inside the Great Hall of the Dead. The huge iron doors squealed on their hinges when the uniformed doorkeepers urged them open. The place remained sealed unless needed, and the heavy double doors had not been opened since the death of Lord Elgrend, Aerisia’s former High Elder.


  The interior of the Hall was dimly lit. Dust motes danced in the shafts of sunlight streaming through an opening at the top of the dome. In the back half of the room, dozens of box tombs were laid out in orderly rows that stretched far back into the shadowy recesses of the Hall. The entrance of the Hall was uncluttered by tombs and free of every object save one: a raised dais, mounted upon five steps. On top of the dais was a huge stone slab, a place for the deceased to lie in state. There was sufficient space around it for mourners to gather and funeral rites to be conducted. It was here, upon the slab, that the Simathe lord finally laid down his burden.


  Several women were immediately there, unfolding the silk cloth and arranging it to drape down the sides of the stone. They fixed his lady’s dark hair in waves then took her sword—the sword of Laytrii—and placed it upon her breast, folding her hands over its carved hilt. Her silver breastplate and back piece were positioned at the foot of the stone. Ilgard knew the armor would soon be hidden by the fragrant masses of flowers mourners would bring and deposit as final offerings to their Artan.


  Perhaps the women would have done more, but at his quiet “Enough,” they gathered up the supplies they had fetched for the preparation of the body and left. Any others who dared to enter were likewise dismissed. Prince Kurban, the last to attempt, was the last to be turned away.


  When the Tearkin departed the shadowy Great Hall, stepping into the weak sunshine of another cloudy day, he heard the building’s smaller, inner door being shut behind him, as the Simathe High-Chief had requested. Sighing, he lowered himself to a seat on one of the wide steps leading to the Hall’s open outer doors. In melancholy silence the giant studied the gloomy sky and the gloomy day, a day every bit as dank as the others preceding it. Although grey clouds threatened, it had not rained since the day the Artan perished. When those rains ceased, they had left thick clouds in their wake, clouds which overshadowed the battle-weary Aerisians wending their way home to Laytrii.


  Risean Wy’ Curlm approached, claiming a place beside him. By now, hundreds of mourners crowded the steps and courtyard of the Great Hall. Thousands more spilled out into the surrounding streets and lanes. An unnatural hush had fallen, making this massive throng of people hold themselves in silence. The air was heavy, pensive. To the Tearkin prince it seemed that everyone, himself included, was waiting. But for what, nobody knew.


  
    ***

  


  Several hours crawled by, and still the crowd surrounding the Great Hall of the Dead watched and waited. Here and there, a babe in its mother’s arms would release a wail, only to be quieted by its mother’s touch or the satisfaction of something to eat. Somewhere, a dog barked but was quickly shushed.


  The only real stir occurred around the noon hour and was created by the surprise appearance of a contingent of mounted fairies. Riding golden horses with single-horned foreheads, they navigated the city streets with ease as young and old alike parted to let them pass. At least twenty formed the party, their auras ranging from the white of Braisley in the lead, to the green of Aureeyah, the blue of Aemela, the yellow of Serenda—a younger fairy bearing the fairies’ unicorn standard—and every color in between.


  Ripples of astonishment ran through the gathered assembly as the newcomers dismounted in the courtyard. Even these noises soon melted into silence, as the people resumed their attitude of noiseless expectancy. The fairies scattered rapidly, some going to Council members, some into the crowd, Aureeyah to the Cortain leaders, and Serenda to the Moonkind. Braisley made her way to Kurban and Risean, both of whom rose in respect as she drew near.


  “We are aware of what has transpired. Where is the lady Artan? And why do all await without?”


  As they had done once before, the Tearkin prince and Moonkind guardian exchanged a long, anxious glance. It was Risean who eventually answered this most powerful of fairies.


  “The Artan is within,” he explained, his face troubled. “The Simathe High-Chief remains with her. Since she expired, he has not left her side. No other arms have carried her. Few hands save his have touched her. He has banished any who would enter.”


  “Someone must speak with him.”


  “Aye, my lady. Someone must.”


  “I will do so, then.”


  For the first time in a long time Risean smiled, a gesture of relief and gratitude intertwined.


  “Of course. Our very great thanks, my lady Braisley.”


  Chapter Forty-One


  
    Broken Stone

  


   



  A fairy’s warm, white softness enveloped him, but the Simathe warrior-lord did not bother turning to look. Only one Aerisian fairy possessed such a strong, brilliant aura.


  Sinking gracefully to her knees, Braisley knelt with him before the body of the Artan. Clasping her long, elegant fingers together, she rested them upon the stone slab, regarding the dead woman in silence before switching her perusal to himself. Although he felt her sorrowful, if measuring, gaze, Ilgard refused to look away from his lady’s cold face, even when the gossamer-winged fairy finally spoke.


  “A number of days have passed since her death. High-Chief, she is not going to return to you. You must let her go.”


  “That is easy to say, difficult to do.”


  “I know that,” Braisley agreed. “However, for once you must do as other humans do. You must make your farewells, and you must allow them to put her in a tomb. Then you must walk away and leave her. Forever.”


  “And leave behind the best part of myself?”


  “I did not say forget her. I did not say do not love her,” the fairy soothed. “But she is gone and you must accept that, even as you accept that she—wherever she may be—doubtless loves you from afar.”


  He lowered his chin. “Your words bring no comfort. Of what use is love when not shared?”


  “Now I know,” he continued, without waiting for an answer, “why we Simathe live alone and do not love. Why none but myself will ever be foolish enough to do so.”


  The fairy only looked at him. “That is selfishness speaking. Would you forgo the days with her because you now grieve? Do you assume you are the first to love and to lose? Hardly. There comes a time in the life of all humanity when love’s object is taken, and pain is all that remains. Humans know this. You suffer because you thought you were not human, only to discover now that you are. You know not how to tolerate it.


  “Nevertheless, pray—take heart, my lord.” Her tones changed from reproachful, and she placed a hand on his forearm. “I am certain that time’s passage will eventually lessen the ache of loss. One day, all that will remain are memories of the love you shared.”


  Shared? They had not been given the opportunity to share a love. She had offered hers; he had waited to take it. Waited until there was no time left to enjoy it. As of now, a future without her seemed bleak indeed. As for being human and doing as other humans did, well, other humans did not love as he. They did not know what it meant to be Joined to a woman, as he had been. They could not know what it was to live with such a bond for many months, only to have it all swiftly, brutally ripped away.


  He’d told Braisley that his lady was the best part of him. She had been. Through her, he had experienced life with an intensity previously unknown, despite the long years of his existence. Because of her, he had seen the world from a different viewpoint, and with new eyes: her eyes. She had been his heart, standing outside of himself but always bonded firmly to him. In her, he had seen love. With her, for the first time, he had known love. Now, love was bitter, and her essence—continually carried with him, lost.


  The sound of the Great Hall’s inner door closing penetrated the fog of his dreary reflections. He looked up to find Braisley had gone, leaving him alone with his lady and the tombs of hundreds of others. He realized then, with a sharp stab of pain, that he must say goodbye. In that, at least, the fairy was right. He could not spend eternity here at his lady’s side, however loath he was to leave her. Raising himself with awful slowness, he bent over her face, touching her cold cheek lightly with his fingertips.


  “Hannah,” he said, his mouth dry, his throat tight. He could think of nothing else to say.


  Hold me in your love, she had said, and so he would. But he would rather hold her alive and warm and breathing in his arms, as well.


  His eyes stung, and the longer he stared at her face the more it blurred. It took him a moment to understand what was happening, and when he did, he was taken aback. Tears. Never in his life had he shed or even come close to shedding a tear. Not for himself, not for anyone else. There had never been a need and certainly not a need like this. Nevertheless, he would not give in and willed them away.


  It would have been easier to give into his grief—after all, he had a great deal to mourn: Aerisia’s loss and his own. The cutting short of such a young life. The possibilities she had laid out before him… marriage, a child. He had never dared even think about such things. They were forbidden to one of his kind. He could not stop to ponder how tantalizingly close they’d been with her, for they were now only dust and ashes, fit for nothing except being poured upon the ground.


  That was as it was. The time of farewell had come, and the warrior blinked his eyes, clearing them in order to take one last, lingering look at his beloved’s face. Even in death, evil could not touch her. She might have been alive moments ago, instead of days. Almost a smile played at the corners of her mouth, and he bent to kiss her for a final time, enjoying that smile in bittersweet, painful remembrance. He fingered a lock of her hair, rolling it between his fingertips, remembering how soft he had thought it from the first time he touched it.


  Farewells, though, could not last forever. In the end, he rose wearily to leave.


  He was already down the steps and striding across the marble floor when an idea struck that made him hesitate, stop, and go back. Perhaps it was foolishness, perhaps he was more human than he had believed, but he wanted to take something of hers to keep. A ring from her finger, a lock of her hair… any little trifle to keep her memory alive and fresh.


  When he stood over her, he saw that no rings encircled her small fingers. Pulling his dagger from its sheath, he grasped one of the soft brown waves of her hair and had the blade against it, ready to cut, when something else caught his eye. He released the hair, letting it fall from his fingers with the softness of a whisper while he replaced the knife. Now the Simathe reached for the necklace around her throat, the necklace she’d been given the morning of her first journey to Treygon. He removed it carefully, twining the gold-rope chain around his fingers before turning once more to go.


  Just as he stepped off the bottom stair, the oval stone clasped in his palm began to burn so hotly his breath caught in his teeth. The golden chain also began to flame, searing his flesh. He could not remove it fast enough. In his haste, the chain was clumsily torn off. The stone fell from his palm, striking the marble floor where it broke, crushed upon impact. Unable to look away from what he had done, Ilgard gazed in dismay at the bits and shards of that ancient stone on the marble floor and the golden chain winding its way about the mess in obscene, serpentine coils.


  In his mind, the Simathe cursed viciously. When would tragedy end? Would he not be allowed to keep even this small token of the one he’d lost? He was angry, so angry he could feel it rising inside like water finding its own level, washing away his pain with a flood of rage.


  “Has she not suffered enough for Aerisia that to fulfill prophecy she must die? Have I not suffered enough? Have not we all?”


  The words were shouted at the empty air, at the rounded dome with its stained glass panels soaring high overhead. They echoed in the dusky chamber. Dust motes disturbed by his breath danced wildly on unbalanced air before resuming their stately floating. The dead did not hear. The dead did not care. No one inside that vast Hall cared, save himself. No comfort, no answers were going to come. Heartsick, he simply scooped up the golden chain and did not look back at the dead woman as he strode away.


  That was when he heard a strange sound, the sound of winter wind soughing through bare branches. It arrested his attention, bringing him to a standstill. On his back, he felt a growing warmth, the warmth of a summer sun. He found himself frozen in place as invisible, silken cords slipped about his body. They bound and captured him but not with any ill intent. Holding his arms to his sides, those silken cords pulled at him, turning him to face the tomb he had just left.


  What he saw standing before it was a woman. Or rather, the phantasm of a woman. Perhaps it was her spirit. The High-Chief could not decide as, with his head cocked to the side, he studied the shimmering creature. She hovered above the shards of broken stone and appeared to have risen from it. When she beckoned with both hands, his feet moved him forward. Apparently, he was under her control, but he felt no alarm. At closer range, he could see the phantasm bore a striking resemblance to—


  He shot a glance at his lady, lying on the block of stone as though she slept, then back at the creature now mere inches from him. Impossible, but true. The two faces were one and the same, the only differences between them the typical Aerisian hair and eye coloring of this one before him. Otherwise and on every other account, she could have been his lady.


  The phantasm drifted closer. Wordless, she ran wraithlike, inquiring hands over his face and down his neck. Her fingers brushed lightly as if searching for something or measuring him up. They flowed down his arms, touching the hilt of his sword before removing themselves. The silken bonds fell away, and once more he was able to move as a free man. Rather, he could have moved as a free man. Something about this silent spirit held him captive. Perhaps it was that she looked so much like his lady…


  Then the beautiful creature was drifting backwards, multicolored lights from the dome’s stained glass panels flashing across her shining hair and glistening gown. Multicolored lights which, when they touched her, were absorbed into her, so that she glowed with a plethora of colors.


  She smiled. Her lips parted, and she spoke.


  “My thanks, Lord Ilgard of the Simathe. You have freed me from a long imprisonment.”


  The warrior blinked in surprise, amazed that her voice so closely resembled his Hannah’s. Almost, he could have sworn it was the same voice.


  The creature—transparent one moment, opaque the next, fully visible after that—drifted in and out, around and about, moving in slow, languid motions as she spoke.


  “She has fulfilled the tasks bequeathed to her, tasks myself and others after me were unable to accomplish. Prophecy has been fulfilled; my namesake has arisen victorious.”


  He knew then who he addressed. “You are Artan,” he said, his voice level and calm.


  The spirit smiled. “So I am, Lord of the Simathe. Ages past, a woman by name of Heldwyn bound my spirit to a stone similar to her own and sent it from the Underworld to a place where it would be found. The necklace of the Artan, it was called. So it was for the both of us. For two Artans.”


  The phantasm glided towards the head of the stone slab, placing a translucent hand upon his lady’s hair.


  “Do you love her, High-Chief? Never mind, I know that you do. How could you not?”


  She smiled down into the dead woman’s face. “Our fates were bound together, yours and mine,” she murmured, speaking to his lady alone. “Almost from the first I have been with you, although you knew it not. As you went, so did I. Where you journeyed, so did I. It was I who called you back from death’s brink to make your final stand. Had this fight been lost, I would not speak now.”


  “Prophecy is broken. She is dead,” Ilgard pointed out from where he stood.


  “Nay,” the other replied. “Prophecy is not broken: it cannot be. There were other things she had to do.”


  “Dead?” Bitter mockery tinged his voice.


  “Do you know the prophecy, Ilgard of the Simathe?” Not waiting for his reply, she quoted solemnly, “Bound to the past, the bond will be broken that she may pass through the vales of shadow and despair to walk forevermore in the light.”


  “High-Chief,” leaving his lady, she came to him, placing a ghostly hand on his shoulder. “Do you believe this? Believe prophecy will be fulfilled? Would you hold your lady again?”


  The warrior-lord could not answer. Hope sprang up, unbidden but desperate at the prospect she placed before him. Swallowing hard, finding his voice, he managed a gruff, “Aye.”


  Aye to the first question, aye to the second, but most especially to the third. The one word, the single answer to all three questions, satisfied the creature. Her smile glowed like the light she absorbed and emanated.


  “Then so you shall.”


  Dismalness gone, hope was a fire. The Simathe watched with bated breath as the phantasm now placed gentle hands on either side of his Hannah’s face.


  “Live, little one. You have done well in fulfilling all that was foretold of you. Now you must return to this land and its people who love you—to this one who loves you.”


  So saying, she bent, pressing a kiss to the dead woman’s forehead. Ilgard stood motionless, his nerves tense and strained. Would she live? Could the first Artan give life to the second?


  The creature straightened, flashing him a smile. “It is done. The time for my departure is at hand.”


  With that, she drifted just beyond him to the place where shafts of light from the dome high above were merging, forming a perfect circle that was reflected upon the marble floor. There, in the midst of the circle, she halted.


  Ilgard glanced from one Artan to the other. She could not leave yet! His lady had not awakened. Her body lay unchanged, silent and cold as a winter frost. She was not warm and breathing. She did not live.


  Ignoring his distress, Artan’s spirit raised a hand in farewell, saying kindly, “Do not despair. Wait. Simply wait and believe.”


  Then she lifted her hands, raising them high above her head as if reaching up to grasp something. Her face turned upwards. Ilgard also looked up to see another woman, or another woman’s spirit, slowly descending in that circle of multicolored lights. She too radiated the heat of the sun and was arrayed in battle armor similar to a Cortain’s. Radiant at her hip was a perfect replica of the sword resting upon his lady’s breast—the sword of Laytrii.


  That told him who she was, as well.


  This woman floated down with her arms lowered until her hands met, clasped those of the other. High-Chieftess Laytrii lifted Artan into the air, pulling the other woman even with herself. As both of them gazed down upon him, before his eyes Artan’s garments change from a simple, flowing gown to battle armor matching her companion’s. Thus they were: two women, two warriors, two heroines, two queens.


  Laytrii spoke, saying in soft, dulcet tones, “Farewell, Lord Ilgard, High-Chief of the Simathe. You have done well in guarding our charge. All that is left is to love her.”


  Artan only smiled.


  And then they were gone, those two never-forgotten champions, ascending up, up, up into the rounded dome atop the Great Hall, disappearing at its top in a blinding flash so bright he cast an arm over his face to shield his eyes from the glare.


  Chapter Forty-Two


  
    The Artan’s Return

  


   



  “Ilgard?”


  I called his name as he was lowering his arm. He spun in the direction of my voice. I had awakened in a vast, silent marble atrium, where I was lying on a great stone block with Laytrii’s sword on my chest. I could only assume I’d been brought to some sort of funerary hall, but our surroundings didn’t matter. All that mattered was that he was the first thing I’d seen when I’d opened my eyes and turned my head to the side. Now, my cheek against cold marble, our eyes met and I smiled, smiled to see him again, smiled to feel life coursing once more through my limbs, and smiled to see the awe even he couldn’t quite hide.


  “Hannah?”


  He said my name like a question, with reverence and fear, as if he couldn’t comprehend the fact that I’d returned to him.


  “Hannah,” he said again, and then he was coming to me. His steps were slow and there was an odd sort of fear in his eyes, as if he were afraid that if he got too close, too fast I’d either vanish or else grow wings and fly away.


  To reassure him, I staid still as he approached, letting him sink down beside me and remove Laytrii’s ancient sword. He laid it aside to lace his fingers with mine, and I could feel them trembling. I lifted my face to his, still smiling, lost in wonder at where restoration had brought me. He wasn’t the only one having a hard time accepting the fact that I’d returned. Down in the Underworld, where my spirit had flown as it exited my body, I had doubted I’d ever see him again. But here he was, right next to me, his eyes hungrily scrutinizing every inch of my features.


  “Hannah… you live,” he whispered in disbelief.


  I felt tears prick my eyes. “Yes, I’m here, Ilgard. I’ve come back. I—”


  I never got a chance to finish. In one swift movement he slid his arms under me and lifted me from the stone, dragging me against his chest and bowing his head over me. It was too tight. I couldn’t breathe, but I wasn’t about to protest. Not when I could feel his entire body shaking as he clasped me close.


  He was a strong man, the strongest man I’d ever known. For centuries, people had judged him and his kind subhuman, emotionless. I’d once thought that too. Now, I knew how wrong I’d been. Only the deepest sort of pain healed by hope springing to life could induce a reaction like this in a man like him. I clung to him, regretting our forced separation and the pain he’d suffered on my account, but awestruck in the presence of so strong a love.


  Pulling back, he clasped my face between his palms and looked deep into my eyes. “Never leave me again,” he said fiercely. “Never leave me again.”


  “I won’t,” I promised, or tried to.


  The words weren’t even out before his mouth descended on mine and he was kissing me with a passion I’d only been permitted glimpses of in the past. It felt like he was determined to wipe away all lingering traces of pain and doubt, of fear and loneliness, of torment and sorrow. He wanted to erase the days I’d been lost to him, and I think he wanted to restore our Joining bond, because I felt prickles of the old awareness creeping back into my brain. I knew if I could feel them then the bond must be fully opening on his side. It had to be, given the power of that kiss, a kiss that left me weak and trembling when he finally pulled back.


  “There is much I would say to you,” he began, clasping my shoulders and pressing his forehead to mine. “I would speak, but the words will not come. I…”


  Straightening, I hushed him by laying my fingers over his mouth. “You don’t have to say them right now. You don’t have to say anything. Plenty of time for all that later. You’re Simathe, you’re who you are, and I’m not asking you to change. I don’t want you to change. I love you, Ilgard, for the man you are.”


  Those fathomless, alien eyes I’d once thought were full of consuming darkness were now gentle as I’d ever seen them. When he angled his head to kiss me again, I let him, feeling our breath intermingle and our souls unite. Everything about this was right; I felt it to the core of my being. He was mine, and I was his. Furthermore, if I was correctly interpreting what the prophecy hinted at, that might be for a very long time. Perhaps forever.


  Breaking off the kiss, he rose to his feet and pulled me to mine, lifting me easily off the slab of marble.


  “Although I would gladly keep you to myself, your people deserve to know you’ve returned to them,” he said.


  “I agree. I’m ready to see them, too. I can’t believe I’ve come back—to them, to you.”


  To say all of this switching between worlds was mindboggling wasn’t to say nearly enough. Nevertheless, if my brain felt overwhelmed, my heart knew nothing except joy. I felt as if I floated, as if this were a dream because so much happiness couldn’t possibly exist inside one person. This feeling only escalated as Ilgard threw open the smaller, inner door of the Great Hall and we walked out together, side by side, stopping at the top of the stairs.


  I felt my eyes widen when I saw the great mass of people gathered outside. Hundreds, thousands of Aerisians of every sort were thronged together before this marble hall, and I could only imagine the cause was to mourn me. I’d known, as the Artan, that my people had appreciated, if not loved me. I hadn’t known how much, though, and my eyes blurred with tears to see this outpouring of devotion.


  For several long seconds after we appeared, absolute silence reigned. I think if a feather had dropped to the cobblestoned streets it would’ve been heard. Then, somewhere in the crowd, a woman gasped. Quick intakes of breath from all around followed. Unfolding his large body, Kurban, the Tearkin prince, slowly rose. He was also staring at me dumbfounded, yet, finding his voice before anyone else, he stated quietly, “She lives.”


  At that simple declaration, the dam broke and the river was free. The relief, the happiness that swept the crowd was a tangible thing that could be felt as Kurban’s words were picked up and repeated by one person and the next until they became a single roar.


  “She lives, she lives!”


  “The Artan lives!”


  “She has come back!”


  “The Artan lives!”


  “The Artan has returned!”


  Cheers rose, filling the air with happy shouts and cheerful weeping. Friends and neighbors embraced, people waved their hands, and men threw their hats in lighthearted abandon. Flowers, which I presumed had originally been brought to place around my funeral bier, soon joined the hats and joyful cries that pierced the heavens. Petals of every hue drifted down to the ground, showering the gathering, showering Ilgard and me. The sight was stunningly beautiful, and it made me smile, while the elation of the crowd made me laugh with sheer delight.


  I blew a kiss to the crowd, which went wild in response. I studied their faces, some recognizable and some not, yet all Aerisians for whom I’d fought. And died. Today, lords and ladies in their finery were crowded in with poorly dressed commoners. The Elders stood beside battle-hardened Ranetron, while menservants and maidservants, masters and mistresses, were pressed shoulder to shoulder, equals at least for today.


  I looked about for familiar faces and found many. I waved at the spot where Prince Kurban, my uncle Risean, and the fairy Braisley stood, beaming at us. There were many Simathe in the crowd and, for once, their fellow Aerisians weren’t giving them a wide berth. Cole was the only dark warrior who permitted an actual smile, but there was a noticeable relaxing of their typical callused demeanor, which told me they weren’t immune to the joy of the day… and were maybe even happy to see me returned triumphant. Who knew?


  Next, I saw Lady Elisia leaning against the Ranetron High-Chief, who stood with his arm draped possessively about her shoulders. He had the look of a man who didn’t intend to be letting go, which told me Elisia had better expect that long-awaited marriage proposal soon. My friend Silver Rose, the Galandorf First Captainess, beamed at me and waved enthusiastically from a knot of her fellow pirates, including her soldmey, Golden Eyes. I caught the mischievous wink The Hunter flashed me just before he slipped up behind Rittean, whirling her about and stopping her cry of surprise with a long kiss. This time my cousin didn’t protest his attentions but actually rose on tiptoes to give back as good as she got. I saw Uncle Risean shoot them a questioning frown and figured they might be in for a talking to later. The occasion merited them a free pass for now, but The Hunter was still a warrior while Rittean followed the Peace of the Moon. I couldn’t help wondering where all of this might eventually lead but was happy for them to enjoy their moment.


  Whatever the future might bring, for Rittean and The Hunter, Garett and Elisia, Silver Rose and Golden Eyes, the Simathe, Prince Kurban, Uncle Risean, Lady Tey, the High Elder, or Braisley, Aureeyah, and the rest of the fairies, this moment was a moment for all of us to share. As flower petals swirled through the air, the crowd’s clamor swelled, reaching higher and higher into the heavens, piercing the thick clouds above. Following the direction of their shouts, I looked up as all of the commotion merged into a single chant: my name.


  “Artan! Artan! Artan! Artan!” the people cried.


  Another smile broke across my face as I continued to stare upwards, watching expectantly. In a moment, just as I’d known they would, the shouts did their job, forcing the grim clouds overhead to break apart. A warm, cleansing wind rushed in to drive them away, dispelling any traces of gray. There was no room for darkness or shadow on this day, only light and the promise of freedom. The sun’s rays, now free to shine their brightest, were balmy upon my face.


  Chapter Forty-Three


  
    Celebration, Culmination

  


   



  Laytrii’s entire city had come alive. There was drinking, feasting, games, and dancing. What had initially begun in a few houses had spilled out into the surrounding streets until they were simply clobbered with people. I felt almost claustrophobic, as though I could hardly move or breathe. There was barely room to shove through the crowd, much less walk. However, I wouldn’t have had it any other way. This was our night—this city, this land, my people. Prophecy had been fulfilled for all of us. The threat of the Dark Powers and its invading hordes was gone. We could be happy as a city, a nation, a country, a realm. So we celebrated, long into the night.


  I’d never witnessed a celebration like this. I don’t think anyone in Aerisia had ever witnessed a celebration like this. Lord Contrey, who approached at one point to solemnly inform me of his admiration for what I’d done and his joy at my return, said he’d never seen the like. He was by far the oldest Simathe with whom I was personally acquainted.


  The festivities were still going strong when I became aware that I hadn’t seen Ilgard in some time. Not that he’d really been glued to my side: the crowds had quickly separated us, and I suppose it wasn’t as imperative for him or the other Simathe to watch over me anymore. Still, I can’t deny a part of me longed to get away from everyone and everything and simply be alone with him. So much of our relationship had barely been hinted at, and I wanted to explore further possibilities. That wasn’t about to happen, not tonight, so I’d had to content myself with catching glimpses of him whenever I could.


  Which hadn’t happened in a while, I realized, sometime after midnight. I managed to extract myself from the group of merrymakers surrounding me and started making my way through the fringes of the crowd, seeking him out. I saw a black head in the distance, but when he turned it wasn’t Ilgard. A second Simathe also fooled me momentarily, and I was getting exasperated when I felt a hand tugging at my elbow. I turned, fixing a smile on my face, certain it would be another well-wisher, but instead my cousin Rittean stood there. Her tropical water eyes weren’t just bright, they were glowing, and with something more than simple happiness. Scheming, maybe?


  That didn’t seem right. However, maybe my initial impression wasn’t too far off. Catching my hand, speaking loudly to be heard about the noise, she said, “Come with me, cousin. I’ve a thing to show you.”


  “What is it?” I hollered back, but she shook her white head.


  “Nay, you must come with me,” she begged.


  Shrugging, I acquiesced, letting her lead me away by the hand. I had no idea where we were going, but she seemed to as she wove through the throng like a champ, demanding, “Make way, make way, make way, please.”


  I was sorely tempted to laugh. Being pushy was not part of my Moonkind cousin’s character at all, but, clearly, she was on a mission she was determined to fulfill. We soon stopped before a tall, stately house with scarlet gables. She led me inside, up the staircase, and into a second-floor bedroom. Only a few candles were lit, and the shutters were tightly drawn. The place had an air of secrecy, as if whoever had prepared the room had done so with privacy in mind.


  I didn’t have to wonder long who Rittean’s accomplice was, because we’d no sooner entered and shut the door behind us when Elisia opened it again, flying into the room with something soft and white clutched in her hands.


  “I’ve finished,” she announced breathlessly. “I conscripted three fellow Spinners to assist, but I did not tell them why it had to be done, or with such haste, and I swore them to silence. We should be safe.”


  “Safe?” I echoed, glancing in confusion between my two friends. “What on earth is going on?”


  Rather than answer, Elisia hurried over to me and pressed a long, flowing gown to my shoulders.


  “What do you think?” she asked Rittean, who’d stepped up to take a look. “It’s one of mine—we made it over to fit her. I thought nothing of hers was quite proper.”


  “It’s lovely,” my cousin agreed. “Your taste is impeccable, as always.”


  “My gratitude,” Elisia nodded. Lowering the gown, she said to me, “Come, Hannah, let us waste no more time. Don this gown, and then—”


  “Wait, hold on!” I snapped. “I have no idea what you two are planning, but I’m not putting on anything until I know what it is.”


  That was what I said. Turned out, neither the Spinner nor the Moonkind were in a frame of mind to accept arguments or protests. In fact, I barely got a word in edgewise as they pretty much stripped off my clothing and re-dressed me in Elisia’s made-over gown. One of them brushed out my hair while the other placed a wreath of delicate white flowers on my head. Holding my hands, Elisia turned me this way and that in the candlelight, surveying me critically, before announcing, “Perfect. Simple and perfect.”


  “I agree,” Rittean concurred.


  I looked in the mirror. Whatever my friends had in mind, the gown was simple. Beautiful. I’d thought the color was white, but it was really a pale pink so soft it appeared white. A band of teeny satin flowers studded with seed pearls decorated the empire waist, the neckline was gently scooped, and the long sleeves flowed to my fingertips. I had only a moment to study my image. The next thing I knew, I was being trundled down the stairs and out of the home’s back door, which opened onto a less busy lane. A dark carriage sat there, into which I was practically shoved. Rittean climbed in after me, and Elisia closed the door.


  “You will never forget this night, my friend,” she said, smiling at me through the window. “May it bring you great joy.”


  That was an odd remark, one that left me thinking, What’s going on here? Is everybody acting crazy because I’ve won and I came back, or is it something else entirely?


  The Spinner closed the curtains and rapped twice on the door. The carriage started forward with a jolt, clattering over the cobblestoned streets. Everything was dark. I had no idea where we were going, and Rittean sat mute, refusing to reply to any of my demands, entreaties, or questions. My confusion had only grown by the time the vehicle finally stopped and she opened the door. We were at the edge of the forest bordering Laytrii’s great city. My Moonkind cousin scrambled down and I followed. The carriage driver snapped his whip and took off, leaving her and me alone at the edge of the forest, with only a waning moon to light our way.


  Or so I thought, until Rittean gave her moonstone-tipped staff a shake. “Light, please,” she said.


  The gem lit up like it was on fire, practically affording us a flashlight’s beam as she started us off into the trees. I wasn’t afraid, but my curiosity was growing stronger and stronger until I thought I might burst… and then, weaving around a clump of thick oaks, grown together and twisted with ivy, we came upon a wide, moonlit clearing a little ways off, dotted with fanciful stone arches that thrust up toward the sky. Standing between us and clearing was the Simathe High-Chief.


  I stopped in my tracks. My breath caught in my throat. My heart did a funny little skip. My blood prickled in my veins. I barely heard Rittean say, “I will leave you now,” and walk away. I felt as if I were frozen, not by fear, but by anticipation and a growing sense that something was about to change, forever. That this night and this moment, whatever it held, was the final culmination of my long journey from Earth to Aerisia, from Hannah to the Artan, and back to Hannah—me, myself—again.


  Ilgard was walking toward me, and I stood motionless until he approached, halting in front of me.


  I could still barely breathe, but I forced out, “What is all this?”


  “Earlier, you promised you would never leave me again,” he said slowly, reaching out to take my hand. Uncurling my fingers, he placed something on my palm. “I thought you might seal that promise.”


  Only when he removed his hand could I see what he’d laid inside mine. A golden ring. No diamonds. No gems. No fluff. Only a plain, sturdy band, meant to last.


  I felt as if I held the weight of the world in my palm. “Are you,” I whispered, looking up through swimming eyes, “asking me to marry you?”


  “I am,” he answered simply, his face never changing expression.


  And that was that. To most women, this would have been a very odd, unromantic proposal. To me, the world had just toppled on end, as Ilgard had warned me long ago it might. My stomach took a dip, and my mind was whirling. This wasn’t flowers and poetry and a blue box from Tiffany’s. I didn’t need any of that. We’d been through far too much for me to need those things, and, besides, he wasn’t that sort of man.


  Looking towards the open glade, I realized what was going on. Dressed in his customary, coffee-brown robes, Uncle Risean stood beneath an elaborate stone arch in the center of the clearing, a stone arch embedded with moonstones and carved with nighttime scenes. There was a handful of similar arches scattered throughout the clearing, shimmering in the moonlight with an unnatural glow. Rather like the Moonkind’s hair. I’d never been here before, but I sensed it was a sacred place to my father’s people. And when I saw Rittean walk up and take a stand beside her father, and Chief Captain Norband emerge from the darkness and take a stand opposite her, I knew exactly what choice I was making.


  A million thoughts and emotions beset me.


  I wish my family were here.


  What would they think of this? Of him? Would they think I’m crazy?


  I wish Dad was here to give me away. Wish Mom could be here to see me in my wedding gown. Wish my sisters could be bridesmaids.


  All of that was true, but—I inhaled a cleansing breath, expelling the sadness—it was also my former life. A former life that I had already parted ways with. A former life that, as of right now, was over.


  I placed my hand in the Simathe High-Chief’s. “I thought you’d never ask,” I said, all of the tension relaxing into a grin.


  He tilted his head slightly, in that way of his that told me he was trying to figure out the exact humor behind my statement and probably my turn of the phrase as well. A smile ghosted across his mouth.


  “A lifetime with you would not serve to fully understand you.”


  I shook my head. “No, not a lifetime,” I reminded him, and my voice was tight with the force of my feelings. “Longer than that. Possibly forever. Are you… okay with that?”


  He lifted my hand to his lips. “I’ll not lose you again,” he said, those alien eyes holding mine as he brushed a kiss against my palm. “Fate has given me you twice. Now, I would gladly make you mine forever.”


  “I feel the same way,” I whispered, smiling. “So let’s go make it official.”


  We did.


  Had I been marrying anyone else, I doubtless could’ve had as ornate, as grand a wedding as I could’ve dreamed up. Tonight, there were no frills, no extravagance. However, this wedding under the moonlight, in a quiet forest glade, with only my cousin and the Simathe Chief Captain as witnesses, was fairytale enough for me. I don’t think the man I was marrying would have been comfortable with anything else. Besides, frankly, I wanted to be with him. Now. Tonight. I’d given my life once. I’d lost him once. I knew firsthand how tenuous life could be. I didn’t want to wait for anything else. This was all I needed.


  My great-uncle performed the ceremony, speaking over us a mixture of words in my language, ancient Aerisian tongues, and even the Moonkind’s dialect. There weren’t many vows for us to actually repeat, only a couple of places for us to give vocal assent. Ilgard’s black eyes absorbed the moonlight as he stared down at me, his gaze never leaving my face as he spoke. His grip was tight on my hands.


  Uncle Risean held up his hands, blessing us in the Aerisian tongue—something about the sunlight warming our days and the moon brightening our nights, concluding with the Powers of Good watching over us and keeping our love strong and sure. I admit I wasn’t hearing it all. My mind was flitting helplessly from disbelief, to joy, to slivers of sadness that my family wasn’t there with me, to awe that all the things I’d only half dared dream about were actually coming true. Only when he stopped speaking did my thoughts jolt back to the present and to the fact that all was silent and everyone was watching me with a sort of expectancy, as if waiting to see what I’d do next.


  “Is it over?” I blurted out.


  Behind me, Rittean laughed. My uncle nodded. “It is, my child. You are man and wife.”


  “Oh.” I looked, confused, from my uncle to my husband and back to my uncle again. “But on Earth they always end by saying the groom can now kiss the bride.”


  Again, Rittean laughed, and Uncle Risean chuckled with her. “He is welcome to do this, as well.”


  I turned back to my new husband. Whether he’d been waiting for an invitation from our officiant or from me, I couldn’t say, but there was no need for words. Cupping my face in his hands, framing my cheeks with his long, strong fingers, he bent to kiss me. I breathed out my joy as his lips found mine. Then I breathed in the scent of him, and felt awareness of the world fade away. When we finally broke apart, the glade was empty, except for us. I hadn’t even heard them leave. As far as I knew, the carriage that had dropped me here was gone, and there were no means of getting us back to the palace.


  It didn’t matter. We were together, the past was past, my biggest task as the Artan was complete, and I was with the man I loved. We had the rest of the night ahead of us.


  Chapter Forty-Four


  
    An Artan’s Reward

  


   



  Later, wrapped up together in my bed at the palace, I said drowsily, “You know what I think? I don’t think this was a fluke or luck or chance. I think this was meant to be all along.”


  Next to me, Ilgard took his time replying. Waiting, I couldn’t tell whether he was asleep or not. I presumed he probably hadn’t rested much, if at all, since the battle at Shayle’s gates, if not prior to that. He’d said nothing yet about our Joining bond closing when I died, but I suspected, given his reaction when I awakened, the pain must have been excruciating. I doubted he’d rested much during that time. All of that was in the past, however. I still didn’t know how this would work out—I may’ve been the Artan, but I was still human. I had to sleep. He was Simathe: he didn’t necessarily have to. Little things like figuring out sharing a bed and sleeping together might take some time. After all, this was far from a normal marriage, and we were far from a normal couple.


  None of that mattered right now, with his strong, warrior’s body curled around mine beneath the blankets and his hand on my hip. Nothing mattered except we were finally together and free to enjoy the closeness of being man and wife.


  “How do you mean?” my husband said at last, and although he sounded tired he was obviously still awake.


  “Well, think about it.” I flipped over to face him in the dark. “Think about what the prophecy says: Unity with the everlasting will heal her soul, lifting the eternal from rejection and fear,” I quoted. “You are the immortal, the everlasting. You admitted your love before I died, uniting yourself to me. Your love healed my soul and brought me back from the Underworld, while my love drew us together. Now that we’re married, you and your men will undoubtedly be accepted in an entirely new way, lifting all of you from the rejection and fear you’ve always been shown. Don’t you see? The prophecy hinted at it all along, we just didn’t get the hint.”


  “Artan’s spirit brought you back,” he disputed, hearkening back to an earlier comment. “I witnessed this.”


  “Yes, she did, but what do you think gave her the power to do that?” He shrugged, and I said quietly, “Think what you want, but I know what it was. Something so powerful, a bond so strong, it couldn’t be severed even by my death. I feel it. You feel it. This is prophecy fulfilled, Ilgard. I know it is.”


  He was silent so long I thought he’d fallen sleep mulling it over. “Ilgard?” I asked, tracing my hand down the contours of his upper arm.


  Unerringly, despite the darkness, he captured my hand and lifted it, placing a gentle kiss on my inner wrist. “That would explain their remarks.”


  “Oh? Whose remarks?”


  “Artan asked if I believed prophecy must be fulfilled. The High-Chieftess said all I had left to do was to love you.”


  “So you see? I’m right!” Propping myself up on my elbow, I looked down into his hard face, into those bottomless-pit eyes that glittered blacker than the darkness of my room. “I wondered once if we were meant to be because you and I, a man and a woman, were Joined. But I don’t think that was it at all. I think the prophecy had you, the Simathe High-Chief, and me, the Artan, in mind all along. We had to happen, this had to happen, because prophecy was going to use you to bring me back from the Underworld. Only something as extraordinary, as strong as your love could have saved me from that horrible place.”


  The mere thought of it made me shudder. He felt it and drew me down, my head on his chest, cradling me close. “Would you speak of it?”


  I could have told him anything. However, this wasn’t the time for that. Tonight was my wedding night. I didn’t want to think about passing from victory on the battlefield to the horrors of the Underworld. There, it had been my final task to fight for and free those like Heldwyn who’d been trapped in the Underworld for millennia, waiting on their own rescuer. Yes, I’d obliterated the Dark One, embodiment of the Dark Powers, above, but I still had to root out the final vestiges of their strength below. Time had been meaningless while trapped down there. It had felt like centuries. Perhaps it had been, or maybe it’d been only a few days, as had passed in the Upperworld.


  Whatever the case, it wasn’t something I wanted to talk about. Not now, not tonight. We had plenty of time for such discussions. Someday I would tell him everything I’d endured after I died, and he would tell me what he hadn’t been able to say after I awakened. For now, it was enough that all of those things were over with, and we had the future ahead of us. When I said as much to him, he understood. Both of us knew tonight wasn’t a night for speaking about pain but erasing pain with love. Which is what we did.


  
    ***

  


  The next morning, I was awakened by the sound of the door to my bedroom suite opening and closing. Light footsteps tripped across the floor, accompanied by the rattle of dishes. I had just enough time to sit up and toss the blankets over us both when Rosean walked in with a smile and a “Good morning, mistress,” that died on her lips when she saw us.


  She stopped short. Her face went pale. Her fingers stiffened, and she almost dropped the breakfast tray. Fortunately, she recovered in time, but the clatter and spills of the nearly dropped tray woke my husband, who bolted up in the bed, his hands automatically reaching for a weapon.


  “It’s okay,” I said, throwing an arm across him. “It’s just Rosean with breakfast.”


  I offered her a smile, but if her face had been pale before it was now beet red, whether from shock or anger or discomfort I couldn’t tell. Probably all three.


  “I-I—I will re-return,” she stammered. Whirling, she ran out so fast a couple of dishes did slide off the tray, but she didn’t stop to pick them up. Once I heard the sound of the bedroom door closing behind her, I couldn’t help it. The humor of the situation struck me full force, and I collapsed against the pillows, laughing uncontrollably.


  Next to me, Ilgard, who had recovered his typical Simathe poise, was regarding me strangely.


  “Did you see her face?” I choked out. “The Artan and the Simathe High-Chief caught in bed together. This is going to be the biggest scandal ever to rock Laytrii.”


  He shook his head. “I fail to understand the humor.”


  “But it’s so rich,” I exclaimed, sitting up. “I don’t see how you can’t think it’s funny. The biggest scandal in Aerisian history, following on the heels of Aerisia’s biggest victory. And me, the star player, involved in both. You have to admit the irony of this is just great.”


  “Nothing about scandal is great.”


  “Oh, don’t be such a spoilsport, it’s not like we did anything wrong,” I said, poking him in the ribs. “We’re married, remember? If we had done something wrong, then, yeah, I’d be embarrassed. But we haven’t, and soon the entire world will know that, and they’ll get over it.”


  He still didn’t look like he appreciated the situation very much.


  “I’m sorry, I guess I should’ve warned you about my warped sense of humor before I married you, huh?” I said with a grin. “Too bad for you. I’m your wife. You’re stuck with me now.”


  For the first time that morning, he finally smiled, one of those quicksilver smiles I’d come to appreciate as pretty much an outpouring of humor from one of the least demonstrative people I knew.


  “I would have it no other way,” he said and moved to pull me into his arms.


  “Hey, wait,” I protested, a hand on his chest. “Don’t you want to get out there and set the record straight?”


  “Let the scandal run its course. We will end it soon enough,” he shrugged.


  “I like the way you think,” I smiled, twining my arms around his neck. “Let’s just enjoy the moment, then. I think we’ve both waited long enough for this.”


  
    ***

  


  By the time we left our room, the story had obviously spread far and wide. Half of those we passed in the halls stared outright, their mouths gaping open. Some gasped aloud to see us walking together, hand in hand, and as soon as they thought we were out of earshot everybody fell to whispering. Palace folk were coming out of the woodwork, so to speak, to see for themselves if the story was true. I thought it was pretty funny, while Ilgard took it all in stride, maintaining that air of aloofness, as if he were impervious to the world and its follies. Nevertheless, he didn’t release my hand, even when we walked into one of the palace’s large morning rooms together and saw pretty much any and everybody of any distinction gathered there.


  Of all those present, Rittean was grinning, Elisia threw me a wink, and Uncle Risean offered a fond smile. Nobody else said or did anything. There was a dead hush as people stared at us. Some were glaring, some looked mortified, and some nonplussed. Clearly, nobody was sure exactly how to react, until I extracted my left hand from my husband’s and raised it for everyone to see.


  “You can all get over the scandal now,” I said. “It’s okay. We were married last night. You can ask our witnesses there.” I gestured towards the two Moonkind.


  For the space of two or three heartbeats, nobody moved. I’m sure the fact that the ruling Artan had actually married the Simathe High-Chief was nearly as earth-shattering as this morning’s scandal had been. However, after a moment, one Elder rose to her feet. A genuine smile bloomed on her features as she stepped towards me, extending her hands.


  “Felicitations, my dear,” she said graciously, offering me a peck on both cheeks. “For all you’ve done for us, you have certainly earned your happiness.”


  With that, the silence was broken, the scandal erased, and I was quickly swallowed by friends, peers, and acquaintances coming forward to offer their congratulations. In the press, Ilgard and I were separated. Even though nobody rushed him, I saw more than one of his fellow noblemen approach and offer their congratulations. He’d been a lord a long while; he accepted it all with grave dignity, not giving anything away by his expression. Except when he looked at me. Then I could recognize in his obsidian eyes, possibly for the first time since I’d met him, genuine happiness, a happiness I alone had brought him. If that was my reward for battling the Dark Powers and returning from the grave and the Underworld, then it was reward enough.


  Seeing his, my own happiness was complete.
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  To fulfill prophecy and defeat the Dark Powers was not something I, as Hannah Winters of Earth, ever thought I’d do. To have actually accomplished everything foretold of me is something I can still hardly believe I’ve done. I can’t say what the future holds from this point onward, for my new homeland or for myself, but I know, as the Artan, I will be given the strength to face it. I am the Artan: I will defend my people. I have passed through the valleys of shadow and despair. I have been restored, possibly to true immortality, to walk forevermore in the light.


  The girl who first came to Aerisia would never have believed enough in herself, in her abilities, in those around her, or in the man to whom I’m now married to perform any of this. My journey was a long one, a difficult one, but all of the pain was worth it to ultimately reach this conclusion once offered by a dear friend: that sickness comes before health and sorrow before joy. That although shadows are cast in the light, night must always yield to morning. That death is strong, but love is stronger. That to use all of our gifts, powers, and abilities for good, means that all of the pain and suffering this life can bring will surely be rewarded in our final end.


  Note to the Reader


  Dear Reader,


  Whoever you are, wherever you are, I can’t thank you enough for coming along on this journey. I really debated on how to end this trilogy. Should I include a wedding scene and a happy ending, or simply leave it with Hannah awakening at the Great Hall of the Dead, her victory won and her people celebrating her return?


  I finally chose the ending I did because, (A), I felt that Hannah—and maybe Ilgard, especially—deserved a final culmination of their love story. (B), I don’t really care for endings in movies or books that I feel don’t offer enough explanation. It’s okay not to explain every minute detail, but I hate the feeling of “But what happened next???” (C), I wanted to draw my readers back to Hannah as she was presented at the beginning of the trilogy: very real, very human, and very much from Earth. I felt it was especially important to bring her back to that place after she finally morphed into the magical creature known as the Artan from legend and prophecy. I wanted to recall her human side, especially her sense of humor, which I hope has made her not only a relatable character but also a memorable one.


  What comes next for Hannah and Ilgard, I’m not sure. In my mind, there are still plenty of adventures to be had in Aerisia. We’ll have to see what the future holds as far as that goes, but I do want to thank each and every one of you who have seen this trilogy through to the end. These books represent several years of my life, and I hope they’ve been a spot of enjoyment in yours as you read through them.


  If they have, please feel free to drop by my Sarah Ashwood author page on Facebook to ask me a question or drop me a line. Sharing the news with friends in real life or on social media would be very much appreciated, as are online reviews. I love to hear from my readers! You’d be amazed by how feedback from people I’ve never met in person (sometimes even unpleasant feedback) has helped shape and reshape my characters, my stories, and my writing.


  Until next time, I hope you find plenty of excitement and adventure in whatever books you choose to read.


   



  ~ Sarah A.
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