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Cabin
in the Woods


 


A GREAT WHILE AGO,
in a wood long forgotten, was a cabin of cedar logs nestled deep within the
Enchanted Wood on the outskirts of Kierelia of Kaern. Vines of ivy covered the
small dwelling, transforming the otherwise ordinary house into a twisted mass
of green. Despite this inadvertent concealment, those lost within the forest
most often found themselves before its doorstep, led unknowingly by creatures
unseen.


A garden to the right
filled these lost ones with hope, for it flourished with food pleasant to any
famished soul. Peeking through the window, the traveler would likely discover
the elderly tenant in loose garb and long white hair leaning over his writing.
If one were to venture to the door, they would be heartily welcomed within and
offered a filling meal along with a bed in which to rest, followed by a guide
home.


It was one of his regular
visitors who stood before the cabin with the reins of a horse in his hand. The
tall fellow looked over the homestead with the corner of his mouth turned up.
Having visited the prophet many times in his life, much of his character had
been formed within that cabin. Thus, this haven in the woods meant a great deal
to him.


After trussing his
horse’s reins to the branch of a nearby tree, the young man moved to knock upon
the solid wooden door. Instead, he found his foot caught beneath the root of a
tree and went tumbling through the threshold.


“That you, Phillip?”
called the kindly prophet.


Pulling himself up,
Phillip rubbed at the spot on his forehead that had just been intimately
introduced to the wooden floorboards. Of course the prophet knew it was me,
he thought, for he was about the clumsiest, most useless soul that ever lived.
Phillip always blundered about in this fashion. His mother often said he was
too tall and his appendages too long for his own good and she hadn’t a clue
from where he’d gotten such ungainly attributes—assuredly not her side
of the family.


“Aye, tis I,” he mumbled
with irritation at his own inelegance.


The old man peeked around
the corner long enough to offer him a large grin. “Well, come in, my lad, and
quickly!”


Phillip stepped into the
small main room adorned with hanging herbs, baskets of fruit and veg and
various parchments and maps pinned to walls. In addition, there was a great
number of odd decorative items and contraptions, all of which had come from not
only the far reaches of the planet Kaern but other worlds.


The adornments varied
from bejeweled ornaments to globes of other planets as well as paintings of
scenes Phillip could only dream of, let alone fully fathom. There were tasseled
flags with the emblems of distant kingdoms, bottles of otherworldly elements and
spices—many of which he had tried himself, though few had been to his taste.
Carafes were filled to brimming with substances of various hues that produced a
variety of effects such as healing from the Bashtiian influenza, sending one
into a coma-like sleep and leaping so weightlessly, it was as if one were
flying. Then, there were a number of lighted candelabras, birdcages with no
birds, a collection of hourglasses and several earthen vessels.


The contraptions were
even more varying in origin and purpose. An assortment of what the prophet
described as small flying devices hung from strings while an elongated device
he called a telescope was pointed out an open window. Then, of course, there
was the clock that informed one of the time. This, Phillip had always found
disconcerting, for he did not believe lifeless items should be more aware of
time than he was.


 In all, the main
room was a cluttered muddle of what may have been the most eccentric collection
of houseware in the land. But lastly and far less unusual was the set of fine,
old wooden chairs before a crackling fireplace on the far wall where a pot of
something deliciously savory smelling stewed. This was Phillip’s favorite spot
in all the world.


The prophet stood upon
his desk that was now covered with stacks upon stacks of scribbled pages penned
in his own hand. However, it was the peculiar movements of the old man that
captured the young one’s attention, for his arms appeared to be sewing in
midair.


“My dear prophet,
whatever are you doing?”


“I am assisting this lady
spider in the design of her web,” the prophet replied chirpily.


Phillip placed hands on
his hips. “And… just how are you doing that?”


“Oh, it is not as
difficult as one might think. How can one know what he is or is not capable of
unless one attempts it?”


Phillip was perfectly
accustomed to such behavior, so found himself only mildly bewildered. “And all
these new pages?” he inquired, lifting one.


The old man appeared
terribly confused until he heard the sound of them shuffling beneath his feet.
“Ah, yes. I’ve been in another world this morning and have just finished
getting it all in writing. After all the years I’ve lived, there just isn’t
enough room in this head of mine to chance forgetting anything significant. I
must get it down before it is quite gone, you know. But do have a seat,
Phillip, before the fire there and make yourself at ease.”


Already having seated
himself, Phillip stole a peek at what filled the cabin with the delightful
aroma, hoping he would be encouraged to remain for the meal. Giving it a
covetous stir, he said, “You do remember you summoned me this time, don’t you?
I was told you had a task for me.” Indeed, most every time the prophet summoned
him for some important commissioning, the man very usually forgot what it was
for. But Phillip was more than familiar with his irregular ways, for he had
heard time and again of how very many years the prophet had lived and how very
difficult it was for a man his age to keep his thoughts in order. In fact, he
had forgotten the purpose of many of the contraptions that filled the house.
Therefore, they remained a mere part of the peculiar décor.


The prophet’s tone was
uncharacteristically serious as he replied, “I recall very well, my lad. I have
been able to think of nothing else since I had that message sent to you.”


Phillip released the
ladle, inadvertently knocking it to the floor as he turned to the prophet with
interest. Retrieving it, he said, “This must be very significant. I cannot
recall the last time you sent for me and remembered what it was for.”


At last, the prophet slid
down from his desk, scattering parchment across the room, and took a seat in
the vacant chair beside him. Looking him over, he recollected all the years
he’d known the lad, though he could not say just how many they had been. The
little boy who’d wandered into his garden so long ago was a young man now and
not so young as the elder often thought he was. Yes, he’d grown quite rapidly
of late. This indicated the prophet himself was that much older. For an utterly
unnatural number of years he had lived and he knew full well he would not live
forever—not in that world nor in the confines of his current form.


Yes, the younger man
before him had grown tall and lanky and wore a thick beard behind which he
contrived to hide. Not many men of his age wore one, so it could not be labeled
a statement of fashion. Through the years, the prophet had watched him grow
from a wild, carefree but affectionate boy into a sheepish, insecure man. This
was after his brother had gone missing years back. Since then, the boy, who had
been ignored by his noble parents the whole of his life, had suddenly been
expected to take his elder brother's place in the well-to-do household. As he
had not begun such schooling and training from a younger age, he had since
found himself drowning in the expectations of his family. Even so, the prophet
knew well what a treasure he was.


Coming to himself, the
prophet said merrily, “Now then, what were we speaking of? Your mother and
father? They are well?”


“Er, yes… they are.
However, we were speaking of the reason you summoned me.”


The prophet grew serious
once more. “Yes, of course. I’ve been communing with the Great One all this
fine day.”


“Are you ever not?”


“Of course not. When he
moves, I move. What he says, I say... but you know that. What I mean is, I have
been in Paradise, the ultimate world I told you about—the Great One’s home.” 


With eagerness, Phillip
sat forward in his chair, resting his unusually elongated arms on his knobby
knees.


“The Great One has
finally revealed the one I may train to take my place—the one to whom I will
pass my mantle.”


A grin spread across
Phillip’s face. “I am glad of it. It has been ever present in your mind for
some time.”


“I know you understand
how important it is that I speak with this person and begin working with them
as soon as possible.”


Phillip froze. “You’re
not trying to say it is to be me, are you? I could never fill your shoes. What
a mess I’d make of it! Nay, I must assume you wish me to fetch him?”


 “It is not that you
could not ‘fill my shoes,’ as you put it. I believe you really could if it was
your calling, but it is not. No, you are correct in that I wish you to find
her. If you hurry–”


“Her?”


The prophet grew still as
his brows furrowed and a storm brewed over his head. “Yes, ‘her.’ I saw a
‘her.’ Do not tell me you are one of those who are of the opinion that women
should not–”


Phillip swiftly shook his
head, knowing there would be a long lecture in store if he did not act quickly.
“Of course not. It’s just... well, you’re a man, so I assumed.”


The prophet’s demeanor
summarily contrasted as he smiled warmly at his young friend. “We must never
assume anything when it comes to the Great One,” he sing-songed. This was
something he had been muttering all his life.


Phillip nodded. “All
right, so it’s a ‘her’—er, a female—a woman?”


“A woman, but a young
one. Her name is Wynn. She will be fighting for her life at dawn tomorrow
within the cliffs near Valdren Castle. If you hurry, you may just be able to
meet her there. But be certain you find the right girl. You will know her by
her fiery green eyes and emerald green cloak.”


“And her name is Wynn,”
Phillip repeated as he promptly stood to depart. It was necessary he leave
immediately if he was to locate her by dawn. The cliffs were vast and many
vagabonds and criminals worked within them. If she was to be fighting for her
life, he must be there before danger found her. “Are you certain she’ll be
willing to come with me?” he asked as he opened the door. Dealing with the
opposite gender had never been his strong suit. Indeed, this errand was rather
atypical to what was usually asked of him, but he did not have time to delve
into how unqualified he felt for the task.


“She must come
with you, Phillip,” insisted the prophet with solemnity. “She is the one the
Great One has chosen. Use any means necessary to get her here.”


Throwing himself upon his
horse, Phillip nodded with more confidence than he felt. “Green cloak, green
eyes, named Wynn,” he repeated. “And, uh... any means necessary.” Hesitating,
he added, “Pray for me, will you?”


The prophet gave the
horse a hardy pat on the hind. “I’ve already begun!”


 


* * *


 


Having traveled through
the night with neither food nor rest, it was very nearly dawn by the time
Phillip caught sight of Valdren Castle and the cliffs that lay beyond. His
horse huffed and kicked about, desiring the repose she’d more than earned, but
Phillip knew dawn often came too swiftly for those attempting to outrace it.
That view in mind, he urged her into action and started into the valley before
the cliffs.


As far as he understood,
there was a very important young lady in impending peril and he dearly hoped to
find this girl before the danger ever reached her. If he was too late, he was
uncertain what he could do for her. Yes, he carried a sword, for he had been
trained of late to use one, but his instructors had all but given up on him.
Phillip was, in the word he most often used to describe himself, useless. Even
so, he would do all he could if it came to it.


Regrettably, he was
unable to reach the cliffs before sunrise and he was not at all certain where
he should begin his search. The ravines that had become passages for the less
than moral portion of the region were his best chance, but there were numerous
caves and footpaths amid the mountainous precipices where a maiden might
conceal herself. Even so, he could quickly traverse the largest ravine upon his
mount. He only wished he had had more time before the appointed hour. It was
his own fault, of course. Though his mare was built for speed, he could feel
her holding back for his sake, as he was not much of a horseman.


Racing as swiftly as his
tired mare would carry him, he realized the girl might at that very moment have
met with the foretold danger. If only he had pressed for further details, his
heart might not be pounding quite so fiercely. But even as he thought this, his
horse had drawn near a sharp bend from where he heard the unmistakable cries of
a young woman. Stomach lurching, he leaped from the steed, took her by the
reins, and crept around the bend. Peering carefully, his eyes fell upon a sight
that at first alerted him and then revealed he did not have the correct woman
after all. But that did not mean he would not attempt to offer her what aid he
could.


Who he’d found instead
was a petite girl with wild crimson hair and intense eyes successfully besting
a group of four men on her own. Her sword gleamed as she cut through the air at
her forward attacker and tripped the man who had come up behind her. It was
apparent she was handling them with ease as she shouted, “Have you idiots had
enough yet? For heavens, it isn’t likely I’ll tire soon!” At this, she managed
to knock the man in front from his feet and coolly turn to the sword-less men
behind her.


Though Phillip knew there
was little he could do for her, he felt it his duty to offer aid. 


“Er, shall I assist?” he
called.


Her head jerked toward
him as if prepared for yet another foe until his offer sunk in. Unfortunately,
the moment her eyes relaxed, the forward assailant stole his moment and sent
her tumbling to the ground. But as swiftly as he had moved, she was on her feet
with tenacious vigor. She would not be bested. 


In a spare moment, she
cast Phillip a dubious glance, not concealing her annoyance. “I don’t need any
help from the likes of one dressed so sweetly as you!” she shouted. “Why don’t
you take your fair horse and vacate these cliffs while you can?”


Seeing he had already
proved nothing but a hindrance, that was precisely what he meant to do the
moment he found the young woman for whom he searched. But even as he strode
back to his mare and made ready to mount, he could not tear his eyes from the
skirmish, entranced by the redhead’s skill. Each movement succeeded in offering
some pain to her enemy, keeping them well at bay. Certainly, she was small, but
she moved with swiftness and adeptness he had seen but once before.


It was not until her
attackers had fled—having received one too many blows each—he noticed the hue
of the cloak she lifted from the ground: a stunning green. This caught him off
guard. He could not conceive of how this feisty warrior of a swordswoman could
possibly be the one who would replace his peace-loving prophet. As he stood
staring with mouth agape, she turned to him with a solid glare and the flash of
her blade.


“Just what is it you
want?” she asked. 


Blinking into her face,
he further attempted to catch the color of her irises but soon realized the
longer he stared, the more fury emanated from her. “Uh—er, forgive me…” He
swallowed. Words, he needed words. “I… did not mean to stare. I am searching
for someone.”


She rolled her eyes.
“Well, it isn’t me, I can promise you that.”


“I was thinking the
same,” he admitted. “But your cloak...”


She peered down at the
cloak cascading over her frame. “I can assure you, you won’t have it off me.”


Phillip felt himself
blush under the accusation. He had never been accused of plotting any kind of
misdeed. “You misunderstand me. I was told to come here. I am to fetch a
young woman in a green cloak.” Drawing a little nearer, he endeavored to
discover the hue of her eyes.


The young woman
considered him, as if working to gauge just what game he played. It was clear
she could not place him and his discomfiture was not helping. He certainly
wouldn’t be like the rest of the men who dwelt in the ravines.


 “And why do you
come here, of all places, looking for a girl?” she queried, holding out
her weapon to keep him from drawing any nearer.


He froze, having
witnessed what she could do if she should label him a true threat. “The, uh…
the prophet sent me,” he swiftly supplied. Surely, the prophet’s reputation
would put this situation to rights. “She is to be his apprentice.”


“Apprentice, eh?” she
replied. “Well, you’re not going to take any girl out of here to send off to
your prophet, I’ll make certain of that.”


He blinked and realized
he was getting nowhere. This girl was obviously accustomed to men of another
sort. He had to be barking up the wrong tree. Even so, she might be able
to lead him to the one he was supposed to find. Now dawn had passed, he was
going to need all the help he could get.


Attempting to muster a
congenial smile, he stole a large breath and held out his hand. “Can we not
begin again? I am Phillip and I assure you I come here with no ill intent. May
I… inquire your name?”


She glared at his hand.
“Wynn.”


He startled as he looked
her full in the eyes. “Wynn? But your eyes aren’t green.” Indeed, they
were not green and her hair was that fiery torrent of red. That should have
been the first item noted when describing her appearance. It was nearly
entrancing how the various hues glistened and shifted under the piercing rays
of daybreak. Even so, her name was Wynn and she possessed an
emerald cloak, two items that very rightly concluded this was his girl.
This being so, the task might possibly be even more difficult than he had
initially conjectured.


It struck him how young
she was. He had imagined someone much older, in the very least his own
age. Instead, she appeared to be a few years younger than himself, a girl of
sixteen or seventeen. But what was a girl of that age doing in the cliffs all
alone?


She blinked at him and
backed away, clearly thinking him disturbed thanks to his unthinking words. “I
suppose I should be going now... I’ve somewhere to be.”


He attempted to
backtrack. “No, I’m sorry. It’s just that the girl I was sent to find was to be
named Wynn and wearing a green cloak and… you fit the description thus far.”


She looked him over once
more, at first perplexed and then appalled. “Well, I’m not going anywhere
with you, you pig. It’s men like you who forced me into learning to
fight and don’t you go imagining I am unprepared to teach you a lesson, gentle
manners and all.” 


She had begun to back
away as if to exit when she inadvertently bumped into Peggity, Phillip’s
dappled mare, who had noticed the strange girl her master was speaking with and
had grown curious. Also, there was a nice patch of something green at her feet.
But as Wynn turned and muttered a surprised, “Oh!” the horse evidently
concluded she liked this curious girl-thing with the yellow eyes of a cat as
she began to lip at her arm, searching for treats.


It seemed Wynn could not
help being drawn in by the exceptionally friendly creature. Caressing the horse’s
cheek, she murmured with a tenderness Phillip had heard nothing of in the
moments prior, “You’re a winsome animal, aren’t you?”


Peggity could not know
what was said but she liked her tone and opened her upper lip to play at the
long strands of the girl’s blazing mane.


In those moments with his
horse, Wynn seemed to forget Phillip had caused her some alarm and commented
quietly, “What an endearing horse you have—strong-looking.”


Pleased to have gained
this new level of understanding thanks to his darling Peggity, Phillip tread
carefully. “Reliable, too.”


At the sound of his
voice, she turned and shot a quick glance his way. If he were capable of
reading minds as often his prophet-friend seemed to, he would come to
understand she had not been around many horses, but she recalled coming across
those whose owners had not been gentle men—rather, were wild and cruel. Those
animals, as a result, were nothing like this one. It stood to reason if this
horse was any reflection of her rider’s character, perhaps the stranger was as
mild as his easy smile intimated.


“Who is this prophet you
speak of?” she finally asked.


“You’ve not heard of
him?”


She raised her brows with
a measure of impatience. “Clearly not.”


“Oh. Well, he is
sometimes called ‘the wizard.’”


“A wizard?” She quirked
her brow. “What sort of wizard?”


Now he had muddled it.
“Er, well, he is not actually a wizard. It is only that some believe him
to be. Nay, he is a prophet.”


She took a step away from
the mare to look him squarely in the face. “But what precisely does that mean?”



Rubbing the back of his
neck, he searched for a description of his friend. This was the first time he
had ever needed to explain to someone just what the prophet was, so well-known
was he, and he hoped she was not envisioning the dreadful wizards and warlocks
one typically encountered. He further worried he would make the man sound like
a common fortune-teller, most of which were merely glorified tricksters.


“He… performs many
wonders… including and mainly seeing into people’s hearts, pasts and futures
and speaking what has been, what currently is and what is to come—whatever the
Great One chooses to reveal.”


She studied him, silently
appearing to weigh what he had said. Indeed, when not angry with him, she might
have been rather pretty but for the hardness about her eyes.


Finally, she replied, “It
is clear you greatly esteem this man—this… prophet, as you call him. Men
well-kept as you aren’t normally in for that sort of thing.” She paused, biting
her lower lip and seeming to think the matter over once more. When her
attention returned to him, she said, “If the man is genuine, perhaps he would
tell my fortune—reveal if my life will always be what it has been thus far.”


By the expression in her
eyes, Phillip conjectured she did not believe that was something worth living
for. 


“I might have been
tempted to come with you…” she continued thoughtfully, “just out of curiosity.
But I’m afraid I’ve somewhere to be just now. I must bid you farewell.”


She looked as if she
would depart that moment if he did not find some way to delay. 


“Wait!” was all he could
think to shout.


The girl turned to him
with a mixture of pity and irritation, waiting for what he would say.


“Er, uh... w-well… where
do you have to be?”


She huffed. “Not that it
is any of your affair, but I’ve heard about a position in the kitchens
of Valdren Castle.”


This was something of a
pickle. She had plans to work in the castle and did not understand that she was
called elsewhere. This appointment would be a waste of her time. But
that wasn’t something he felt up to explaining. “Are you… truly set on this
situation?”


She raised a severe brow
at him. “I am at that. I’ve been working odd jobs my whole life for good enough
references to gain even the slightest chance at a steady occupation. I’m not
going to miss my chance."


That was something he
felt unable to dispute. Even so, the prophet had said to use any means
necessary and seeing that he was not only unwilling to force this girl to
accompany him, but was, moreover, reluctant considering her talent with the
sword, he must attempt to persuade her with words. Unfortunately, he was
finding it as difficult to speak with her as with any other woman aside from
his own mother and sisters and the female elders of the community. Indeed, he
found women somewhat frightening. This one was a force to be reckoned with. How
was he to speak convincingly when she was more alarming than any girl he had
met in his life? Nevertheless, this errand was not only for his best friend,
but for the Great One himself. He must press on. 


“But do you not see that
the prophet of this land is already offering you a position?” he tried.


She froze a moment, then
chuckled. “You mean I am meant to ‘see into people’s hearts, pasts and
futures?’ I’m afraid I find that rather doubtful. Nay, I assure you I am far
more qualified for the position in the kitchens, if even for that.” With that,
she refastened her cloak and started on her way.


Watching her retreat,
Phillip silently threw up his hands and turned to his horse. What was he to do?
Peggity blinked back. He must go after her. Taking the mare by the reins, he
jogged forward.


“How else do you think I
was able to find a girl named Wynn in the middle of the cliffs if the prophet
had not been shown by an all-seeing god?” he asked with more conviction than he
had felt in some time.


She turned to him in
surprise but appeared to be thinking over what he had said. “I cannot fathom
the ways of prophets and the like. All I understand is what is before me… and
that is a kitchen.”


“But the Great One, the
one true god, chose you. Can you not grasp the significance of that? The
prophet has never had an apprentice in all his days.” He knew he was
beginning to sound more desperate than persuasive, but it was the best he could
do.


She cast him a dubious
expression, but he could tell he had hit on something.


After some moments, she
muttered, “Look, this all sounds like something of a fairytale. All I know is,
I’ve got the best chance I’ve had in my life in those kitchens. Therefore, I
can promise you this: I will come and meet your prophet if I do not acquire the
position.”


Looking her over, he
could tell even she doubted she would follow through on this promise,
though she was undoubtedly curious about the prophet. And what if she attained
the post? Then how was he to convince her to accompany him?


“What if…” he began
thoughtfully, “I should promise you that I could very likely get you that
position without much hassle at all after you have met the prophet and if
you decide you do not wish to remain with him?”


She ceased walking. “What
do you mean?”


“My father is a friend of
Lord Valdren’s. I would have only to drop a word with him and you would very
likely have it, references or not.”


Her eyes narrowed. He
could tell she was attempting to determine if he spoke true. Truth was, he
himself could very likely see the lord or any of his staff and the vacancy
would be hers.


“Very well,” she relented
with a huff. “I doubt your prophet has anything to say to me that could keep me
there, but I believe you speak true and that is an opportunity I have no
business turning my nose up to.”


He was nearly woozy with
relief that he had actually convinced her to accompany him. Indeed, he now
realized that from the moment he had understood this force of a sword-wielding
redhead was the one he had been sent to find, he had not truly believed he
would succeed.


 “Just how far are
we going?” she inquired when he found himself speechless.


 He cleared his
throat. “He dwells in the Enchanted Wood.”


“Enchanted Wood? Isn’t
the place haunted with fairies and devious sprites and the like? I don’t care
to meddle with such things.”


“I assure you there are
no evil sprites in those woods, nor any magic of the usual sort.”


“That cannot be,” she
insisted. “Why should it be called the Enchanted Wood if it is not...
enchanted?”


He struggled with this.
There were valid reasons the forest was said to be magical and there was even
evidence that mostly unseen beings dwelled within the woods that were not completely
unlike fairies, whatever those were supposed to be. But he knew for a fact that
none of it was what it seemed to the untrained eye. “It is difficult to
explain… but you will come to no danger.”


She contemplated this
with an unconvinced eye before, “Fine. Let’s be going.”


The knot in his stomach
released. Pulling himself onto his horse, he timidly offered her a hand. 


She merely blinked up at
him. “I’m not going to pay you. You’re the one who wanted me to
go, remember?”


Taken once again off his
guard, he blinked back. “I was offering you a hand up.”


She folded her arms. “You
don’t think I’m going to ride with you, do you? No, sir, I’ll be just
fine on foot.”


His face clouded. He
wasn’t any more thrilled about it than she was. He’d never sat two to a saddle
before and was already a terrible horseman. Not to mention she made him
unintelligibly nervous. “I’m afraid you’ll have to,” he admitted. “It would
take too long to travel at a walking pace and I don’t know where we’d stay the
night if it came to it.”


After glaring up at him
for some time, she at last pulled herself up of her own accord.   
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- T W O -


The
Enchanted Wood


 


WYNN REFRAINED FROM speaking as they rode. She assumed this was
perfectly agreeable to Phillip, for it meant they could travel at a steady speed
without having to worry about keeping conversation. At about mid-day, he halted
his winsome mare to rest awhile upon a grassy knoll. She was satisfied with
this plan until Phillip, attempting to dismount, drew up one of his lanky legs
and booted her soundly upon the jaw. 


“You clumsy oaf!”
she cried, grasping at her jawline. “That is the second time I have been
injured for your senselessness this day!” This, of course, included Phillip’s
distracting offer to aid her in the skirmish against the thieves.


 “I am so terribly
sorry!” he cried, tumbling to the ground. Swiftly rising, he attempted to aid
her from the saddle, but she swatted him away.


“For heavens, I’m
no great lady!” Sliding from the animal, she added, “As if I would trust a one
such as you to safely see me down.”


She turned from him and
sat herself upon the hill under the dancing shadow of a tree. If not for her
throbbing face, it might have been one of the more pleasant settings she had
found herself in some time. Contentedly, she pulled an apple from the pack at
her side and took a bite from the crisp fruit.


Wishing to resume the
silence between them, she ignored Phillip as he sought some food from the
saddle and proceeded to drop it several times before whispering a rebuke at
himself and at last settling against the trunk of one of the trees somewhere
behind her.


In truth, she could feel
sympathy creeping in, though she tried desperately to suppress it. Neither pity
for herself nor for another human soul had ever done her any favors. It was a weakness
she had been working to quell for years.


“So… where are you from?”
he mumbled.


He was going to make an
attempt at small talk…


“Here and there.”


“Have you… any family
around these parts?”


“No family.”


“You mean none nearby
or... none at all?”


Rolling her eyes, she
replied, “None.”


A moment of silence
passed before, “I’m sorry to hear that.” 


Oh, me too, she
thought with bitter mirth. 


Silence commenced for a
time and Wynn was grateful his store of prying questions had run prematurely
dry before he interjected again.


“How long… have you been
without family?”


Her nonchalance failed
her as she was taken back to that age, the day she had found herself completely
on her own. She could even feel a tear threatening the corner of her left eye,
but this would not do. She had grown up a pitiably sensitive creature and it
had taken some time to suppress that side of nature. Instead, she had learned
to lean upon her anger. She hated recalling the loneliness and vulnerability.
Certainly, it had been difficult to overcome her own smallness and make up for
it with other qualities. But all that was behind her and she would not look
back if she could help it.


 “A while,” she choked past her
apple. Clearing her throat, she added, “Since I was twelve.”


“Oh. Then you’ve lived
with friends since then?”


She shook her head and
could sense Phillip’s consternation even before he asked, “Then you... you’ve
been on your own all this time?”


She nodded and her heart
hardened. He would pity her. But being on her own had been what had finally
given her the tools to survive the world without exposed heartache. She had
grown hungry, then desperate, but then, at last, she had hardened. That was her
soundest protection.


He seemed to struggle
with her answer for some time before muttering, “How?”


Glancing back at him, she
knew what he was asking. He wondered how she had remained safe from the hands
of those who might use her for their own gain. How had she not died of cold,
illness or starvation? How had she managed to take care of herself at such a
tender age? It had been a harsh road, but she had traversed it without aid. She
had endured life on her own for years, having failed to gain trustworthy
companions. But she highly doubted one dressed so finely as this man with a
father who was friends with a lord could relate to any of this.


“I was good at hiding,”
she replied, “and scavenging. I learned to hunt and eventually to do odd jobs
for coin or food.” She paused before adding, “I’m not a thief.” Most like her
would have learned to steal or even kill for what they needed to live, but she
had never managed to stomach either. 


He did not appear to have
wondered about this. Instead, he continued with, “Do you have a home of your
own somewhere?” 


She could see he was
worked to conceal his compassion but was failing miserably. It filled her with
some small portion of rage, but she found herself replying even so. “I could
not have one for a long time—couldn’t settle down where anyone would find me. I
did not yet know how to defend myself.” She questioned her reasons for freely
offering this stranger so much information but could not help finding it
soothing to do so. “Eventually, I had a shack out east, but it proved to be an
invitation for robbers when I could not be there to guard it. You learn to give
up having a place of your own, you know?”


He nodded, but her gut
told her he did not know. She suddenly felt she had gone too far,
offered too much, and was ready to put an end to this. Indeed, she found
herself relenting to an instinct that made her feel she could trust this kind,
awkward man, but it was against her better judgement. It was time for some
prying questions of her own.


"Do you have
children?" she inquired.


His face flushed and he
quickly shook his head to reply, "I am not married."


She guessed him to be
much older than herself, if that thick beard upon his thin, hollowed face
intimated anything. But he was so terribly gawky. In the short time she’d been
with him, he had very often appeared to be tripping over his own feet. It was
as if maturity had reached him terribly late in life. But from what she had
gathered, he was merely a very thin, clumsy sort of fellow—fairly sheepish and
easily embarrassed. In all, she had very little patience for him. 


“Getting a little late in
life, isn’t it?” she pressed, working to suppress any hint of her taunting.


His eyes appeared all the
more startled and he merely shrugged. But indeed, he had to be something like forty
and most men in the kingdom of Kierelia were married well before that
age. Still, he was a terribly blundering fellow, seeming to find it difficult
even to speak most of the time. It was very likely he had been too shy ever to
woo a woman.


“You still live at home
with your mother and father, I gather?” she probed.


Seeming to pick up on what
she was about, he closed up. But seeing him this way gave her no enjoyment, so
she let the conversation close in silence.


At last, he tossed his
empty satchel into the saddlebag and she threw her apple core behind her in
turn as she waited for him to mount. Instead, he hesitated. 


“So... you’ve really
never heard of the prophet of these parts?” he inquired.


Her interest was
immediately captured. She did not in the least believe she could be this
mysterious prophet’s apprentice, but she was curious to know if the man could
relay her future to her. “I haven’t been in the region long,” she answered.
“Tell me, what does this prophet do exactly? I mean, does he make his
living from the fortunetelling?”


He shook his head. “He
doesn’t exactly tell fortunes. He reveals what he is shown by the one
true god, the Great One. Moreover, he performs marvelous acts by the Great
One’s power that bring delight and healing. But he does not charge those who
come to him. He grows what he eats mostly but is given food and things
from those who have been blessed and insist on repaying him in some way.”


She was a little dazed.
This Phillip had seemed a down-to-earth fellow, but he was beginning to sound a
little… off. She had heard something of this Great One but did not
believe he allowed others to use his power. “What kinds of ‘marvelous acts’ do
you speak of?”


Either he could read from
her face she doubted his story or he was suddenly aware of the late hour, for
he feebly closed the conversation with, “Well, perhaps you’ll see when you meet
him. We really ought to be going.”


 


* * *


 


They arrived in the
Enchanted Wood as the final rays of the day faded into remembrance. Upon
entering the legendary forest, Wynn watched for signs of things she’d heard of
in any wood rumored to be “enchanted.” And while their path was made without
any truly peculiar occurrence, she could not be certain she did not sense keen
eyes upon her all the while, sending the hairs on the back of her neck on end.
Now and then, she caught glimmers or shadows of entities unrecognizable but
knew if she dwelt on them her body would surely grow stiff. There was no way
she was going to reveal her anxiety to Phillip. Besides, she was not really fearful
per se—only... cautious. All in all, it was safe to conclude the wood was not
entirely ordinary but supposed that was to be expected from any forest that
housed a wizard... or whatever he was.


Previously, she had
ventured into forests where witches, fortunetellers and the like dwelled. Those
woods had certainly been haunted with unnatural beings that had often sent her
running in terror. It was the very reason she had been anxious to enter this
one. Even so, she had been promised no sprites. She clung to the hope Phillip
had not fibbed and the things nearly seen were a product of her occasionally
overactive imagination.


“There is no need to
fear,” Phillip said with kind assurance.


At first offended he
would assume she was frightened, she realized her body had grown tense after
all and her fingers gripped the fabric of his tunic.


“I’m fine,” she spat
through gritted teeth, releasing her hold. Even so, her voice grew higher just
at the end, exposing her true feeling. But this was absurd. Surely, she had
come too far these last years to be frightened of yet another seemingly sprite-infested
wood. But these kinds of forests had always proved her weakness. She simply
could not abide them.


At last, her eyes fell
upon the ivy-covered cabin and she was put at ease by the great gaps between
the trees through which a generous supply of moonlight flooded. Further
brightening the scene, firelight glowed warmly through the windows. This place
was not dark and foreboding like other magical person’s dwellings but appeared
a true home. In fact, the little homestead could easily pass as the household
of an ordinary person.


“I’m dismounting
first,” she insisted, rubbing her jaw. Curse her height. If she had not been so
short, he might have wounded her shoulder instead.


 “You can go on in,”
he said, securing his horse to a tree. “It is a chilly evening and he’ll surely
be waiting.”


She nodded indifferently,
working to cover her anxiety about approaching the cabin without him. She had
trained herself to rely on no one. This situation should be no different...
even in these woods that seemed full of things unseen where a powerful man
awaited her.


Upon reaching the
threshold, the common wooden door was flung open and its frame filled with the
form of an elderly man. She released a startled gasp shortly followed by the
clamping of her hand over her lips, as if to cover the sound that had escaped
them.


The man wordlessly
studied her eyes a long while, demanding her gaze with his own. At last, an
over-sized grin beamed forth as he nodded vigorously. Gripping her shoulders,
he shook her lightly, declaring, “He has brought you to me at last, ha-ha!
After all these years! Well, it is delightful to see you, young
woman.” Releasing her so abruptly she nearly fell backward, he waddled aside
and held the door wide. “Come iiiin, come in!” he sang as if she had earned
an unexpected stay at a castle. “Make yourself welcome in this house for it is
thrilled to find you safely within its walls.”


The cabin swallowed her
whole as she took a step. It truly had the feeling of life about it as he had
unconsciously intimated. Was it not almost breathing around her, heaving in and
out ever so slightly? But again, this must be her adolescent imagination
treading where it ought not.


The warmth of the fire
hastened to receive her. It was not often she had entered private homes since
she’d been on her own, but on the rare occasion, it’d been necessary to keep up
her guard. In this house, with the aroma of food dancing on air and the
fireplace warming her chilled body, she was… comfortable. Every wall she
usually held worked tirelessly to drop, but she refused to let them go
entirely.


She was struck by the
impractical fullness of the room. She’d have called it an out and out mess if
it was not also beautiful in its modest way. Trinkets upon trinkets, maps,
cloths, half melted candles and book-lined shelves met her enraptured eyes.
Then there were the great mounds of scribbled parchment draping off the desk in
the corner. She had no idea what half the array was nor from where it came, but
it was both overwhelming and alluring at once.


“Please, have a seat by
the fire and warm yourself,” the old man urged excitedly, tossing some of the
more precarious pieces of ornamentation over his shoulder to clear a safe path
for her, moving as if it was a dance, so full of unguarded gusto was he. “It is
a cool night, is it not? And you must surely be in need of a pleasant
meal.  I’ve got one waiting for you before that chair just there.”


She made her way through
the curious chaos and took a seat as directed, longingly looking over the
little table piled high with a modest banquet. Is all this really for me? she
wondered, then chastised herself for the notion. Of course this was to be
shared between the three of them. Though she felt hungrier than she could stand
when placed before such an array, she determined not to be greedy.


Unexpectedly, a thick
blue blanket was draped over her shoulders. She turned to find the old prophet
placing it there with an earnest smile... perhaps too earnest. Even so, she
quickly turned away, for the prick of tears nipping at the corners of her eyes
instantly made her detest the weakness that yet lingered. She did not
cry nor did she feel any emotion that would stir her to do so. What was
happening to her?


Brushing the sensation
aside, she watched as the prophet waddled on what must have been weary legs and
took a seat in the chair across from her. He proceeded to pull his legs up
under him in a crisscross fashion. Despite herself, she could not help worrying
whether this was a wise position for such an old man, let alone a usual
characteristic. In fact, despite his unruly white hair and deep wrinkles, he
appeared something of a child before her, with wide, shining eyes and an
animated grin. He was not at all what she had expected.


“Are you warm enough?” he
asked with that same eagerness. “Have you got enough to eat there? Oh, I see
you’ve not touched it. Please, have a little, if you will. I wasn’t certain how
hungry you’d be, but I wanted to make you feel at home. And what better than to
fill you to brimming? Oh, don’t you worry; I’ve eaten and Phillip’s got a plate
over on the desk back there, so help yourself to as much as you like and do not
cease until you’ve begun to feel queasy.”


She recast her eyes to
the tray piled with a generous array of fruit, toasted bread and dried meat,
along with a large bowl of hearty stew prepared with sausage, tomatoes, beans
and herbs. Beside this was a small bowl crowded with an array of berries
drizzled with honey, accompanied by a healthy slice of clove and hazelnut pie
and a tall mug of warm, creamy milk.


“Oh,”
she gasped blissfully, quite against her will. It was not like her to respond
so candidly, but nothing like this had ever happened to her. Never before had
she been so warmly welcomed into such a fine home, nor been comforted with a
blanket and presented with nourishment such as this. And all this was for her,
a stranger? She could not quite bring herself to believe it was not a fanciful
illusion.


In the very back of her
mind, she wondered just what this mildly batty prophet wanted from her that he
would trouble himself so, but she wholly ignored herself for the present,
taking hold of a thick piece of toasted bread and topping it with a slice of
the thinly sliced meat. She unreservedly dipped this into the stew and partook
of the first morsel of her bounty. What an indulgent, mouthwatering bite it
was, with that crisp, chewy bread soaked in syrupy broth. It was so luxuriantly
seasoned with unfamiliar spices that she did not even notice when Phillip
entered.


 


* * *


 


“Phillip, my boy!”
proclaimed the prophet. “There’s a large plate for you on the desk. I was sorry
to have you leave before I had fed you yesterday, but I had not realized you’d
not eaten until it was too late.”


“Well, it smells just as
grand this evening,” he replied. “I admit I’m hungry as a horse.”


“Then you’ll help empty
that kettle for me, won’t you? Say, you’ve really done it, Phillip. You brought
her to me! Not that I doubted you, but I am exceedingly grateful it is done.”


Phillip looked over his
plate and stole a large bite of meat before glancing to Wynn. What he found was
an astonishing sight. Her walls were down and she had been replaced by a serene
figure, who, in her eagerness, looked something like a little child. It pleased
him. By the way she ate of her tray, it was clear she did not frequently eat
well and he was glad she was now in a place where she would be well taken care
of—that was if she chose to remain.


Seeing Wynn’s unconscious
openness along with her smallness was a great contrast to how she had previously
presented herself when she was fully mindful of her surroundings and not
engrossed in a mound of fragrant food. He recalled how she had stalked about
like a man twice her size with the confidence of one twice her age. He could
not help admiring that self-assurance. But he easily sensed there was more pain
and sentiment within her than she cared to reveal.


Spooning heaps of stew
into his famished body, Phillip abruptly recalled the one detail that had not
suited the prophet’s description of his apprentice. He now wondered if he
should have questioned it further. Though he did not truly doubt she was the
one, it seemed worth mentioning.


“Might I speak with you
in private?” he muttered to the prophet.


Hearing this, Wynn at
last realized Phillip had joined them. “I can go,” she offered, noting they
wished to speak privately.


The prophet threw up his
hands before she could move. “No, no! You stay and enjoy yourself. Phillip and
I will just step into another room.”


When the two were safely
out of hearing, Phillip stated what was on his mind. “I don’t suppose you
noticed her eyes aren’t the correct color? She has every other attribute, but I
thought I’d better make you aware. Besides that, I think you might be surprised
by what you find in her. She’s not your typical female. In fact, she fights
like a warrior.”


“She’s exactly the
right girl, Phillip. You have done well. What of it if she can fight? How can
that stop her from being what she is meant? In fact, it may be essential to her
destiny. And in any case, her eyes are perfectly green, my boy, whatever
you may think you’ve seen.” Patting Phillip’s back, he added, “Now let us
return and keep the girl company, shall we?”


Phillip deliberated as
the prophet exited the room. He wondered just how old his wise
prophet-friend was... and whether the man’s sight had declined along the way.
For, that young woman’s eyes were most assuredly yellow.


 


* * *


 


When the prophet returned
to Wynn, she had very nearly finished her meal, much to the surprise and
delight of its provider. He had not realized she would be so very hungry and
wondered what sort of life she’d led that she should be so thin yet possess the
capability of stuffing herself so thoroughly. She must have been ravenous and
he made note of it. He would make certain she was well fed henceforth.


Watching her wolf down
the food, he felt certain he would like her. There was a strength of spirit he
admired, but he knew it was working desperately to conceal the fragility
within. He liked that too. It was clear there was a very dear girl imprisoned
beneath that irritable mass of red hair and he looked forward to knowing her.


 


* * *


 


Once Wynn had finished
gulping down the last of her milk, she turned her attention to the elderly man.
Now her stomach was full, she was prepared to get to the bottom of why she had
been brought there. Nevertheless, she was, of a sudden, overwhelmingly drowsy.
She had not slept well of late and her stomach had not been so satiated in a
long while. Realizing she might easily pass out in her chair, she did not
relish an evening spent in the cold Enchanted Wood. In fact, she doubted she
would rest at all, always expecting some creature or other to come for her.
Regrettably, this had not occurred to her when she had agreed to accompany
Phillip.


“Now then,” she began,
forcing her eyes wide. “What is it you want with me, old man?” She ended with a
yawn that put a little twinkle in the prophet’s eye, something she could not
begin to fathom.


“Let us not get into that
tonight,” he replied. “You’re obviously nearing sleep and ought to be in bed.
We may just as easily speak our business on the morrow.”


Wynn realized her eyes
had closed and mercilessly peeled them open. “I do not intend to remain for the
night,” she said lamely. Even as the girl spoke, she felt a calming presence
enfolding her in such a way, she could not imagine leaving the homey cabin for
a chilly night in an eerie wood.


Before she knew it, she
had trailed after the prophet as he beckoned her down a small corridor and
pointed her toward a door where she might rest safely until the morning. Her
stomach excessively full and her body and spirit exceedingly fatigued from all
the years she had not had such treatment, the girl essentially sleepwalked
herself through the doorway. There, she was guided by dream-like beings and
made to lay down upon a sizable, well-cushioned bed. 


Curling comfortably up
into herself, she abstractedly perceived a tender, nearly feminine voice
comment how utterly exhausted she must be, the poor thing. And truly, the moment
Wynn’s head hit the feathery cushions, she was compelled into slumber. A
bountiful, oversized coverlet was arranged over her frame, releasing her
wearied spirit into satisfying unconsciousness.


 


* *
*


 


Meanwhile, Phillip
polished off his plate as the prophet cleared Wynn’s dishes. The older man had
sobered into one of his contemplative moods, a sign he was prepared for deep
discussion. This meant it would end a late evening, but Phillip did not mind.
Indeed, any excuse to keep him from his home and with his closest friend was
welcome.


“Didn’t you feed the poor
girl?” the prophet inquired of him, nearly chastising.  “And I didn’t like
to mention the swelling on her chin before, but it appeared quite fresh.”


Phillip colored. “I am
afraid I was the bestower of that wound.”


The prophet turned from
his chore to eye the lad. “Well, out with it. I know very well it cannot have
been done purposely.”


Phillip shrugged. “These
legs… I never seemed to have grown into them.” When the prophet waited for
further explanation, he finally added, “I kicked her while dismounting
Peggity.”


“Dear me! And how did the
poor lass respond?”


He thought a moment.
“Well… like a gentleman, I suppose. I cannot imagine any woman I know would
have taken it as well. Fainted more like.”


The prophet turned to him
with some of the usual glimmer in his eyes. “She does have real grit, doesn’t
she? Could tell right off. Spirited, she is.”


“Aye, she is at
that. If you’d spoken with her a little more, you’d know how difficult it might
prove to keep her around. She’s interested in a position at Valdren Castle. I
made a promise to get it for her if she declines your offer and I don’t dare
break it. Poor thing hasn’t a bit of trust for her fellow man and I don’t
intend to make it worse.”


Huffing, the prophet
ceased his work and took a seat, proceeding to gaze meditatively into the fire.
“Why do you think that is?” he asked pensively.


Phillip peered over at
the prophet, knowing full well the man was not truly in need of his opinion.
Likely, he understood a good deal more than even he had managed to gather on
their journey. Still, he knew he was expected to answer. 


“Well, the girl’s been
alone since she was twelve, hasn’t any family. As she didn’t care for my
prying, I had to keep the majority of my questions to myself. But I did gather
she has had a rough time. Doesn’t even have a home—just wanders like a common
vagabond, though she is certainly not common, as I am certain you
discerned.”


“No,” the prophet agreed
with the shake of his head. “She is not at all common.”
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UPON AWAKING THE following
morning,
Wynn could not at first recall where she was. In exchange for the acute
alertness she usually arose with, she was overcome by the vague impression she
had at last come to a place of safety. Altogether certain it must be a dream
that she was tucked into a snug bed, it was out of the question she should open
her eyes only to discover herself upon a tree branch or bed of earth. Even so,
the sun gleamed unpityingly over her lazing form and the startling song of a
contented bird summoning the morning sounded closely, urging her to face
whatever reality held.


Brushing her unruly hair
from her face, it was as if Wynn had entered a new world. She had never been in
so homey a place. Noticing the coverlet that had enveloped her through the
night, she vaguely recalled the dream of gentle, unseen hands urging her into
bed. Obviously, she had been walking in her sleep. Question was, had she actually
been invited to stay? But she must have, for how had she located this room if
the prophet had not revealed it to her? Yes, she began to recall a little of
her final, conscious moments.


Unfortunately, now Wynn
had stayed in such a fine place, she would be expected to pay for her food and
bed and, truth be told, she currently had no coinage to her name. This being
the case, she considered her options. The window. It opened, but upon throwing
a leg over the sill, she reflected. She’d never taken anything for free. For
everything there was a price. What did she have of value she might leave? Her
cloak: it was of fine material, given her by a fine lady to keep off the cold
when she was thirteen. The realization turned her stomach. For whatever reason,
she’d grown attached to it. It was a part of her. Still, it was all she had to
pay for what she’d accepted. Laying it across the bed, Wynn made ready to exit
through the window once more when she realized her possessions had been
abandoned in the main room. Most of her belongings could easily be replaced but
leaving the sword she so valued was not an option. She had worked too long to
procure it.


It was not that Wynn was
incapable of defending herself without the blade, for there had been many years
she’d been forced to fight for her freedom with nothing but desperate
determination. Her size certainly had not been an aid. In truth, she had often
been caught by those who sold children as servants or used them as beggars, but
she had always found a means of escape. It was later she had begun to carry a
knife and then finally the sword.


Wynn had been trained to
use the weapon by an almost kindly knight who had been both taciturn and
logical. Being a soldier of the king, the man had intervened on her behalf when
he’d found her in some danger from a party of thieves. Though disinclined to
care for her himself after the incident, he’d offered to teach her self-defense
by swordplay. Wynn had met him daily until she had proven herself worthy of the
art. Having mastered it, she was sent on her way with the instruction she must
find a means to purchase her own blade. This had been a dispiriting blow, for
she had privately hoped the knight planned to make a gift of the one she’d been
practicing with. Nevertheless, she’d labored, economized and hoarded every coin
until she had at last obtained one of average quality. It was not an impressive
weapon by any means, but it was durable enough and had become her dearest
companion. 


Moving from the window,
Wynn scrutinized the bedchamber. This room was far tidier than the
cabin’s main room. In fact, there did not appear even to be a trace of dust.
Yet, she had noticed it coating all the unique things in the front room the
evening before. Why should he take such special care with this one? At the
thought, the window flew open again, a sweet breeze rushing to fill the room.
Thinking she must have neglected to refasten it, Wynn did so now.


The bed, she realized,
was very old but very fine—perhaps too fine for the building that housed it. It
was set before a large, curtained window partially covered with ivy where a
small bird’s nest was cradled within its vines. This was evidently the home of
the bird who had awoken her moments before.


To the left of the window
and bed was a large chest of drawers that, upon further examination, was mostly
empty aside from a few timeworn papers and a variety of feathers consisting of
a number of rare green and pinkish ones along with a single lengthy plume in a
hue utterly unknown to her—this one struck her as something of value. She
thought about taking it not because of the money it might obtain, but because
she hated to leave such an intriguing trifle in a musty, old drawer as though
it were waste. Nevertheless, she had never been a thief and was not about to
become one over a feather. Soundlessly closing the drawers, she made her way
over to the desk positioned to the right of the bed. Upon its surface was a
pile of fine, blank pages along with quill and ink and a variety of worn books.


The chair before the desk
was only a small wooden stool that did not appear as if it would be comfortable
for very long, but against the opposite wall was a rare cushioned chair covered
in ornately stitched cloth. Wynn contemplated trying it, for she had never seen
one up close before. But after having grown far too tranquil the evening
before, she denied herself. It was a new day and she must be vigilant.


Before departing from the
room, Wynn turned to look it over just once more. It would be pleasing to have
a place like this to call her own. In fact, she longed for it. Absently, she
picked up the rumpled coverlet on the bed and folded it. This was not something
she was accustomed to, but it felt appropriate.


Urging the door open a
crack, the young woman listened for sounds of life in the house. There were
none, but she moved silently as she made her way down the hall and into the
main room. At first disconcerted that her things were not where she had left
them, she soon found them carefully set upon the desk. Rifling through her bag
to be certain nothing had been taken (though she doubted this prophet needed
anything of hers), her peripheral was caught by the sight of an alluring
breakfast arranged on the little table of the night before.


The scent of spiced,
freshly prepared porridge immediately apprehended her senses. Warm breakfast
was her weakness and there was a large bowl of it, along with a pitcher of
cream and a small vessel of shimmering amber honey calling her. Again, there
was a variety of fruit scattered around this, but lastly, though far from
least, was a small platter of glistening log-shaped sausages.


With the addition of a
sweet breeze wafting through an open window and the blue blanket lain across
the wooden chair, Wynn nearly took a seat and helped herself to the meal
despite the consequences. But it was foolish to assume that just because the
supper of the evening before had been for her, this meal was as well. It was
more likely the prophet’s own meal. Then again… if he was not there to enjoy it
himself, might it be meant for her after all? However tempting, she reconciled
there was yet another apple in her satchel. She would not starve as she escaped
the Enchanted Wood. Stepping onto the path outside, she silently thanked the
house for all it had supplied. It had been the closest thing to luxury and
kindness she had ever experienced. 


Interrupting her
thoughts, the voice of the prophet called from somewhere above. Swiftly, she
turned full circle in search of him. At last, she discovered him standing
inexplicably upon the roof with a small burlap sack in hand.


“Oh…”
she gasped involuntarily, for he did appear a very old man and she could not
imagine his purpose in lingering upon a rooftop, let alone the means by which
he’d gotten there without a ladder in sight.


The prophet chuckled
merrily at her dismay, explaining, “I’ve a feeder for the birds or whatever
critters care for it. I’m just filling it.”


Wynn nodded her
understanding while attempting to determine how she might aid him from his
perch.


He disregarded her concern
and continued filling the feeder. “Did you enjoy the breakfast I set out for
you?” he asked with some semblance of pride in his offering. Then, a sudden
alarm came over him. “I do hope it was still warm.”


Wynn was uncertain how
she should respond or if it was wiser to retreat as planned. She offered a
partial truth. “I wasn’t certain it was for me.”


He relaxed. “Of course
it’s for you! You don’t think I could eat all that, do you? That meal is
meant for a young person and as you can see, I am not as young as… well, as I
once was. Now, march yourself back in and have at it, won’t you? And don’t you
think about leaving before I’ve had a chance to speak with you. Your destiny
lies in this house and I urge you not to run from it. It simply will not do, you
know.”


Wynn gazed up at him,
weighing what he’d said. In truth, it did not matter. What she truly desired
was to return to the main room and consume that porridge.


“Sir,” she began instead.
“It is only that I’ve nothing with which to pay you.”


 “Pay me?” he
cried with sudden alarm. His form phased from sight.


Wynn stood, blinking. Had
that actually happened?


 “How silly of you,”
he spoke from beside her. “I do not expect anything of the kind. I only wish
you would eat until you are good and full and worry not about payment. This
isn’t an inn, after all.”


Wynn gaped at him,
searching for words. How had he done such a thing—disappeared and then
reappeared beside her? What sort of man was this? Well, he was a prophet. But
she had yet to learn precisely what that meant and she would not unless she
remained to speak with him.


“Well?” he urged. “Go on
then, dear one. Go have your fill.”


With these words, she
observed there was something rather grandfatherly about him—at least what she
imagined a grandfather would be like, despite his… peculiarities.


“Fine,” she replied.


 


* * *


 


A knock sounded at the
door, accompanied by humming. Having consumed all her stomach would allow, Wynn
sat alone before the fireplace, empty because it was too warm a morning to have
lit. Though the girl had long finished her meal, she was determined to remain
until the prophet was ready to speak with her. After free food and a
comfortable night’s rest, the least she could do was learn what he wanted.


Louder still, the first
knock was followed by a second, sending her to her feet as she contemplated
whether it was appropriate to answer. She felt foolish greeting someone at the
door of a stranger’s home, but who else was there to do it? Would it not be
discourteous to leave them standing in wait? If they should peer through the
windows and discover her disregarding their plea, they were sure to be
insulted. At last, with an irritable shake of her head, she marched toward the
door.


“Oh, good, you’re
here!” cried an older woman in a lavender dress with long gray hair trailing
down her back and a bundle of wood under her arm. “I’ve brought firewood to
exchange for honey.”


Wynn could not help
noticing the woman appeared rather unconcerned with whether or not she received
the honey or whether the wood was taken from her. She merely resumed her
humming as she gazed up toward the treetops, as if her dreaming was more
important than anything she might be in the midst of doing.


When Wynn did not move,
the woman took notice and held up her bundle as verification, but Wynn could
not help questioning why the prophet would have wood delivered to him when he
lived in the middle of a forest.


“I would like to
help you, but–” 


“Look just there.” The
preoccupied woman pointed to the windowsill where a jar of honey waited. “I can
see it waiting for me. Would you mind just fetching it?”


Wynn hesitated. What if
the woman was telling a falsehood, endeavoring to fool her into giving up the
prophet’s honey? Conversely, she could not imagine why anyone would steal
honey. But as she examined the woman’s eyes, she found them perfectly clear, if
a little distracted.


The lady took notice of
Wynn again and seized her eyes with her own. “He’s coming for me, you know.”


“Er… who?” Was this woman
in danger?


“My love, the
sweet lover of my soul! He’ll come for me, he will, my shining knight,
riding upon a steed of snow!” 


Her eyes were so large
and full of emotion Wynn nearly believed her. Still, this stranger was touched
in the head. She proceeded to run her hand through her long gray hair as if she
were a beautiful princess. 


“I am a princess,”
the woman said absently, as if responding to Wynn’s thought. “I am a daughter
of the king.”


Wynn could only offer
something of a baffled half smile and a slight nod. Swiftly, she went for the
honey, no longer concerned with whether it was meant for the woman, and pressed
it into her arms.


The stranger replied with
a dreamy, congenial smile, laid the stack of wood on the stoop and went merrily
on her way, swaying to and fro while twirling and humming a romantic tune. As
Wynn watched after her, she was almost certain she observed a delicate cloud of
golden dust raining down upon the lady, glowing in the light of the sun.
Peering down at her own hands, she found a speck or two of the gleaming particles. 
Her eyes widened, but in an effort to ground herself, she merely shrugged.
Still, the girl moved swiftly indoors, threw the door closed and bolted it
behind her. This certainly was a queer vicinity… Perhaps she did not want that
position at Valdren Castle after all.


Taking her former seat,
Wynn determined to continue waiting upon the prophet. She had searched outside
but found no trace of him. It was rather aggravating that he had vanished
without a word. Not only that, but she had no way of knowing when he would
return. Still, she had eaten his food and enjoyed the best evening’s sleep
she’d ever experienced, so she was obligated to remain patiently, though
patience had never been a strong suit.


It was nearing noon when
another knock woke her from an involuntary nap. Answering the call of the door
once more, Wynn found herself looking down at the form of a small man. A dwarf,
he was, but a handsome one if ever she’d seen one.


“You’re the
prophet’s apprentice?” he declared. “Why you’re only an elfin thing of a girl!”


Offended at the remark,
she looked him over in turn. “You’re not a very astounding man yourself, are
you? Besides, I am not this prophet’s apprentice.”


Visibly insulted in kind,
the stranger responded with his most daunting glower but found it had no
effect. Humbling, he said, “Well, and maybe I didn’t greet you with the best of
my manners, did I, girly? Let me begin once more.” He proceeded to bestow her
with a wobbly, unpracticed bow. “I have come to enjoy my midday meal with the
prophet and to make the acquaintance of his new apprentice…” Rising from the
“gallant” position, he added with a grin, “Though you be not her as I had
heard.”


Wynn offered no response
but to block the doorway.


The small stranger
frowned a moment, then swiftly exchanged this for an agreeable smile. “My, you
are a comely redheaded thing when you’re angry, aren’t you?”


Wynn stepped into the
cabin and began to slam the door when the dwarf planted his foot in the
opening. “Wait, wait!” he cried. “I am sorry if I have offended. That usually
works on young women, but I see you must not be as fledgling as you appear. On
my word, I truly do have business here.”


Leaving the door where it
was, Wynn folded her arms. “What is your business then?”


“Well… it’s not exactly
business, I suppose,” he explained almost meekly. “I share a meal with the
prophet every few days. He claims the food’s good for my soul and will keep me
out of trouble for the time it takes to eat it, at least.”


Unmoved, she replied,
“The prophet isn’t in.”


“Isn’t he?” he asked in
dismay. “Well, I had certainly gotten my hopes up for a nice meal and some
polite conversation. The crowd I go with doesn’t make for very good chitchat,
you know. Sometimes I like a little decency. Mind you, only a little now and
then. You won’t be seeing me proclaiming the name of the Great One or
anything.”


Once he had finished,
Wynn stood and silently waited him out. There wasn’t much more she could say to
him. The prophet simply was not at home.


“Er, couldn’t I come in
for a bite?”


“There isn’t any lunch,”
she replied stolidly. Wynn truly did not care for men who pointed out her
smallness nor those who thought they could sweet talk her.


“Isn’t there? Well…
couldn’t you fix something? I really am perilously hungry or I
wouldn’t ask.”


Wynn considered. After
all, she was in no position to snub a guest of the prophet. Although she hardly
felt it her place to entertain a stranger in a stranger’s home, especially with
a stranger’s food, she reminded herself this was the prophet’s friend.


“Oh, fine,” the
girl acquiesced with a sigh. Walking into the main room, she left the door wide
for him.


“I thank you most
humbly,” he said, picking a path through the piles of the prophet’s belongings
as he followed. “And don’t worry about making something fancy. I’m so ravenous
I could eat anything just now.”


“Well, I don’t know how
to make anything fancy, so it’s just as well,” she replied sourly, looking over
the baskets and rummaging through the cupboard for something she was capable of
executing. At last, she spotted that morning’s spiced oats in the cauldron
within the fireplace and realized she might easily reheat them. Tossing an
apple to the man, she demanded he go and sit at the prophet’s desk. If he
wasn’t going to lift a finger to help, he didn’t need to be in her way.
Returning to the fireplace with flint and steel, she found it already lit and
blazing.


 “Did you
light this?” she asked of the dwarf.


He looked at her as if
she was looney. “How can I have? I’ve no magic to speak of.”


Staring into the flames
that were swiftly warming the oats of that morning, she had that feeling
again—of the cabin breathing in and out, deeply and ever so slightly. It
had lit the fire, she was certain.


That is enough, Wynn,
she rebuked. It was high time she tamed her roguish imagination. Reaching for a
large spoon, she stirred the porridge, sprinkling in some of the more
intriguing looking spices from the bottles on the prophet’s motley shelf.


It was not long before
the aroma of freshly burned porridge filled the little cabin and a bowl of the
stuff with nice black bits along with a little cream, sugar and terribly
misused seasonings was passed to the man at the desk. Wynn scooped out a bowl
for herself and ate it heartily, knowing full well it was nothing like the prophet
might have made but a little proud she had managed not to burn it any more than
she had. Something in the back of her mind had contemplated whether the fire
would go out of its own accord once the meal was heated through, but she had
not realized she was awaiting this until it had scorched.


“Gee…” muttered the
dwarf, spooning a little into his mouth. “This sure is… something.”


Wynn nodded curtly.
“There’s plenty more if you want it.”


The man looked her over
as if searching for signs of foolery.


Wynn ignored this and
stood to pour herself a glass of milk. “You want some?” she offered.


“Sure thing, lady love.”


“Drop the nicknames.”


“Yes, ma’am,” he replied.
Taking another bite, he added easily, “I thought all women could cook at least
decently.”


Wynn grimaced and slopped
the glass into his hands, causing drops to spill over. Typically, her response
would not have disturbed her conscience, but as she recalled this was the
prophet’s guest and she herself was a guest in the home, she regretted she
could not seem to find it within herself to be cordial. Perhaps, if she tried
very hard, she could be civil.


“What is your name?” she
inquired.


“Terrance. What’s yours,
sweet—er—”


      
“Wynn.”


      
“Pretty.”


       “It
is not.”


      
“Short for Wynnifred?” he asked with a smirk.


       Her
cheeks flushed and she refrained from responding. She hated her name.


      
“Well, don’t worry, girly,” he replied in a confidential tone. “Secret’s safe
with me.”


Wynn felt her cheeks
burn, hating herself for it. When would these adolescent habits she had been
working to smother for years be tamed? So what if he knew her real name? He was
no friend of hers and she would not likely meet him again. She was glad of
that, for he was a presumptuous little man. Indeed, for someone so very
small—the top of his head coming to the top of her stomach (and she struggling
for height herself)—she didn’t know what he had to be so smug about. Yet
he carried himself as if he was a great giant.


“Now I know your
darkest secret, Miss Wynnifred, I suppose I owe you mine,” he offered, cringing
as he took another bite.


She rolled her eyes,
though she might not have done so if her face was not shielded by her curly
mop. “Don’t bother. I’m really not that curious.”


“No, no, it is only
fair,” he continued. “You see, I was born to a very beautiful woman. I, of
course, was her life’s pride and joy.”


“You don’t say.”


Terrance nodded eagerly,
setting his bowl aside with an expression of poorly concealed abhorrence. “I do
say. And I should have grown to be a tall, strapping fellow if she hadn’t
incited the hatred of the malevolent sorceress, Maera of the Wood Beguiling.”


Wynn looked up, unable to
contain her sudden interest. Was he sincere?


 “My mother was a
single woman, for my father had passed before I was born. Tragic accident, but
I won’t bother you with gory details. At any rate, it seemed the sorceress had
a sweetheart of a young recluse living in the forest—might have been some kind
of wizard, might not have—that part’s never been clear. Anyway, he met me and
my mother in the woods one day when I was a lad of, oh, say three years,
growing leaps and bounds ahead of the other children. Problem was, he fell for
my pretty mother, he did. And though she did not return his affection, the
jealous sorceress saw fit to make my poor, sweet mother pay. So, seeing I was
her pride and joy, the very center of her life and all that was pleasing in her
world, the witch cursed me to this dwarfism and so I have remained since.”


Wynn could not conceal
her interest, so absorbing did she find his tale. She would never have guessed
he had such a history.


“But I don’t think I’ve
suffered so much, do you? The ladies certainly don’t mind, if I do say so
myself,” he added with a wink. “And I’m strong as an ox. Indeed, strong as any man
around. Yes,” he said, leaning back and folding his arms behind his head. “I am
perfectly content as I am, ‘cursed’ or not.”


“Well… I have never heard
the like of it,” she replied. Though she had heard such stories in passing, she
had never believed them to be true. That a sorceress should take out her
feelings of rejection on a mere village woman was beyond her.


Ever so slowly, the
dwarf’s mouth curled into a knavish smirk. “I knew you could not be so old as
you put on,” he said smugly.


Wynn’s brows furrowed in
confusion before she realized what he was getting at: He was having her on. How
dare he treat her as a child? She was no child. She was nearing her eighteenth
year. And he did not appear so many years older than she was, though it was
difficult to tell on account of his diminished stature.


“You swine,” she
grumbled through gritted teeth, clutching her bowl as if ready to fling it at
him.


Clearly recognizing her
sudden fury, he threw up his hands. “Now, now, Miss Wynn, let’s not be hasty!
Tis only the tale my mother raised me on! And was a long time, too, before I
realized she was having me on… Of course, I was but ten years by that
time, but perhaps you are not so much older.”


That was it. The bowl
flew across the room until it had splattered upon the dwarf and all the
prophet’s fine things surrounding, including much of his parchment.


“Oh, look what you
made me do!” shrieked Wynn. Swiftly, she rifled through the pantry doors until
she had procured an old, used cloth and raced to clean the prophet’s fine
things.


“My goodness,
woman, if ever I’ve met a person with a quicker temper than you, I haven’t
known it!” the small man declared with mild awe. Good-naturedly, he rummaged
through the pantry until he’d found another cloth and not only wiped himself
clean but moved to help clear off the papers on the desk.


Seeing this, Wynn nearly
cast him from the cabin until a knock sounded upon the door for the third time
that day. Unconsciously, she looked to Terrance for what to do.


“Well, I’m not the
prophet’s apprentice,” he replied, gesturing for her to answer it.


 “Neither am I!” she
bellowed. Tossing her cloth aside, she went for the door.  “How can
I help you?” she demanded of the woman standing outside. 


Wynn stopped short as she
realized the sight before her was not at all commonplace. The visitor herself
was mildly interesting in appearance with long dreads of brown-gray hair
embellished with beads and feathers. Additionally, she wore draping garments in
rich, earthy brown and purple tones. But it was the great number of exotic
birds lining her shoulders, arms and even the top of her head that had hold of
Wynn’s tongue.


“Don’t tell me!” cried
the woman with a warm grin. “Let me guess it… Marie? No, no, no. Margie? Nay.
Hephzibah? Noooo. Well… perhaps you had better just tell me.”


Wynn looked her over,
dismayed by the way the birds’ gazes moved in time with the woman’s. “Er—my
name?”


“Of course, my dear
Wynnifred, of course! Oops!” The woman covered her mouth, then let ring a
melodic bout of laughter. “There, I’ve done it. I was supposed to act as if I
did not know your name and here I knew it all along and have just told you. Oh,
well, at any rate, at last we meet face to face! I am Bell, the singing
kind—not the ringing.”


 “Oh,” Wynn muttered
lamely, not knowing what to say. Those birds, how they gazed at her. Even so,
she must ask how the woman knew her full name, for she had told neither Phillip
nor the prophet and had only just been found out by this Terrance. “How do you
know me?” she queried.


“Oh, you know…
Now, tell me, how are you liking your new home? How this cabin does stare,
doesn’t it?! But do not mind that. It likes you very well.”


What was Wynn to say?
What was she to think? This was another mad woman. Yet, there was something
about her that seemed to possess some intelligence—a something deeper and
slightly hypnotic.


“You know, you truly do
remind me of someone,” said Bell. “I knew you would, but it is uncanny.”


“Oh… er—who?”


Bell smiled sweetly,
replying in a knowing voice, “Oh, you know… or you will in any
case, but there I go again—spilling secrets I had every intention of keeping.
It really isn’t fair. But then perhaps I always meant to tell you! Who is to
say but me? Now, let us get to business. I came here with a purpose and here we
stand gossiping. What were we speaking of?”


Wynn waited but soon
realized this Bell and all her birds were actually awaiting a reply from her. For
heavens. If she hadn’t found herself unintentionally liking this peculiar
woman, she would be terribly cross. “You never said, I’m afraid. That is, you
never said what you came to say, I gather.”


“Oh, dear, dear, dear,
dear me! How silly. Why, I came to say...” She hesitated. “I came to
tell you…” Turning to her birds who in turn looked to her with their charming,
chirpy, little faces, she asked, “What was it I came to say?”


A beautiful, pure white
dove moved from her head to her shoulder just beside her ear as if to share a
secret.


“Oh, that’s right!”
Returning her warming gaze to Wynn, she sang out,


 


On the day of the dark,
when all is lost,


look to me and ye shall
see


how I have provided all
you will need.


 


The woman ceased and
looked Wynn full in the face as if waiting for her response. But what in the
world could she say? She had no idea what this Bell sang of. She had already
seen her darkest days, she was certain, and she had seen herself through
those. She needed no one else.


“Urm… thank you,” she
finally replied.


Bell reached to take hold
of her hands and a number of the birds fluttered onto Wynn’s arms. Wynn resisted
the urge to fling them off as she was held fast by the stranger’s gaze.


“Oh, I just love
you, dear girl.”


The girl felt goosebumps
flood her body as a wave of something strange washed over her—a flood of what
might have been motherly adoration, if she had to put a word to it. But in that
moment, she could not. She only stood wide-eyed and wondering why she almost
believed this woman and why tears, so foreign to her previously, were once more
nipping at the corners of her eyes. It was as if her heart was slowly
unraveling and she was certain she did not like it, though it attempted to
convince her she did.


Bell continued gazing
into her eyes with that expression of fondness and at last pulled away from her
with approval. “There,” she said, nodding. With that, she turned and strolled
gracefully away, dreads, birds and all.


Upon her absence, Wynn
felt hollow inside. She closed the door behind her and regretted having let
Bell leave so soon. She might have stayed for a cup of tea perhaps.


“I don’t know that
woman,” Terrance spoke from across the room.


“Oh, you,” Wynn
muttered unhappily.


“She’s not from around
here,” he said with a raised brow.


She tossed him an
impatient glare. “What of it?”


He shrugged. “I know
about every face around these parts and I’ve never seen her in my life.”


“Well, good for you,” she
replied. “You’ve another face to know.”


“Well, I thought
she was an odd sort, but clearly the fact some strange woman knew you’d be here
and sang a bizarre song at you is an everyday occurrence. At any rate, as the
prophet does not appear to be arriving any time soon, I’ve other places to be.”
With that, he exited, but it was moments before she heard the voice of the
prophet greeting him.


“My boy, my boy, so you
have met my new apprentice!”


With a grimace, Wynn
peered out the window.


“Aye, I have at that… and
what a fiery-tempered redhead of a little girl you have selected for the task.”


“She is beautifully
spirited, is she not!” the prophet replied.


She could not help liking
him for this answer, though she wondered where in the world he had been all
that time. Whatever conversation followed between them, she could not make out
and soon the dwarf was on his way.


“So, you have met my good
friend, Terrance, have you?” the prophet stated as he entered. “Is he not an
interesting fellow? I suppose he told you about the sorceress’ curse? What a
terrible story it is. Yet, we need not be sorry for him. If he has no qualms,
why should we?”


Wynn found herself
sputtering, uncertain where to begin. He believed that ridiculous man’s
fairytale? And where had he been all that time? How had the woman named
Bell known she would be there? And why was he telling people she was his
apprentice when she quite clearly and ultimately was not?


“Wh-why do you have wood
brought to you when you live in the middle of a forest?” she spat accusingly.
Though why she had ended by choosing that particular question, she could not
grasp.


“Why, because I like a
particular sort.”


She raised a brow. “I
realize I hardly know you, but you do not seem the sort to be picky about what
you burn.”


He smiled
conspiratorially and moved to his desk, taking a seat and lifting his quill.
“If I’m not picky, she won’t accept the honey.”


At first confused, Wynn
eventually caught herself smiling. That was something of a dear thing to do,
she had to admit. Still, she was ready to demand an explanation as to his
disappearance when she realized he had already begun writing.


“Er…” Oh, what was she to
call him? She had never learned his name. “Prophet?”


Waving the hand at her
that was not busily penning, he muttered, “Only a moment, Wynn.”


But it was not but a
moment. Indeed, it was so many more moments put together that the time for
evening sup came and went and Wynn fell asleep with her arms crossed in
aggravation before a fire that had, at some point, gone out of its own accord.


 “My, it has been a
busy day, has it not?” voiced the prophet as he stood to stretch.


Wynn jolted in her seat.
It was a moment before her thoughts came to rights, but at last she responded,
“You know, it has. I’ve been rather busy with answering your door
and feeding your friends while you were off doing who knows what?”


“Oh, dear,” he
cried, throwing his arms up and then grabbing at his shabby white hair. “I had
meant to feed you for both mid-day and evening meal and it is long past both, I
imagine! But do not you worry, my girl. I will have something fixed up in no
time.” With that, he went about the preparations as eagerly as a youth.


Despite his pleasant
tenor, Wynn was struck dumbfounded by this speech. After all the time she had
spent in his house, handling his affairs, he seemed to consider it
perfectly natural that she should do so. This was… intolerable. She was a stranger
and had not reveled in being put on the spot, exposed to the scrutiny of every
interloper who had the capricious impertinence to call.


Furthermore, she did not
intend to remain any longer than she had to, so what had been the prophet’s
intention when he had labeled her his “apprentice?” She was unquestionably
nothing of the sort and this aged, irrational man (dear as he was) had no right
to pronounce such an assumption. What she necessitated was someone with reason
with whom she could speak. Where had that Phillip gone to? He had seemed a
levelheaded fellow, if perhaps something of a blundering bungler. Still, he had
been willing to speak sensibly.


“Where is Phillip?” she
demanded.


“Phillip?” The prophet
thought a moment, searching the rafters for an answer. “Oh, yes, he
departed last evening.”


“I see,” Wynn replied
with some disappointment. So, she was not to have sense after all. Well, she
would work with what she had. “Can I help you with anything?”


“Oh, no, no, no! You sit right
down there. You’ve done quite enough for your first day.”


She closed her eyes,
shaking her head with quiet exasperation. “Why…” she began patiently, “did you
call me your apprentice this morning?”


“Oh... did I?” He
appeared puzzled, even going so far as to scratch his head. “I had not
realized. Well, I hadn’t planned to say anything until we’d had a chance to
talk. But let’s not get into that just yet. Let us have our fill and then we’ll
have it out. Is that agreeable?”


Wynn was not accustomed
to silly old men who spoke so pleasantly to her, so she did not feel capable of
responding as she would with any other. Customarily, she would demand her
answers straight out or depart without them in good riddance, but neither
option was adequate for the darling gentleman before her.


“It’s fine, so long as it
is directly after supper.”


And when directly after
supper came, Wynn had seen to it she would be alert by taking care not to
overfill her overindulged stomach. After all, she would soon leave this man who
had fed her so generously and it would not do to grow accustomed to eating all
she pleased.


“Now, prophet… or
whatever you are, I’ve had some time to think over all that transpired
yesterday and I would like to know how you knew where to send Phillip to find
me and just how you happened to have my name. I confess I don’t have a clue
just who you are, nor even what your name might be. After you’ve answered those
questions, I will be ready to learn for what purpose you had Phillip fetch me.”


The prophet sat back in
his chair, arms laid neatly upon its wooden armrests. He looked her over slowly
and seriously, a small gleam in his eyes that was perhaps only a trick of the
firelight. “That is quite a list of questions, but I can see they are all
valid. I will happily satisfy your queries if you will answer me this: Why did
you come?”


Wynn redirected her gaze
to the fire. She endured a moment’s impatience, for she owed him no
explanation. But then… she had to ask herself, why had she come?
Naturally, she had been curious about her future. She had wished to know if her
life would ever amount to anything. Thus far, the girl had lived only to take
care of others and then merely to survive, but as surviving grew easier with
age and experience, what else did she have? She had no ambitions nor dreams—at
least none she would consciously admit to herself. 


However, upon timidly
peeking behind the curtain beyond which the truth was concealed, Wynn realized,
first and foremost, what she really yearned for was a home. Confronting just
how much she longed for this—craved it—tears began to prick at her eyes… again.



Don’t you dare
cry, she reprimanded. Clearing her throat, she said aloud, “I want you
to tell my fortune.”


“Your fortune?
Just what do you mean by that, my lass?”


“You know... like a
fortuneteller. Phillip said that’s what you do.”


“Did he?” The
prophet appeared entertained by the thought. “Well... I’ve never quite thought
of myself like that, but if you imply that you wish to know your destiny, I can
easily apprise you of it.”


“I just want to know what
my future holds. I want to know if... if...” Wynn could not find words to
describe the yearning in her heart. She had not even truly faced just
what that longing was.


The silly man turned
solemn sat forward in his chair and reached over to give her hand a little
squeeze. “Do not fret, Wynn. I will tell you what it is you hunger to know.”


Wynn peered vulnerably
into his face. Could he truly see what lay ahead? She faintly recalled the
false fortunetellers she’d met with but pushed those memories aside. The young
woman hungered so deeply for hope that she was nearly prepared to accept
whatever this prophet planned to tell her.


“Are you familiar with
the Great One?” he asked tentatively, sitting back in his chair.


“Not exactly. I have
heard the name before and know he is meant to be a god, but that’s about as
acquainted as I am. Why?”


The prophet hesitated and
then nodded before taking on a reflective, faraway expression. When he
continued, it was with a whole other countenance, as if a new man sat before
her. His voice was an octave lower as he spoke, “He is a god, yes, but you must
understand he is the one true god. He is creator and father. He is the
beginning and the end—not only the stuff of legend, but the maker of it. He is
all-powerful and all-encompassing. Both ferocious and tender…”


As he continued, the
window-shutters suddenly burst and a bizarre, almost tangible gust roared
through the room, frolicking through the fire and causing its cinders to spark
and crackle wildly. As maddened embers were cast into frenzied flight, charts
and winged contraptions fretted and sailed about while even a number of
food-laden baskets were hurled over, their contents spewed across the floor.


Wynn’s own body surged
with goosebumps as her heart pulsed violently in her chest. Clutching her left
arm tightly, she bit her lower lip and sat as witness. Quite suddenly, she felt
just as she had when trekking through the Enchanted Wood the evening before—as
if hundreds of unseen eyes watched her within the cabin. Furthermore, it seemed
to her they had really been there all the time, their presence only now
exposed. But in glancing anxiously about, she ascertained no sign of them.


As all this transpired,
the prophet did not stir. It was as if he did not observe what went on. But
there was no question Wynn did and it made her attend his words almost
fearfully.


“He is the air we breathe
and all the breath we need,” he went on. “He can erect a mountain in moments
and decimate it as swiftly as if it had never been. This is the power he
holds as a light in his very hands and he made you and I with it, as well as
our brothers and sisters over the face of this planet, past, present and
future.”


Sitting forward in his
chair, he added, “Wynn... that god is calling you to the very purpose for which
I was once called so very, very long ago.”


Breathlessly, Wynn
searched his face. She felt the room so distended with his words and with the
phantoms unseen that she could not at first form a thought with which to
respond, if a response was required.


“Wynn...?” he pronounced
ardently. “What do you say to that?”


As the question was
formed on his lips, a startling, almost frightening silence commenced, as if
all present anticipated her reply. Her mind raced riotously. Uncertain she
comprehended just what the prophet asked, she sensed her response carried great
magnitude. 


“What is it you want of
me, prophet?” she asked in a timorous voice.


“Well, I... I want you to
say yes. But to tell you the truth, it is not I to whom you need
respond, for it is not I who asks.”


“Then who–" Wynn
stopped short as understanding came to her.


He was referring to this
all-powerful Great One whose name thought in her mind sent frenzied shivers up
and down her body. Could she say no to this being? Was he truly all the
prophet described? Had he been her creator? Did he hold power in his hands—the
power she deduced was the same Phillip had claimed the Great One imparted to
the prophet so he could do whatever it was he did? Could it be true he desired her
to do what the prophet did? If this were so, she realized Phillip had brought
the wrong girl and she wondered if the Great One knew it.


In the very midst of her
meditation, she was abruptly seized with the words, “I will,” as they
escaped her lips, as though some small part of herself, some layer of her being
buried deep within her flesh, had clawed its way out from its prison and into
her throat, crying the promise from her innermost soul.


Wynn immediately snapped
her lips shut and even went so far as to cover them with her hands, as if it
really had been some unknown entity who had drawn it from her. How could she
make such a promise if she did not truly grasp what it meant? There were
details she needed to be acquainted with, issues that must be discussed, before
she could offer her genuine response.


But somehow, all this was
inconsequential. So, she uttered her yes-cry again... and then again until
she began to sob. She could not grasp the reason she did so, but it was utterly
nourishing to release the emotions that had been repressed for so long.
Crumbling to the floor, she doubled over onto her knees, hands clenched over
her face, and wailed, not caring who heard.


The prophet remained in
his chair and allowed her to weep, knowing it meant so many different things at
once in so many realities and times. Eventually, he laid his hand upon her
head, murmuring how proud he was of her, promising everything would be all
right—that everything would only get better from that moment.


She heard his words but
could not cease weeping long enough to inquire their meaning. Then, it seemed
to her she felt other hands upon her head, back and arms. It was if so many
beings were holding her together on the floor. She did not know who or what
these “beings” were, but she was too engrossed to be troubled.


At long last, she was
guided by the invisible creatures to the bedroom of the evening before. But as
her mental and emotional states were in an exhausted blur, she did not
comprehend what transpired. Gently situated upon the soft bed, she was covered
with both quilt and the supplications of the ones who placed her there. 
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- F O U R -


Home
at Last


 


WHEN IN THE MORNING Wynn
exited the bedroom, the old prophet was once again nowhere to be found. Even
so, there was a sumptuous breakfast bidding her fair morning. It was clear the
weather had turned, for the fireplace was left burning and the floor sent a
chill through her feet as she raced to the meal, swiftly wrapping herself in
the blue woolen blanket.


Sighing rapturously at
the thick, spiced cakes drizzled in honey, Wynn cast a contented glance about the
room. Everything was just as it had been, yet she felt it a golden, glowing
dream. If she understood correctly, it was to be part hers now. They had
not actually discussed this aspect outright, however, and she was beginning to
be certain there was but the one bedroom. Recognizing this, she wondered where
the prophet had been sleeping those last evenings and sincerely hoped she had
not been the cause of that elderly man sleeping on his own cold, unforgiving
floor. If it was so, she would put an end to it.


Though they had
established no particulars, the mere thought Wynn might share all this with him
was almost more than she could bear, for it would be the most she had had to
share in all her life. She refrained from wolfing down her meal so ravenously,
knowing it wasn’t likely she would go hungry again. Despite herself, she felt
as the whole world was before her—that anything might now happen. She was free
to dream.


Still, a small voice
nagged. What if this prophet should turn out to be like everyone else? What if
all he meant to do was use her? She had never stood for that and would not now,
even if it meant giving up what she felt was her newfound home—a place in the
world. But as these doubts plagued her, she felt certain they could not be
true. This man was different from anyone she’d come in contact with and she was
glad she had come, even if there was so much she did not yet know about her
situation.


For instance, where was
the prophet at present? Surely, he was not on the roof again. But if not there,
where? And where had he gone the day before? There were a number of things she
wished to ask, so many considerations that had flooded her mind as she’d awoken
to birdsong.


Furthermore, as endearing
as the prophet often was and though he had yet to speak anything nearing an
unkind word to her, he was rather… batty. The way he talked much of the
time left her feeling as if she was speaking with a child. But then there were
other moments, namely the ones they’d shared the evening before. He’d been
almost another man, his voice mighty and impressive, his words fluent and
captivating. It was as if there was someone else inside him that did not often
choose to come out. Sighing, Wynn knew she had only to let time take its
course. She would learn just who this man was and she would learn her place in
his home.


Abruptly, Wynn had that
feeling again: there were eyes on her. Almost against her will, she glanced
about the room. With no one in sight, she stood from her chair and searched
further, under and around furniture, in case someone should be hiding from her.
But the place was empty. Determined to discover the intruders once and for all,
she moved into the hallway and checked the room where she’d slept to no avail.


Returning to the
corridor, she grew intrigued by the sight of a staircase she had not noticed
before. Curiosity taking the place of good sense, she slowly crept up the
passage, fearing she would enter a room that was, perhaps, forbidden to her.
What if the prophet was performing some supernatural ritual up there?


Slightly dissatisfying,
it proved only a storage loft piled high with even more of the prophet’s
things. It was something like a continuation of what could be found on the
lower floor but even less organized. She had not had a chance to realize before
coming to the cabin that she liked orderliness. This chaos was somewhat
maddening to her—no matter how intriguing and beautiful some of it was. 


However, what instantly
and most naturally seized Wynn’s attention were the frothy feathers that
blanketed everything. Even drifting weightlessly in the air as dust,
each was made shining by the luminous rays that blazed through the paned
windows against the slanted roof. Though it was an impressive sight, the
sensation of watchers was no more comprehensible.


Upon returning to the
main room, Wynn took her seat and worked to ignore the uncanny feeling. But
after some minutes passed, she stole a furtive glance about the room only to
discover a plethora of plumes strewn upon what could be seen of the floor beside
her, with even a few floating gracefully about. These had not been present
previously and she was certain they had not come down with her, for they
possessed a unique quality the ones in the attic had not: They were flecked
with an iridescent gold substance that enflamed as fire in the light.


After a few moments
contemplation, she turned from the peculiar sight and finished her milk,
determined to disregard anything that might frighten her from her new home. But
soon, her eyes lifted involuntarily and for a moment she saw the outline of a
body. This immediately startled her, but upon focusing on the space, it
vanished. Laughing to herself, she lifted her dishes for cleaning. Clearly, her
imagination was betraying her yet again.


 


It was nearing noon when a knock sounded
at the door. 


Here we go again,
she thought.


Answering it, there stood
a gentleman dressed so elaborately it was difficult to believe he was standing
before the humble cabin. Surely, he must be of some wealth and nobility, so
what possible business could he have there?


After a few moments in
which the man stared blankly into her face as if anticipating a welcome, she
spoke the first thing that entered her mind. “May I help you, sir?”


The well-dressed stranger
blinked at her as if surprised she’d had to ask. “I am here for the box,”
he said. When Wynn’s face did not alight with understanding, he added, “I’ve a
bag of silver, if you’ll take it.”


She raised a brow in
response to the austere manner in which he condescended to speak to her. “I
haven’t a clue as to what it is you refer. You see, I only–”


He rolled his eyes. “I
really haven’t the time for this. It is the box for Lord Valdren of Valdren
Castle… adorned in gold and green. It should not be difficult to miss.” When
Wynn made no move, he continued, “It really ought to be in there somewhere,
if you’ll only trouble yourself to look.” He stepped forward as if he would
enter and have a look himself. 


For whatever reason, Wynn
could not bear that he should see the chaotic state it was in. It was fine for
the likes of Phillip and Terrance… but not for this haughty fellow from the
castle. Swiftly, she agreed to look, closing the door behind her. Once more
looking upon the state of things, she put her hands on her hips and blew a
stray curl from her face. It could take the remainder of the day to find a
single item in all that mess. No, she had to use her head. This was a special
box meant for the castle. The prophet would not have left it in this heap of
things. Or would he? After all, he was something of a baffling fellow. For all
she knew, he’d given it to someone else for safekeeping or stored it up in his
attic. However, he had proven he had some semblance of a sound mind the night
before. Therefore, precisely where would he keep something so important?


“Aha!” The desk. 


And there it was, snugged
safely away in the third drawer down. It was smaller than she had anticipated
and she dearly longed to open it—to see what could be within that the batty old
prophet could possibly have for the lord of the land. But it would not be
right, especially as it was meant for Lord Valdren.


“Here,”
she huffed, passing it to the gentleman.


“I thank you, young
woman,” he said with a small bow. “And I apologize if I was discourteous, but
I’ve a schedule to keep, you know.” He looked her over then and seemed to form
an opinion before offering the bag of silver. 


But when she moved to
take it, he said, “You know the prophet never actually accepts it. It is merely
a matter of form.”


Working to keep her
temper under control (she had to make a good impression now she had agreed to
live under the prophet’s roof), she bit her lip and nodded.


“Atta girl,” he said with
a wink. “I may call again sometime soon now you are here.” With that, he
bowed and went on his way.


Wynn’s hands curling into
fists, her greatest desire was to throw him a good solid punch and let him bow
to her then. Instead, she did something she had not allowed herself to do since
she was seven. She stuck her tongue out at his retreating back.


Just as she was closing
the door, a couple with four giddy children could be heard making their way
toward the cabin. Not far behind, an elderly man followed.


For heavens!


As it happened, she found
it simple enough to assist the family with what they had come for, as well as
the man that followed, but this sort of thing went on sporadically for hours:
visitors arriving for some odd reason or another. As the hours dragged on,
those who came to the door had poorer excuses than the last for visiting. There
were a few who had some real business, but others strived for a reason to be
there, while still others made no excuse whatever. Vexingly, all who beat their
fists upon the door proceeded to ask prying questions. Needless to say, it was
puzzling as well as unsettling to one who had led a decisively private life for
so long.


After a time, Wynn began
to feel weary of running about answering the door, aiding people with their odd
tasks. Could it be this was to be her life for the remainder of her time there?
But she refused to believe the prophet had lured her there merely to answer his
door for him. For that matter, how did such an old man keep up with it on his
own day after day? Why, she was almost glad she was there to answer it for him.
He would surely be in need of rest. Perhaps the pouring in of callers was the
reason he had not been at home either that day or the day before. She never had
learned where he went.


Another knock at the door
and Wynn tossed aside the biscuit she’d been enjoying, then threw open the door
prepared to turn away whoever stood beyond it. 


Her strain melted at
sight of Phillip.


“Oh, it’s you!”
she cried. “Why couldn’t you have arrived hours ago?” Pulling him in by
the arm, she quickly looked about the forest for signs of new arrivals and then
slammed the door closed to lean against. “I could have used your help today. I
do hope it is not always like this.”


Receiving no response
from Phillip, Wynn peered up at his lanky frame and realized he was nearly
three heads taller than her. Additionally, he was looking at her as if
genuinely surprised to see her.


“You’ve decided to stay,”
he murmured at last, clearly delighted. 


“I have,” she admitted
with a smile. “I must thank you for getting me here.”


Phillip appeared as if he
knew not what to say, merely placing his hands into his pockets. After pulling
something from the left one, he began to fiddle with it. Suddenly, he looked
down at what he held.


“Oh,” he said. “I
nearly forgot. My mother sent this as a gift for you.”


Holding it out to her,
the plug that had been on the glass bottle toppled off and the remnants of the
gift went splashing upon its receiver. Immediately, a pungently sweet fragrance
filled the air, sending the two into fits of coughing.


“Oh, Phillip, you
clumsy oaf!” Wynn cried as she worked to brush off the liquid swiftly soaking
into her clothes. “What is this stuff? And here I’ve nothing to change
into!”


Stalking over to the
cupboards across the room, she rummaged for something to clean herself with,
but Phillip beat her to it, supplying cloth and a vessel of water.


“I—I’m terribly sorry,”
he muttered. “It was a vial of fragrance from my mother.”


“Well, why should your
mother want to give me perfume?”


 “You’re the
prophet’s apprentice. The prophet is deeply revered in these parts, almost like
a distant royal. You’ve just joined the royal family, so to speak. That’s also
why you’ve been plagued with visitors, I’d gather. They’re all coming to get a
glimpse of the red-haired apprentice and to have something to gossip about when
they return to their villages. Of course, there are the usuals… but nothing
like what it sounds you’ve been dealing with. You have been the name on
every tongue in these parts.”


Wynn’s temper flared.
“Don’t they have anything better to speak of?”


“You don’t like people
talking about you?”


“If I’m to be spoken of
it ought to be for some merited reason like saving orphans from a burning
building or something. Not because I have come to live with the prophet.”


Phillip quirked a brow.
“I don’t think you realize what you’ve stepped into.”


Wynn would have liked to
ask him just what that meant, but yet another knock sounded through the cabin.


“Not this again!” she
declared, marching toward the door. “I shall put an end to it once and for
all.” But upon opening it, there was no one in sight.


Another knock wailed out.


“Seems like it’s coming
from the back of the house,” said Phillip with a concerned brow.


“What in the world…?” she
murmured as she made her way to the bedroom. If someone was within, she was
seriously going to have to make her boundaries clear: no more showing up
without due cause and no climbing in through the windows. But she found
it empty. Closing the door behind her, she turned to find another door directly
across. Yet on her tour of the cabin that morning, she had seen nothing of it.


“Uuh, Phillip… has this
door always been here?”


He was at her side in
moments. “No...” he replied in a low voice as he inspecting the doorframe. “I
practically grew up in this house and I have no idea when this door could have
been installed...”


It was peculiar how
naturally it fit into the wall as if it had been there since the cabin’s
beginning. Yet, Phillip claimed he had never seen it before.


Knocking became pounding
as whoever was beyond grew impatient.


“This is silly,” Wynn
muttered. “It is only a door. Obviously... we open it.”


 


* *
*


 


Wishing to take a moment
to process what this could mean, Phillip reached to stop her from answering.
But she was there before him and soon the door was ajar to a man of middle age,
wearing clothing utterly unfamiliar.


“What took so long?”
demanded the man. But rather than awaiting an answer, he added, “Come along,”
and departed.


Phillip and Wynn were
left staring at the vacant scenery, both foreign and familiar. The grass was
more vibrant than it should have been and there were flowering bushes Phillip
knew were not found within the Enchanted Wood, let alone behind the cabin.


“Is this the prophet’s
property?” Wynn asked doubtfully.


He shook his head.


The strange man returned
to call impatiently, “Are you coming? It is a matter of life and death, I tell
you!”


The two looked to one
another and Wynn shrugged before stepping through. It took Phillip a moment to
gather courage before taking a deep breath and following suit. Immediately, he
noted the ground was unusually springy and the grass soft but hardy. This was
terribly disconcerting, for it was clear they were not within the wood of his
childhood.


“Wait for me!” he called
to Wynn. Racing through the house, he threw open the front door and found the
yard just as it always was. Hastily, he raced around the house and not only was
there no door, but the ground and shrubs were exactly as they ought to be.


“Curious…”


Fearing the mysterious
door would vanish before he could return to Wynn, Phillip raced back through
the house to find everything as he had left it—the door ajar and Wynn waving
for him to hurry as the stranger stood bickering with her.


“Apologies,” Phillip
muttered.


Huffing, the man started
forward with speed.


As they followed, the
thick trees that had formerly blocked a wider view opened up to a remarkable
scene. The sky above was pleasant lavender dotted with tufts of bluish cloud.
But it was a new crop of trees that captured the interest, for they were
semi-transparent and floating above the ground, held fast by roots nestled into
the earth.


Phillip watched Wynn draw
near one in order to place a hand to it. The tree, in turn, moved ever so
slightly under her touch. 


She turned to him with
eyes wide. “Did you see that? Do you see this?” She gestured to their
surroundings. “What has happened? Where are we?” 


The wonderment she wore
grew ashen as she squinted at something beyond his shoulder. Turning, Phillip
easily discovered what alarmed her. The cabin was gone. His stomach dropped.


“What is going on?” she
pressed almost accusingly. “What are we to do?”


These were valid
questions.


“This can only be the
Great One’s doing,” Phillip said with more confidence than he felt. “He will
see us through.”


With the raising of her
brows, Wynn seemed to doubt his words, but then her eyes cleared and she
nodded. Obviously, something had happened to change her thinking over the last
day they had been apart. He doubted she would have accepted this so easily
before coming to the prophet’s cabin.


“Then we must move forward,”
she said, throwing on her air of confidence once more. “Look, our guide is far
ahead of us now. We must chase after him if we are to keep from getting lost.”


“Or scolded again.”


The redhead replied with
a smirk and the nod of her head and soon they were racing up and down smooth
hills, passing yet more of the peculiar trees as well as wildflowers in
lavender and bird’s egg blue. Before long, they had entered a community made up
of soaring white pillars. Seeing children at play around a number of these, Phillip
conjectured they were homes. Though not very homey in appearance, they were
exquisite, some soaring as high as the clouds. From one of the higher windows,
a child could be seen waving down to his friends below and Phillip could not
help considering the safety of such shelters, but perhaps these children were
different from those of his land.


Exchanging bewildered
glances with Wynn, he sensed they were thinking along the same line. They were
decidedly not within the Kierelian kingdom. That realization should have
been obvious upon sight of the hovering trees, but it was difficult to accept.
In fact, it was all he could do to try to force the thought from his mind.
After all, he was not the adventuring sort. Even so, it helped that this
place—wherever it was and with all its eccentricities—was stunning.


At last, they caught up
with their guide who continued to gesture for them to hurry. But Phillip had to
ask himself: Why in the world had this man even appeared at their door
in search of help? Why should he come to them for aid in whatever life and
death trouble there was? Oh, for heavens, he thought. The man must have
been expecting the prophet to appear from beyond the door. Then again, he had
not missed a beat upon finding others there in his stead. This was a terribly
bewildering business and he thanked the Great One he had not been chosen for
apprentice. If this was what it was like, he would remain perfectly content in
his home, the very home he usually worked to escape.


Having been
too distracted by the distant scenery, Phillip found himself tripping over a
small form. Realizing it was a little girl, he worked not to land upon her and
in so doing found himself falling over the bridge, into a shallow river.
Overlooking his own predicament, he called to the child to inquire if she was
all right. Instead, he found himself blushing as Wynn turned to him with an
expression of great amusement. But he stopped short as he ran his hand through
the water. It was utterly transparent, thick and almost sticky in consistency.
Yet, when he stood, it merely glided off him, not at all tacky, leaving his
clothes nearly dry. Though his flesh and hair were another story, it was as if
this abnormal river resisted his clothing. 


“Come along, Phillip,”
Wynn called as she continued on. 


Phillip was fairly
certain he heard her giggling at him under her breath. Obviously, she had not
noticed the strangeness of the stream. Brushing back his hair with his hands,
he realized what had caused both her and the girl to chortle over him: The
bizarrely textured water had slicked his hair in every direction and it took
some doing to put it to rights.


At last, they came upon a
towering castle, grander and more elaborate than the other buildings and
chiseled with an intricate design. It was adorned with lengths of sheer fabric
draped across each window while the towers were swathed in some kind of
climbing vine not dissimilar to roses. Yet, their scent was more intense and
enchanting, richer than any bud he’d encountered.


The stranger waved them
through the grandest of entrances—far larger than any at Valdren
Castle—reaching far above their heads. Wynn stopped and cast him an anxious
look. He knew precisely what she was thinking. What had they gotten themselves
into? Of course, it had been Wynn who’d decided they would follow the stranger
through the door… but it had been Phillip who’d sensed they were entering a
faraway place. For whatever reason, he had not mentioned this to her. Though,
she had discovered as much by that time.


Following the stranger
through various passages and stairwells, they finally came to a sizable terrace
so high within the castle that clouds gently floated around them. There were a
number of people there—almost more than they had seen in the entire community,
dressed in, for what he could gather, fairly extravagant clothing.


On the far side of the
terrace was something of an open walled tent, with long poles supporting a
vibrant violet and gold cloth that worked as sunshade for the woman who lay
upon an opulent divan. As she sat cradling her arm as if it pained her, Phillip
noted she was quite a stunning person—possibly about Wynn’s age—with long,
pristinely white blonde hair and dressed in delicate attire. But as they drew
closer, he found her features were perhaps so flawless, they were not
altogether comely—not like Wynn’s distinctive, almost elfin attributes.


At last, they stood
before the tent and the man who had brought them stepped to the side with the
words, “My centry, I bring you… the nomads.” With a graceful bow, he gestured
to Wynn and Phillip, then disappeared into the crowd.


A man with a grand,
feathery headpiece stepped forward and the company bowed low. Phillip wondered
if he and Wynn ought to follow suit, but she shook her head ever so slightly.
Seeing as how none seemed to think their demeanor improper, he was put at ease.


“I must thank you for
appearing so swiftly,” the imposing man spoke in a voice so deep it was nearly
inaudible. “Here lies my daughter, our centress. Do with her what you can.”


Phillip’s stomach
dropped, but Wynn stepped toward the man. “Precisely what is it you expect us
to do?” she inquired with poise.


The grand man’s eyes
widened ever so slightly. “You must heal my daughter, the centress of our great
dominion of Wysteria.”


 Wynn allowed a
moment of silence before, “How and why would you expect us to do that?”


Further silence commenced
through the assemblage and the man took a step nearer her, towering even higher
above her small frame. “You,” he began, “and he…” He gestured to Phillip who
suddenly felt the need to join Wynn where she stood. “…passed through the door.
You are the Healers. You must and will heal our centress.”


Wynn cast Phillip a
panicky glance. As Phillip understood it, the prophet must have passed through
the door some time before and shown what he could do. Now, these people
believed anyone who passed through the door was capable of the same. Seeing
Wynn was at a loss for words for the first time since he had known her, it fell
to him to fill the silence. 


“Sir, that is… your
highness? Your majesty…” His tongue felt limp in his mouth, but he must
continue. “You misunderstand. We… are not Healers. In fact, we do not entirely
understand how we stepped into your dominion. I’m afraid… w-we are unable to
aid the centress.”


A dozen men with long
spears stepped from the shadows to stand behind the centry… who Phillip could
only conjecture was something like a king.


“You refuse… to heal my
daughter?” asked the centry-king in hushed fury, nearly shaking with rage.


Wynn’s brows rose up and
Phillip noted her hand easing toward her sword. He would have been doing the
same if he thought it would do any good.


“Of course not,” Wynn
replied in a tone that revealed she was beginning to feel the gravity of the
situation just as Phillip was. “We are merely incapable.”


The centry stared down at
her long and hard until Phillip grew dizzy with tension.  But then, the
large man turned to him with the same glare… sending him into slight
vertigo. At last, the man quirked his head and the men with spears were
suddenly upon Wynn.


Phillip attempted to rush
to her defense, but he was tossed back, blocked by the other guards. He could
hear Wynn shouting in her struggle, but no matter what he tried, he could not
get through. At last, the soldiers stepped away to reveal Wynn securely held by
two of the soldiers. Two more were pointing spears at her.


Noting the red marks
across her face and the finger marks on her arms, Phillip understood they were
in true danger. If Wynn could not best them, they were incredibly trained.
Though frightened, he was incensed with more rage than he had felt in his life
at the state she was in. But it gave him the courage he needed.


“Why are you doing this?”
he demanded of the king. “Release her so we may speak sensibly!”


“How can I,” the large
man returned, “when you refuse to help my daughter? To liberate the red-haired
nomad, you must do as I command.”


Phillip longed to shout
back how nonsensically this situation was being handled, but he knew he must
buy what moments he could to think. He was not capable of healing, of course.
Indeed, if either of them was, it would be Wynn. This was her journey after
all.


“It is not I who can
provide the healing. If either of us is able, it may be her. If you will free
her, we may see what can be done.”


Wynn widened her yellow
eyes at him as the centry stole a moment to consider his words.


“I think not,” he replied
at last. “It was a man who performed the healing the last time. She is only a
girl and being as she is so overly perfumed, it proves she if of tainted
morality.”


Phillip cursed his prior
clumsiness. “You are mistaken,” he said with patient anger. “I do not have the
power. This is the former Healer’s student. She may be able to help you.”


“Student?” remarked the
centry. “We do not desire a novice.” 


With the quirk of his
head, a shallow cut was slashed across Wynn’s upper arm. She shrieked and
worked to free herself from the guard’s grasp, but it was no use. Though
skilled with a blade, she was not strong enough to escape their grasp. Phillip
bolted for her, hoping to catch them by surprise, but two more were on him
before he had taken three steps.


“Heal her, nomad, or she
will receive another,” the centry roared over him.


Phillip watched as blood
dripped from the slash on Wynn’s arm. This must end.


“Very well,”
he replied. Slowly, he stepped up to the young woman. “What ails you,
centress?”


“Her arm,” barked the
centry.


The centress merely
looked to Phillip with a mixture of helplessness, pity and fright. Obviously,
she was not allowed to speak to a lowly nomad nor even to speak up for herself.
It was clear she was ashamed of what they were forced to endure.


Phillip took a step
nearer and bent to examine the arm she held. It was broken.


Turning to the centry, he
shouted, “This is not life or death!”


“It is life or death when
it involves the centress!” bellowed her father. “Her life.” He pointed
to Wynn.


Phillip felt woozy. He
did not fare well under pressure. Still, he had to do something or they would
harm Wynn again… possibly kill her. What sort of society was this?


Swallowing almost
audibly, the young man laid gentle hands upon the wounded arm. Closing his
eyes, he interchanged between thinking and praying. How was he to do this? He
was only Phillip. Unexpectedly, he recalled having visited the Kierelian king
with his father when he was a boy. There, he had watched as King Curiel’s leg
was set back into place by a palace healer after a terrible fall. Therefore,
Phillip understood that a bone once broken might be reset. Problem was, he had
no actual idea of how this might be done. Still, he must try. He could feel
Wynn’s eyes boring into his back. 


As he took the centress’
thin arm awkwardly into his hands, she cried out in sudden pain. A commotion
started behind them. Following the woman’s eyes to Wynn’s form behind him, he
found another slice beside the last.


“A moment, please!”
Phillip hollered.


Staring down at the white
arm… he could feel the sweat seeping through his clothing, running down his
forehead. When he looked up at the centress, she was clearly frightened, likely
wishing her father was not forcing a man who claimed he could not heal to
attempt just that. Obviously, she did not trust him. 


Well, she shouldn’t.
Slowly moving the bone about, the poor woman screamed in frenzied pain, but
Phillip persisted. Someway, somehow, it must fit back into place… or
Wynn would suffer the consequences.


“Cease this,
nomad!” commanded the centry. Another commotion drew another shriek from Wynn
as a third mark was slashed upon her arm.


“Aaagh!” she cried out in
pain and fury.


Before Phillip knew it,
she had wretched herself from her captors and was kneeling beside him before
the wounded centress. Taking the bone into her own hands, there was a final cry
from the girl as Wynn correctly set the bone. The apprentice then tore a piece
of fabric from her own tunic and formed a sling for the arm, forcing the woman
to hold it tightly against her chest with the other.


“This sling isn’t right,
I’m sure,” Wynn began apologetically, “but you mustn’t move it or it won’t heal
properly. After a few weeks’ time, it should be all right.” She stood then and
turned to the centry. “I have done what I could.”


A long silence commenced
in which the centry bored Wynn with his eyes once again. Finally, he said very
slowly, “She is not yet healed.”


The hairs on the back of
Phillip’s neck stood on end. The man was not going to consider this as having
performed their duty. They would be killed. But just as the centry moved to
quirk his head again, Wynn wretched Phillip by the arm, jumped over the young
centress and, to his utter horror, leaped from the veranda with him in tow. 


Phillip lost his breath
as they fell to their certain deaths until they were yanked to a halt some feet
from the meadow below. Phillip went toppling past Wynn only to be caught
painfully by the arm within her grip. Then… she let go. But it was only a
moment before he had landed almost painlessly upon the ground. Quickly, he
rolled aside as she dropped after him. It was then he noticed the rope around
her waist.


“Where did you get that?
And when did you have time to tie it?”


“While we were falling,”
she said with an almost guilty smirk. “I saw it attached to the side of the
terrace. I assume it is used in defense of the castle in times of war.
Considering what we’ve just been through… I can only imagine they’ve seen a
great deal of that.”


Phillip beamed at her in
amazement. “Well… whatever works.”


At the sound of shouts
far above, the time for gabbing had ended and they began their race from the
palace. Phillip could not imagine it would prove to be a very fair race, as
they had no idea where they were going. It wasn’t until they were passing
through the commune that he realized Wynn recalled the way. Upon crossing the
bridge from which he’d fallen, they began to hear the guards racing after them.
Phillip was merely thankful they did not appear to have horses, else they would
surely overtake them. 


When at last they were
within view of the cabin, Phillip praised the Great One for its reappearance
and with no time to spare, for these men of the Wysterian dominion were quick
and had gained on them in an unnaturally short span of time. In fact, Phillip
was very nearly caught when the cabin door flew open of its own accord and he
and Wynn leaped inside. They went tumbling to the floor in a heap as the door
slammed shut behind them, instantly disappearing.


Breathing heavily,
Phillip sat up and rested his head against the wall of logs where the door had
previously been but found himself hitting it a little harder than was
comfortable in the process. “Ow,” he muttered, rubbing the soon to be bump.


“You…” Wynn muttered
through her breathing, “are the clumsiest fellow I have ever met.”


He could not disagree and
even found himself chuckling softly before his eyes fell upon the bleeding
slices upon her arm. Legs screaming, he stood to find something with which to
clean and bandage it. Coming upon the bowl they had used to clear off that
wretched perfume, he replaced the water and fetched a new cloth.


Kneeling beside her, he
found her with her eyes closed, leaning against the opposite wall. With a
shrug, he dabbed at the wounds, but she tore away with a cry. “Oh,” she
murmured when she saw the bandages. “Sorry.”


Phillip proceeded dabbing
as Wynn hissed in pain.


“You were something
out there,” he began. “You handled everything as if you had done that sort of
thing all your life. I cannot say I have seen the like.”


As she blinked up at him,
he could tell by her surprise that she rarely received compliments, if ever.
What sort of life had she led until that moment?


“Well… I haven’t lived
anything quite like that before, but I am accustomed to having to think
quickly.”


“How did you do it—reset
the bone, I mean?”


“I’m not certain.
Somehow, I… saw how it should work in my mind.”


Phillip shook his head.
“Astonishing.”


He, meanwhile, had been
utterly useless, not only incapable of helping her but of having any useful
thought at all. He had blundered through it all while she had stood daringly
and conquered at every turn.


“I still don’t know how
you did not drop me when we were hanging from that rope. I’m not a small man.”


“No, you are not,” she
agreed. “I think I nearly ripped my arm from its socket. I’m not used to
catching the weight of a man your age.”


Phillip paused a moment,
confused, then proceeded to silently bandage her arm. How old did she think he
was? It might explain why she had yet to look at him as a comrade.


“There you are,” he
mumbled. “That is the best I can do until the prophet gets back.” He patted the
arm.


She looked to him with
that wide-eyed look again, as if she was utterly unused to such considerate
treatment and he found his heart going out to her. Certainly, she put on a
fierce show, but she was hurting deep within. In that moment he had seen into
her eyes, it was as if he had ever so briefly glimpsed her spirit and it was
there he found the grieving child smothered within.


As she drew to her feet,
he realized he had been staring too long. But he could not help seeing things
like this. He had always been that way, knowing what people were thinking and
feeling, what they worked so hard to conceal. He never knew specifics, of
course, but he had a gift for understanding the human heart. This girl’s heart
needed a great deal of restoration.
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- F I V E -


The Man
Who Does Not Sleep


 


WYNN AWOKE TO THE
blue blanket being draped over her frame. Opening her eyes ever so slightly,
she found the prophet placing it there where she was sat before the fire.


“Where were you today?”
she asked groggily, surprised to discover she had missed his company. But how
could that be after having only known him but two evenings?


He turned in surprise
from where he’d been tiptoeing away. “I’ve woken you! Do forgive me. And I must
apologize for having been away. Truly, it was not my intention. Rather, it was
the Great One’s, I suppose. I do hope you’ve found something to keep you
entertained.”


Throwing off the blanket,
she stood to her feet. “Indeed, I have!” she cried almost angrily. “Your door…
rather, your doors, have been an utter nuisance! The front one was
trouble enough, but the back one...” She paused to point down the
corridor to the wall of logs. “…was incomprehensible! And not in a
pleasant way!”


Blinking down the hall,
he said, “The bedroom door, you mean? How can it have troubled you?”


“No, not that
one—the vanishing one!” She walked down the hallway to show him where she
meant. 


“Oooooh, yes, that one,”
he said with an eager grin. “I forgot about it.”


“Well, perhaps you might
actually stick around long enough to answer your irregular door..."


"Oh, no, no, no,
no,” he corrected. “That is not my door. I haven't used it for years.
No, it appeared for you. It is yours now. The cabin arranged it.”


“What do you mean ‘the
cabin?’”


“Why, hadn’t you noticed?
This cabin is ever so slightly alive.” He took a few steps closer and leaned in
to say, “You must always mind what you say about it. It hears everything.”


She stepped away from
him. “Do you even realize how touched you sound?”


“Do I? Hm...” He appeared
pleased. “Well, it is what it is. There’s nothing I can do about it. I wasn’t
the one who built the place after all.”


“Oh? Who did then?”


“Haven't the faintest,”
he said as he made his way to the kitchen things and began chopping butternut
squash into bitesize pieces. “Don’t even think it was meant for me.”


“You mean you just moved
into a cabin that wasn’t yours?” This presented a problem. “Whose could it be?”


He ceased his chopping to
think a moment and then turned to her with, “I think it is yours
actually. Er—here...” He waddled over to the desk where he began rummaging
through the drawers. He then started into the piles of parchment on his desk.
Finally, he stopped and rested his hands on his head. “Where, oh, where, oh, where?”


A crinkled-up sheet of
parchment came tumbling down from the steps in the corridor and rolled into the
main room, landing directly at his feet.


“Aha!” he declared.
Smoothing it out, he began folding it into a peculiar little figure until it
possessed wings. “There you are.” He tossed it into the air and watched as it
soared to Wynn across the room. “That was sent me when I was staying with a
Kierelian lord some years back.”


Catching it, Wynn studied
the unusual figure of paper, then looked up at him with a brow raised and
something of a charmed smile. 


Unfolding it, she read: 


 


Penned
within the sixth season 


of
the 40th year since the birth of Kierelian reign


To whomever concerns
themselves 


with the prophet’s business:


We do hereby encourage the great prophet of the
Kierelian kingdom to house within the Enchanted Wood of the southernmost
region. Therein lies a cabin of sturdy logs and congenial temperament for which
she might perform her businesses, etc. It will therefore be, thenceforth, hers
upon arrival until the end of her days.


Most affectionately, earnestly and ceremonially,


H.S.
& Co.


 


“‘She,’ you see?” he
said, resuming his slicing. “So, it must have meant you.”


Wynn did not quite know
what to make of this. “It proves nothing. I’m no prophet. It must’ve been a
mistake.” However, she did begin to note the sort of tingly sensation the
letter sent through her fingers, almost as if it was nestling into her hands
where it had long desired to be.


Ceasing his preparations
once more, the prophet turned to her with wide eyes. "Why do you
think you are here then?"


Her face grew hot as she
realized she had agreed to become his apprentice, and what was he?
A prophet. Somehow, this fact had not sunk in until that moment. But it was too
much for her to think of just then. 


“I went to the kingdom of
Wysteria today,” she said humbly, changing the subject. “Through that door.”


He raised his brows. “Oh,
how lovely. How was Centry Jorenn? As passionate as ever?”


“Passionate? I should say
not. He was venomous.”


“Yes, that is his charm.”


Wynn assumed he jested,
but noted his face was free of mirth. “If you say so. But I do not understand
how a door suddenly appears in your wall to reveal some other land.”


“Your wall,” he
reminded. “And it was not only another land but another world entirely… in
another realm, in fact.” 


“Another world? Realm?
Whatever do you mean?”


“We live upon the planet
Kaern within the kingdom of Kierelia, correct? Well, Wysteria is a kingdom upon
the planet Morgus.” He said this as if it was an everyday statement—almost
tedious to explain. “As for a realm… a realm is a… oh, a layer, I suppose,
right over top of ours, but not within our reach... or not ordinarily.”


Wynn’s brows furrowed as
she attempted to comprehend this. She came to the conclusion she would have to
think upon it further at another time. “Well, poor, old Phillip and I scarcely
escaped with our lives. I do not understand why the cabin should have sent us
there.”


Tossing his chopped veg
into the cauldron within the fireplace, he turned to her with new interest.
“Phillip went along with you, did he? Well, good for him. I’m certain he’s
never experienced anything like it previously. How did he care for it?”


“Oh, your dear, dear
friend appeared to be liking it well enough before they began cutting into me,
demanding some miraculous healing of him. As for me—though you’ve
neglected to inquire—I lost my zeal for it at about the same moment he did.”


“You are injured?!” he
cried, coming to stand very near her and searching until his eyes found her
bandaged upper arm. “I can take care of that.”


“No, that is all right,”
Wynn assured, uncomfortable with his sudden, intense concern. “It’s only a
scratch.”


He took a turn at raising
his brow at her before returning to his work surface. He fetched a bottle of an
indigo spice labeled willowisp and sprinkled it over the frying
vegetables.


“But you have not
answered my question,” she pressed. “Why did that door take us to such a brutal
world? Why should we have been expected to heal their centress?”


“Did you?”


“What?”


“Heal her.”


“Not exactly. I set the
bone and placed it in a sling.”


“It will eventually heal,
will it not?”


“That was the objective.”


“Then I should say you
very likely accomplished what you were meant.”


“You mean the door or the
cabin or what have you wanted us to heal her?”


“It never appears without
a purpose, though I warn you its objective is not always so clear. But now the
door has appeared to you, it is to be your responsibility… no matter
where it may lead.”


Wynn did not like the
sound of this and only hoped it would not appear again. Though Wysteria itself
had been fascinating, the people had been dreadful. And his insinuation that it
may lead to other peculiar places left no room for comfort.


"So…” She hesitated.
“How… does this happen—my being your apprentice? Where do we
begin?"


Drawing his brows
together, the prophet appeared to be searching for the answer himself. “Mmm, I
am not certain just how. We must give it time.”


She thought this a
strange reply, but merely shrugged. “Perhaps I might attempt to tidy up some of
this muddle.” She gestured to the room. “Would you mind?”


Casting a confused glance
her way, he proceeded to toss a mound of sliced meat over the veg. “What
muddle?”


Wynn very nearly laughed
but did not wish to offend him. “You don’t think these things ought to be… put
to rights?”


He appeared only terribly
mystified, but replied, “You may most certainly do as you please.” 


Wynn concluded she would
do just that, though she could not bring herself to begin after the events of
the day. 


“So, where should I
sleep?” she asked uncomfortably. The fact she would be remaining in his home…
or her home… was such a foreign concept. Still, the renewed thought warmed her
spirit. Indeed, the fact the prophet believed it to have been meant for her was
really more than she could fathom at the moment—almost as peculiar as the
mention of other worlds, layers and the like. “I cannot imagine you want me
stealing your lovely room every night.”


“That is your room.”


“But where do you sleep?”


“I do not sleep. That
chamber was previously kept for guests and lost wanderers in need of rest. I
suppose we’ll need to think up something else for that now. Perhaps you will
come up with something in your… tidying.” It was clear the word felt alien on
his tongue.


She blinked up at him. “I
am having a terribly difficult time believing you do not sleep.”


 “I do not need it.
From time to time, I might drop in a field somewhere and have a nap, but
typically only once or twice a season. I’m simply not built for sleeping
anymore.”


“But… how can that be?”


“I am sustained by the
anointing of the Great One.”


She weighed this before
shaking her head, certain she would never understand it. “Then what do you do
all the night long?”


“About the same as I do
in the day mostly.” He handed her a plate of steaming glazed pork over butternut
squash, brussels sprouts and pecans.


Wynn indulged in a long
sniff of the almost cinnamon-scented plate and ignored his words. If he could
not speak sensibly, she would encourage him no further.
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- S I X -


The Saving of a Damsel


 


WYNN FOUND HERSELF
in an irritable state. She had spent the last few days working to organize the
cabin to no real avail. As soon as she had gotten any portion of it in order,
the prophet would pop over to some corner, rifling for something he was accustomed
to keeping there. Her stomach sank the first instance this arose. It had not
occurred to her that what she had perceived as untidiness had been his idea of
organization. She was then forced to undo half of what she had accomplished in
locating the needed item. 


Soon, she had ascertained
the loft would be the new guest room, but it was also the best place to store
much of what was on the lower level, so she found herself struggling to prepare
it for visitors. One of the old, elaborate headboards she had discovered was
dusted and prepared for a mattress, but what good would that do if one could
not get to it? She hardly had time to clear a path as she went, for she was
kept busy attempting to recover the articles the prophet required.


When Phillip arrived with
an invitation from his parents for her to sup with his family the following
evening, the prophet urged him to escort her to Nierwood that very day to help
with some errands he wished them to perform.


“She could use a
respite,” Wynn heard him whisper as she angrily tossed some irregular item
aside. And she did not correct him; he was right. She needed out of the place
before she found herself throwing all of his things through that vanishing door
and into whatever land it happened to reveal next. Of course, she would need it
to appear first, but it mattered little. She would will the cabin into
opening it.


Yet, she was made anxious
by the idea of venturing into the village, for she knew they must travel
through the Enchanted Wood. Thus far, she had not wandered from the cabin,
believing the haven the only influence protecting her from the malevolent
fairies and sprites within the forest. But realizing how childish this was, she
forced herself to tackle the idiocy of her qualms.


As the weather remained
stubbornly chilly, Wynn threw on her cloak and accepted a hefty basket from the
prophet as he led them to the door with hurried instructions as to where they
must visit. He explained that Nierwood was a marketing hamlet under the
dominion of Valdren Castle, named long ago for its near proximity to the
Enchanted Wood. Valdren Castle itself housed Lord Valdren, cousin of the
Kierelian king. He had been awarded supremacy over the southernmost vicinity
for his lifelong heroism in battle. It was, therefore, his duty to defend the
southern border from the kingdom beyond, which, in years past, had been guilty
of violence in the villages formerly unprotected. Meager as the domain was, it
had developed into one of the most alluring situations for Kierelian knights for
that very reason. As Kierelia was under no current threat of war, it was
difficult for them to obtain occupation. And, as scouting and guarding of the
border was a continuous requirement, this was their solution. As a result,
Valdren Castle had erected additions in order to accommodate them, resulting in
its becoming the second largest fortress in the kingdom. Naturally, the
knights—along with those who visited in their company—broadened the traffic of
the village markets. Therefore, the formerly modest southern settlements were
transformed into thriving trade destinations.


Wynn was perfectly at
ease as she bade the prophet a pleasant afternoon and made her way down the
property’s small walk. But as the path disintegrated and the cabin was removed
from sight, she grew alert, watching for signs of supernatural creatures
meaning to harm her.


“You still believe you’ll
going to be haunted by daemon sprites?” Phillip asked.


Wynn swiftly turned to
discover whether he was making jest of her or simply inquiring. It was clearly
the latter. In fact, he appeared truly concerned over her discomfort.


“Perhaps,” she admitted
with a mortified smirk.


Even so, it was an
uneventful excursion aside from the inexplicable sound of laughter at one point
and, now and then, faint melodious intonations. Another time, she was certain
she’d heard someone utter, “There she goes now.” But upon turning, there was
naught but a glimmering golden substance shining where no sunlight illuminated.
Phillip assured he neither heard nor noticed any of this, though he did not
disbelieve her.


“I hate to stoke the fire
of your forebodings,” he said, “but it is very likely you will hear or see
things I do not, you being the student of the prophet. Even so, I assure you
there is nothing in this wood that will harm you.”


“That is to say… there is
something in the wood, right?”


He smirked but refused to
look at her and said nothing. That was answer enough.


Upon entering the small
town, Wynn was astonished by the number of people stuffed into the narrow dirt streets.
The prophet certainly had not been exaggerating the rapid growth of the
southern villages, if a mere village it could be called. It was more like a
hectic capital city, even if there were but six roads in total, when one
excluded lanes and alleyways. Despite the density of the muddled crowd, she
observed the people were not discourteous as one might find in a larger town.
Rather, they greeted one another with pleasant country manners.


Phillip explained this
had not always been the case. There had been a time before Lord Valdren’s
arrival when it had been a wild region, overly affected with witches who easily
influenced an unschooled people. But when Lord Valdren had been appointed head
over the province, all had changed. In fact, the lord had publicly discredited
those who practiced witchcraft, so the sorcerers who remained found themselves
with very little influence.


The two made their first
stops with ease and Wynn found she enjoyed being out among the pleasantry. It
was a satisfying respite from the currently irksome cabin. However, it was not
long before she began to feel the eyes of those they passed taking notice of
her and whispering to others around them.


“Phillip…” Wynn murmured,
“are people staring at me?”


He looked up with a grin.
“They are. Word of your identity must have spread and there’s no hiding with
that brilliant mass of red on your head.”


“Well, who am I
then—queen of Kierelia?”


Laughing, he took a jar
of preserved fruit from the basket. “You won’t like the owner of this place.
I’ll just run inside and say hello for you.”


“And you know me well
enough to know who I’d like, do you?” she asked with a brow raised.


He raised his own,
accompanied by a small grin. “He’d likely comment about your unsuitable
attire…”


“Excuse me?”


“Your weapon,” he
explained. “Doesn’t think women should carry them.”


 “Guess you know me
better than I thought.”


With that, Phillip
carried the jar inside, but in another moment, he returned looking displeased,
and took up another from the basket. “Dropped the last,” he said quickly before
re-entering the shop.


Wynn chuckled. She had
never met a man who made so many blunders. Then again, she had never met one so
tall and gawky. Poor fellow didn’t stand a chance.


Her moment of amusement
was disturbed by a woman who approached with ten children.


“Please, might I have a
word from the Great One?”


Wynn blinked, uncertain
what she meant. But soon the woman was followed by a couple and then another
couple, all requesting some word or blessing from her.


“Oh, I’m sorry, I don’t—"
she tried.


“Can you tell me what I
should do about my mother?”


“Won’t you see to this
sore hip?”


“What shall I say to my
husband?”


Before Wynn knew it, she
was overrun with people, all hustling her for some peculiar favor or another
until she was overwhelmed by the crowd.


“I’m afraid I must go,”
she managed as she attempted to press her way from the gathering and into the
shop, but upon grazing the woman with the ten children, her vision was seized
by a sudden picture of the stranger holding a set of twins. Abruptly, the
vision released her and she was left merely blinking into the woman’s face.


Another man brushed
against her and she saw him stealing from the prophet’s garden and then another
was seen to be kneeling before a grave. Someone else wore a long white veil
while another was working in a castle. On and on, she was seized in flashes as
each person inadvertently made contact with her until the visions flashed so
swiftly, she could not keep up. She knew she must separate herself from the
assemblage but could not see the physical realm around her in order to do so.
Yet, the throng continued to draw nearer, pressing their appeals—some more
desperate than others. 


Wynn felt her basket drop
and made ready to kneel in blinded search of it when a firm grasp on her wrist
wrenched her from the crowd. It was then she saw Phillip standing on a golden
field in the midst of battle with something sinister looming beyond. It
signified his death, she was certain. Next thing she knew, she was standing in
a deserted alley with him staring down at her with concern.


“Are you all right?” he
asked.


"I'm… I’m fine, I
think,” she replied, taking a deep breath. “Just, don't touch me..." 


Releasing her wrist, it
was apparent her words had wounded him. 


“No! It’s just… I keep seeing
these things when people make contact with me.”


“Oh.” His face
smoothed. “They’re visions… things that have been and are to come. You are the
prophet’s apprentice after all. It was bound to occur at some point.”


“Well, I don't like it...
I thought he would have to train me or something first.” 


“I suppose he’ll teach
you how to interpret what you see, but he can't train you to have a vision. It
just kind of happens.”


“How do you know? Do you
have them?" 


“Nay, but I have learned
much about such things from the prophet.”


“Those images were
jolting.”


“Hm, I've never heard him
describe it like that.”


Great,
she thought. I’m already doing it wrong.


“Well, let’s finish off
the rest of these errands so you can speak to him about it,” he said in a
soothingly. “I won’t leave you alone again. Knowing these people as I do, I
will encourage them not to drown you.”


“I think we’re already
done...” she admitted. “I dropped the basket in that crowd.”


“Oh. Wait here and I’ll
see if I can fetch any of it back.”


With a sigh, Wynn stepped
back to lean against the wall. Instead, she found herself tripping into a bulky
figure behind her. With that, she was seized with a vision of an arrogant-faced
man in a dungeon. Abruptly, she was yanked from the picture by a ruthless shove.


Scarcely able to catch
herself, she shouted with fresh anger, “You are going to prison!”


“What did you just
say?” spoke a vindictive voice.


Wynn turned to find a
well-dressed gentleman. Noting his fury, she regretted the slip. Even so, she
did not see how a man dressed as he could be so ungentlemanly as to thrust her
away as he had.


“You, sir, could stand to
learn some manners.”


“And perhaps you should
learn to watch where you’re going, little girl, or I might just have to teach you
a thing or two. I’d really hate to mar that comely face.” There was a strained
severity in his voice that suggested he was, indeed, capable of great cruelty.
Wynn had never expected anyone to treat her as a lady, but this man was too
much. His words incited her need for justice.


 “I’d like to see
you try it,” she retorted, pulling her blade from its sheath.


Instead of drawing his
own, he threw back his head in laughter. “Do you have any idea who I am? What I
could do to you? You won’t likely see the light of day again when I’m through
with you.”


Wynn opened her mouth for
a swift retort, but her sword arm was suddenly apprehended and the weapon
removed from her hand.


“My deepest and humblest
apologies,” Phillip soothed the gentleman, concealing the sword behind his back
as if hoping it would be forgotten. “The girl has just been through an ordeal
and I am afraid she is not herself.”


She rolled her eyes. On
the contrary, she was very much herself.


Phillip took hold of her
arm, spiriting her away from the dreadful man and maneuvering her through a
series of alleyways. "That was Lord Valdren’s youngest son, Sir Rupert,”
Phillip explained as they went. “He is a brutal man. You cannot afford to make
an enemy of him.”


 “I
think I just did.” 


Looking back, she found
Sir Rupert working to catch up with them. He must have decided this wasn’t
his day for mercy. Seeing their best chance at losing him, she wrenched
Phillip through the back door of a shop, past the upset staff, through the busy
front end and out the other door. They then raced down a few more streets until
they were in the most crowded part of the village.


“He followed us,” she
explained when they had caught their breath.


“I gathered as much. Do
you always make friends so quickly?”


She smirked. “Enemies
come easily enough. In fact, I’ve never had a friend in my life.”


He raised his brows but
said nothing.


“Well, I think I’m
perfectly ready to head back home,” Wynn informed, turning in that direction.


He nodded with a bright
smile. “You’ve made impression enough for one day, I should say.”


But as Wynn’s gaze fell
into a nearby tavern, her attention was stolen by a scene that rather
displeased her. It was a girl, perhaps a year or two younger than she, sitting
under the arm of Terrance, the insolent dwarf who had begged a meal of her at
the prophet’s cabin. Without realizing, her legs began that way. 


“I thought we didn’t want
any more trouble?” Phillip reminded as he followed after her.


“How many years is that
Terrance fellow over there?” she inquired when they entered. “I assume you know
him, as he visits the prophet.”


“Twenty-three or
twenty-four, I think.”


“And the girl sitting
with him?”


Phillip appeared to grasp
what she was about. In a low voice, he said, “Fifteen… She’s friends with my
little sister.”


Before Wynn could inquire
anything more, they were hailed by the very devil she had come to tackle, who
appeared more than pleased to find her there.


“I didn’t realize the
apprentice was allowed spirits!” the dwarf declared. “I might just enlist in
the Great One’s cult myself if pubbing’s allowed. Pull up a chair beside me,
love, and we’ll have a nice, long chat about it.”


Wynn responded with a
scornful glare and sat beside the young woman under his arm. “I’m not here for
anything but a plate of food.” She nodded to the tender who took her order.


“Now, you don’t seem any
kindlier than you did the last time we met,” Terrance moaned. “Suppose I order
you a pint of Hal’s special ale? That’d loosen even you up.”


Quietly, Wynn stood,
withdrew her sword and delicately poked its tip between his shoulder blades.
“Why don’t you take a stroll, friend?” she suggested.


“Wynn?”
he half squealed. “You don’t have to drink if you don’t care to, but I’m not
going to submit to a little—”


She pressed the tip a
little less delicately and whispered into his ear. “Hop to it.”


He froze as if weighing
his options and then threw up his hands in surrender. “All right, all right.
Keep your trousers on—I’ll go.” The girl beside him moved to follow, but Wynn
held up a hand. “You’ll stay here with me, won’t you?” she asked softly.


The girl shot a glance to
Terrance, but replied, “Surely.” Apparently, she wasn’t going to refuse the
prophet’s apprentice.


“So, just when am
I allowed to return to my favorite pub, my lady Wynnifred?” Terrance called
from the door for all to hear.


She easily turned her
back to him and took her seat again. “What is your name?” she inquired,
accepting a steaming plate from the proprietor which she placed before the
girl.


“Gwen,” she answered,
obviously delighted the apprentice cared to know her name.


Wynn was caught off
guard. “That was my mother’s name. I always liked it.”


“So do I,” Gwen replied.
“Er, is this food for me?”


Wynn nodded. “If you care
for it.”


Eagerly, she started into
the food.


Wynn was glad she’d
ordered it, having already learned from the prophet that a pleasant meal went a
long way when one planned to speak of something possibly contentious.


“What are you doing in
this taphouse anyway?” Wynn asked. “It doesn’t look like many people your age
come to spend time here—just a lot of dodgy men.”


“I suppose,” Gwen
replied. “But this is where Terrance likes to spend his time.”


“And you like Terrance
of all people? What could you possibly see in him. He’s so…”


“Dreamy,”
Gwen supplied with a sigh.


Wynn nearly choked on her
water. “How is that... that...” She reined herself in. “…man… dreamy?”


Gwen shrugged. “All
the girls think so. He’s charming and clever—not to mention that daring scar
over his left brow he got from defending the life of Sir Rupert when he was
younger.”


Wynn raised a brow. Of
course, Terrance was in cahoots with that brute. “I am surprised to hear he is
friends with the son of a lord.” 


“Oh, he isn’t anymore.
They got on when they were boys, they say. Anyway, Terrance really knows how to
talk to a girl, you know?”


“Not really.”


Her eyes grew wide.
“Don’t you like him?”


Wynn thought on that a
moment. She did not necessarily care to speak ill of the man—only to caution
this girl away from him. “Does he like you, Gwen?”


“He loves me…
better than any of the other girls.” She spoke this as if she could scarcely
suppress her excitement.


“But... don’t you think
he’s a little old for you?”


“I’m fifteen,” she
stated proudly.


Wynn’s stomach lurked.
“Look… I know we don’t know one another very well, but please stay away from
him. He couldn’t do any good for a girl like you or for any self-respecting one
for that matter. His intentions won’t be the same as a man with morals. Even
those aren’t always to be trusted.”


The girl blinked at her,
dumbfounded. “Are you trying to say I should desert him? I’d be the laughing
stock of the village. Everyone counts me so lucky to have captured his notice.”


“Everyone?”


“Well… not the busybody
old women... or my parents. But all my friends say so.”


Wynn sat a moment,
contemplating how to proceed. “I know I’m not much older than you, but… I feel
there must be so much more to life than catching the attention of men. And one
day, you could find someone so much nicer than him.”


Gwen’s eyes widened. “Who
could be better than Terrance?”


Wynn privately rolled
hers. “There’s bound to be somebody.”


Abruptly, the girl peered
into her face, tears welling. “You’re trying to get him for yourself, aren’t
you?”


“What? No!”


“And you, the prophet’s
own apprentice...” She sniffed. “I thought you were awfully wonderful,
you know.” She looked down at her plate as if she couldn’t manage another bite.


Wynn could scarcely
believe Gwen had come to that conclusion. She had not endeavored to help
anyone like this for years and now recognized it was fruitless to attempt it
again. In fact, the situation had grown almost humiliating. She stood to go but
turned back to try one last time. 


“I’ve only said this for your
benefit. I don’t have a whole lot of experience with romance, but I’ve seen a
lot of what other women go through. Maybe you can’t see it now, but one day you
will and you’ll regret giving Terrance, or any fellow like him, even a bit of
your time and heart.”   
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- S E V E N -


The Wood Beguiling


 


PHILLIP RACED AFTER
Wynn as she stomped her way from Nierwood. He had not eavesdropped on her
conversation with Gwen, but it was safe to assume things had not gone as hoped.


“I don’t understand why I
do that,” she groaned. “It used to be my weakness: sticking my head into
business that isn’t mine to bother with and trying to aid people who have no
desire to be helped. I made a vow to give it up years ago and I’ve rarely gone
back on it. Now, here I’ve gone making a fool of myself once again.”


She breathed hard for a
few moments in which he wished he knew how to respond. He rather admired her
courage to step in where she saw something amiss. However, he felt for her now
it had turned out poorly.


“I suppose I just thought
things would be different now that…” She hesitated. “Well, now that I’ve come
to live with the prophet and have said yes to this Great One. Ugh, I can
be so thick.”


“I…” Phillip began a
little hesitantly, “I really don’t think you can call yourself a fool for
caring about people.”


“Yes, I can. I knew she
wouldn’t want my advice. I know how girls are. Telling them they shouldn’t have
something just makes them want it more; it’s a classic tale. Well, I’m done
with it once and for all. I’m done helping people. I will keep to myself
henceforth.”


A long silence commenced
as they traveled through the forest. Phillip turned all this over in his mind.
Finally, he said, “I think it’s better to have a heart for helping those who do
not wish to be helped than to have a cold heart.”


Wynn peered up with a
clearly involuntary smile. “Well… that is your opinion.”


Despite her words, he
recognized his words had reached her and hoped she would not give up on her
concern for others. Indeed, he had not realized she possessed the trait.
Watching her speak with Gwen had made the hardness abandon her face and her
eyes had appeared soft and shining, but perhaps it had been a trick of the
lanterns. Still, there was something lovely about a person when they were being
their truest self and Phillip valued having seen something of what he imagined
was the real her—the one who had been smothered and hidden behind a mask and a
dozen walls.


 “Wait…” He halted.


“What is it?”


He searched for something
familiar. “This isn’t right…” He turned about. “Somehow, we’ve lost the path to
the cabin. I cannot imagine...”      


Wynn chuckled. “Isn’t is
just like a man to be loath to admit he’s lost his way.”


He shook his head. “It’s
not like that. I know this wood like the back of my hand, yet I have no idea
where we could be.”


“Well… let’s try
backtracking, shall we? You’re bound to come upon something you know.”


They started back down
the path, but as time passed, he realized they should have come upon the
Nierwood village. Yet, he still knew nothing of their surroundings.


“All right, I admit it,”
she groaned. “This is a curious business. I cannot pinpoint our position either
and I usually have my bearings no matter where I am.”


He nodded. “We should
have reached the village by now.”


“Should I mention… I
don’t feel frightened?”


“What do you mean? Should
you be? I mean, we won’t remain lost forever.”


“No, I mean, for some
reason, the Enchanted Wood always makes me anxious, like I’m being watched. But
I feel… strangely relaxed.”


Now she said it, Phillip
did as well, despite his frustration at having lost his way. “Well, we have
only to keep going. We will come upon something one of us recognizes
sooner or later.”


Yet, quite against
nature, they did not. Still, the longer they continued, the less disturbed
either of them felt. The forest, it seemed, was leading them onward, making
them welcome down its well-traversed footpaths. Deeper and deeper they
continued as the wood began to transform. Its color was growing exceptionally
vivid while the air was thick with an other-worldly quality—so much so, it was
almost difficult to breathe.


After a while, Phillip
realized he did not really care if they ever found their way. He was with Wynn
and the sun was shining bright. Just as he had concluded this, she halted
beside him. 


“We’re not in the
Enchanted Wood,” she stated. “Look at the trees.”


Indeed, not only were
many of them different from those found in the prophet’s wood, but the sound
was quite unusual. In a word, it was silent—no squirrel’s chittering nor
birdsong of any kind. There were signs of wildlife, but he conjectured the
air’s thickness acted as a blanket, suffocating all noise and straining the
atmosphere.


“But it is a pleasant
wood,” he replied.


She looked to him with a
queer expression. “Yes… but we should really be getting back to the prophet,
don’t you think?”


He shrugged. “I suppose.
But I am having a fine time with you. We should do this again
some time. Your hair is pinkish in this sunlight. I like it.”


Wynn squinted at him
again, then waved her hand in front of his face to which he found himself
chuckling.


She slapped him.


“Ahow!”
he exclaimed, rubbing his cheek. “What did you do that for?” But it came to him
as the reality of their situation came rushing back.


“Sorry…” she replied,
“you weren’t yourself.”


He nodded, looking about
and no longer seeing the colors as bright and beautiful but dizzying. “Thanks.”


“Well, you were
awfully self-assured and you stopped tripping over those gawky feet. That’s
something.”


Phillip looked down at
his elongated extremities and felt himself blushing. It only deepened as he
stumbled over a fallen branch.


Upon Wynn’s suggestion
they turn back again, their surroundings instantly darkened and their path was
altered. It was clear that somewhere along the line, they had fallen under an
enchantment that was leading them in circles, slowly drawing them further and further
from home. It would certainly explain the nauseating colors and the seeming
viscosity of the atmosphere. This hypothesis was only reinforced when they were
suddenly surrounded with thorny thicket on every side. This was easily remedied
with the use of Wynn’s sword.


Stepping from the scrub,
she flung herself upon the ground and sat cross-legged, glaring up to the
treetops. Phillip shivered as the dense magic snickered and swirled around
them.


“I will have no more of
this!” she declared. “We are not your game pieces. We wish to return home!”


The two stared in
disbelief as the grove before them silently parted, their branches whirling to
direct their gazes to the course they were expected to traverse. 


“I knew something strange
was going on,” she said, “but this is against nature.”


A large, old mansion was
revealed down the way, austerely beckoning them forward.


“That’s better,” she said
with a nod.


Phillip was surprised
that, rather than being intimidated by the spectacle, she viewed this as the
forest’s obedience to her demand. 


“Whoever lives in this
dwelling will surely point us in the right direction,” she added.


He doubted this and
wondered if it was his turn to slap her, but he could not bring himself to do
it. Therefore, they moved onward and he caught her glaring up at the trees they
passed. She was clearly angry at the forest for the way it had abducted them.
He could not help wondering why she was not fearful of it as she was the
Enchanted Wood. This furthered his qualms that she was under the forest’s
spell.


Finally, they were before
the manor. But rather than standing regally, it was quite run down, appearing
abandoned. He was glad of this, for he had been loath to accept any aid from
someone living in this mess of forest. But as he thought this, the deep,
throaty voice of a woman’s song rang from within. It was a beautiful,
sophisticated sound, but it was without any real feeling.


Promptly, Wynn tapped
upon the door and they waited for the music to cease as the one inside made her
way to answer. Instead, the song continued and as Phillip listened, his
perception of the singer’s feeling altered from cold to comforting. Before
long, he heard the lady move through the house until she had come to the door.
Her appearance startled him from the enchantment. While her face was youthful
and fair, her hair fell in gray, brittle wisps, appearing as course straw. It
was a startling contrast.


“Oh!” the woman cried in
her deep, melodic voice. “I had not realized anyone was about!” 


Phillip noted her
complete lack of surprise.


“I apologize for
intruding,” Wynn spoke in a more cordial tone than he had ever heard from her.
“We seem to be lost. I wonder, could you put us to rights? This forest is quite
a puzzle, you know.”


Phillip released a
humorless chuckle.


The strange woman locked
eyes with Wynn and offered a startling, apologetic smile. “Yes, it is
rather. Won’t you come in and rest a moment while I draw up a map?”


Wynn nodded gratefully
and stepped inside before Phillip could stop her. Grasping for her arm, he worked
to pull her from the threshold. “You cannot really be thinking of going in
there?”


She responded with a
dainty giggle. “Don’t be silly, you dear man. I’m going to get us out of here.”
Her arm was wrenched from his grasp so harshly, he found himself rubbing at the
abandoned hand.


Following the women down
a passage lined with mismatched doors, Phillip noted the inside of the house
was as lacking in care as the outside, with dust bunnies in wispy piles and the
decorative ridges of the doors caked with months to years of dust and grime,
appearing almost sticky with grease. Yet, the doorknobs gleamed with regular
use. Why should the woman pass so often through each and every one?


“She must be very ill,”
Wynn whispered back to him, “to have not been able to keep up with the tidying.
And her poor hair. It is a pity, for she is so lovely.” She appeared
quite affected by the thought.


Phillip smiled
encouragingly and prayed this “ill” woman intended them no harm. Yet, he knew
she intended something, else they would not be there. He wished it was
he under the spell rather than Wynn, for she was so much more capable.


At last, they entered a
surprisingly large, well-kept kitchen.


“Please, take a seat and
rest those weary legs,” said the lady to Wynn, gesturing to a stool near the
fireplace. “Just how far have you come, dear girl?”


“Er, well, I cannot be
certain. I am meant to be in the Enchanted Wood beside Nierwood.”


“My, you have come far,
though not so far as you may fear. Indeed, this forest and that are separated
merely by a small stretch of meadow.”


“Truly?” Wynn questioned.
“Why, I cannot recall ever coming upon a meadow on our journey here, let alone
crossing it.” She looked to Phillip as if confirming with him.


 “Can’t you?” asked
the woman as if Wynn was a silly girl.


A cup of water from an
indoor well was offered to Wynn, but as she took hold of it, Phillip noted how
her eyes fell upon the hand that held it. He had noted it was severely speckled
with age spots, veins bulging unnaturally. Obviously astonished to find such
aged hands upon the stranger, she inadvertently gasped and released her hold on
the cup just as it was relinquished to her. “Oh, I am so sorry!” she
cried as it splattered across the floor.


The woman cringed but
recovered with a gracious smile. “Do not you worry. There is plenty more where
that came from.” When Phillip moved in search of something to dry the mess, the
stranger clucked at him, forcing him back. “Do not trouble yourself,” she said
almost coldly, yet he sensed there was something about him she very nearly
feared. This was more surprising than almost anything, for what about him
had ever intimidated anyone?


After swiftly mopping the
mess, she fetched a new cup and filled it to brimming once more. This time,
Phillip watched as Wynn willed her eyes not to glance at the stranger’s hands.
Yet, another discomfiting moment transpired as the strange lady peered
penetratingly into the apprentice’s eyes. It was all Wynn could do not to
squirm under her gaze and it was all Phillip could do to watch it.


When at last he was
prepared to wrench the stranger away from Wynn, she turned to begin rummaging
through a tall food cupboard. “What interesting eyes you have,” she muttered
lightly. “The yellow eyes of a cat—very pretty.” Wynn began to thank her for
the compliment when she added, “Not green, of course… but very pretty.”


Phillip narrowed his own
eyes. Did this rather bewildering person somehow know who Wynn was—even to the
extent that her eyes were meant to have been green? What business was it of
hers? 


He moved to stand closer
to Wynn.


“Now then, we’ll see
about getting you two home in time for evening meal. But where did I put
it?”


“Put what, exactly?”
Phillip inquired. He couldn’t imagine she was rifling through a food store in
search of a map.


“Ah! Here we are.”
Smiling largely, she retrieved a small white cake from the top shelf.


“Oh, you must not waste
your supply on us,” Wynn insisted. “We wish only to be safe at home again.”


“Of course, you do, my
girl, but a bite to see you there will not harm anyone and, truly, I’ve no need
for it… However—and perhaps I am a silly woman—but I did wonder if... you might
not consider staying on here with me. I am gaining in years and it would be
lovely to have the company of a sweet girl like you. There is much I could
teach you… woman to woman, that is.”


Phillip was prepared to
step in, but Wynn was finally taken aback, her eyes growing wide. “Oh, I
appreciate your flattering offer, but I am afraid I really must return home.
But I would be happy to visit again some time to see that all is well with
you.” 


Phillip was beginning to
regret encouraging her about her helpful nature.


Fury passed through the
woman’s expressive eyes, but it was smoothed over as instantly as it had
appeared. “That would be lovely. Perhaps we can arrange something of an
extended stay.”


Not on Phillip’s life.


“You are too kind,” Wynn
replied, “but I’ve my dear prophet to worry over, you see. Now I’ve come to
stay with him, I couldn’t possibly leave him for long.”


Phillip was surprised to
hear her speak this way. He had not been with the two of them enough to realize
she felt so about his best friend. He liked her all the better for it.


“Very well,” said the
woman, holding out the plate. “Have your cake then.”


The woman’s tone was
pleasant and terse at once, but Phillip was more concerned by the little
dessert upon the plate now in Wynn’s hand. It was shrouded in dust and touched
with mold, appearing dry and simply inedible.


“Oh,” Wynn muttered,
staring down at the offering. Not even an enchantment could make that cake look
delicious.


“Do not you wish to
return home to your beloved prophet, my dear?” the stranger cooed.


Wynn nodded.


“Then you must have your
pudding and be on your way,” she pressed.


Wynn gazed down at it and
Phillip sensed she was beginning to question the woman’s sanity. Certainly,
anyone could see the cake should have been tossed out long ago.


“Truly, I am not hungry,”
she insisted.


But the lady continued to
meet her with an oversized, expectant smile. Clearly, they would not be on
their way until Wynn had at least taken a bite... but that was not something
Phillip was going to stand for.


“She said she
wasn’t hungry,” he said more sternly than he was accustomed. “We’ll just make
our own way home.” He reached to take the plate from Wynn.


Before he knew it, she
had stolen the cake into her opposite hand and with a relenting gaze, partook
of a conservative bite. In the next moment, she was gone, the remainder of the
dessert falling into crumbles upon the floor.


“What did you do with
her!” Phillip thundered, enraged and ready to strike the woman, though he had
never done such a thing in his life.


“Oh, do not play the hero
now,” she drawled. “You stood by and watched all that time I played with her
mind.”


“Where is she?” he hissed.


“Tut-tut. Only have a
bite and you may follow her.”


Not wasting a moment to
question what this might mean, he took up a handful of the crumbles and threw
them onto his tongue. The moment they passed his lips, the world began to spin
and the final words of the woman echoed loudly through his mind.


 “Tell Wynn I will
be in contact soon enough.”


As suddenly as the frenzy
had begun, it ceased and he was standing before the prophet’s cabin. Blinking,
he could scarcely believe where he was as a wave of utter relief washed over
him. It was like waking from a nightmare. Then, he looked up. Where was Wynn?


“Ugh! How my head does ache,”
she moaned. “What a wretched woman!”


He turned to find her on
the ground behind him, well and whole. But attempting to stand, she merely fell
back again.


“You’re all right! Er, are
you all right? Here, let me help you.” 


He attempted to aid her,
but she swatted him away and sat back again, head in hands. “Give me a moment.
I must get this head to stop spinning.”


Phillip worried the spell
must have had a great hold over her mind for her to be reeling so. Knowing what
she needed most, he raced inside.


“Prophet!” he called.
“Prophet, are you in?”


“Yes, yes, dear boy. I am
here,” muttered the man as he came waddling down the stairs.


“Wynn has been affected
by the curse of a witch. You must help her, quickly!”
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- E I G H T –


A High-Class Occasion


 


ONCE THE PROPHET
was at Wynn’s side, it was not long before she was put to rights again, though
she could not tell just why. It seemed from the moment the old man had laid his
hand over hers, all the fuzziness and aching melted away.


Upon entering the cabin,
she and Phillip shared their tale, but though the prophet was concerned, he did
not appear entirely surprised.


“It was Maera,” he
supplied, “of the Wood Beguiling. She ensorcelled you onto the incorrect path.
Though, truthfully, I cannot fathom how her magic can have entered the
Enchanted Wood. Nay, I do not believe it could. She must have ensnared you
beforehand, only making you believe you’d entered our forest.”


She was intrigued to find
that part of Terrance’s tall tale had proved true after all. This Maera person
actually existed, along with her beguiling wood. “H-how did she do it?” she
asked, both outraged and frightened. That this should have happened without
either of them realizing made her feel dreadfully vulnerable. She had hated
hearing Phillip’s description of how she had acted. Indeed, she recalled her
pity for Maera and how she’d admired her strength for pressing on though she
was ill.


“Well… she is a witch,
though she used to call herself an enchantress, years and years ago. She is
terribly old, you see. Not as old as I… but old enough to be called quite old.”


“Yes, her face was young
and fair,” Phillip put in, “but her hair and what I could see of her skin was
aged.” He was sitting perhaps too near Wynn than was comfortable for her. Yet,
she could not blame him. It would have been difficult for her to watch someone
else under the manipulation of an enchantment and be powerless to free them.
Though, she could not imagine that she would have been at such a loss.
Wynn was so brash, she would have caused some commotion to free him—perhaps
slapped him again.


The prophet nodded. “They
gain their power through converts—people they entice into using witchcraft, or
in the least can convince to use small charms. If the converts haven’t been as
frequent, any witchcraft a sorcerer uses will spend a great deal of strength.
Maera likely did not possess enough power to keep more than her face appearing
youthful. I’m certain she will have lost much after sending you home, but
apparently she believed it would be worth her while. After all, to convert you,
Wynn, future prophet of the land, would likely garner her enough power to keep
herself comely for decades.”


She shivered. “I’d rather
she remain an old hag.”


The prophet smiled with
glimmering eyes. “A fine choice.”


“Why didn’t she put both
of us under her spell at once?” Phillip inquired. “She seemed almost afraid of
me… though I cannot imagine why.”


“Oh, I don’t suppose she
had the power to do so. It sounds as if you exchanged the enchantment a time or
two. But in the end, the one she really desired was Wynn. Thankfully, Wynn is
still a down-to-earth sort of girl even when ensorcelled. As for fearing you,
Phillip, everyone has their strengths and weaknesses. There must be something
she sensed in you that made her ill at ease.”


Phillip appeared
doubtful. “I wouldn’t mind knowing what that could have been.”


“What did you mean when
you said she used to call herself an enchantress?” Wynn asked. She wanted to
get as much out of the prophet as she could before he went into one of his
batty humors again.


“She and so many others
of her kind—sorcerers, enchantresses, warlocks, necromancers, whatever title
you prefer—used to live freely in our society, revered by many and accepted
into some of the finest homes. But after a time, the truth of their wicked
hearts became common knowledge and there were many who sought to destroy their
kind. Indeed, some rather powerful people—many of whom I myself mentored—rose
up against them, destroying a great number. Therefore, they went into hiding,
seemingly becoming merely old recluses living in both castles and cottages but
keeping all away. 


“However, after enough
time had passed, they plotted to transform people’s perception of them. Instead
of grand and powerful sorcerers, they became ‘humble’ green witches and
wizards, leading simple lives and ‘aiding’ those they could with their craft.
Some even go under the guise of mere fortunetellers or magicians who perform at
parties for entertainment. In this way, they’ve become accepted into society
once more, appearing as innocent helpers of mankind, none imagining they were
the sorcerers of old.


“At any rate, there are
still a very few prosperous, old families who surreptitiously accept them into
their homes that the sorcerers may aid them in their endeavors. It is all a
very sad business, for the aftereffects of meeting with one who uses
witchcraft, let alone inviting them to dabble in one’s life, are varying. One
might not notice the change or, in contrast, one might open doors to things
none would ever desire to trifle with. Either way, one is
affected—whether or not they realize. The daemon sprites inadvertently bidden
into one’s life after such an encounter may appear in fluctuating ways, but
they never waste their opportunity.”


Wynn shivered, thinking
how she had been in the home of a witch—indeed, had eaten her revolting
cake—and had not even known it. 


“Oh, dear,” she
muttered. “I ate her blasted cake… It’s what sent us homethere
was sorcery in it.”


The prophet nodded. “Then
you accepted something from her, which may very well have been her true aim in
the first place. You must renounce it and loose it from your souls in the name
of the invincible son of the Great One—the both of you.”


Wynn nodded, but found
herself hesitating. “But… how do I do that? I am only your apprentice—not a
prophet—and you’ve taught me nothing of value thus far.”


The prophet laughed. “I
do admire your candor. It is assuredly one of your finest qualities.  But
to answer your question, you have merely to state it and it will be done.”


A knock sounded at the
door.


“That can’t be her
already,” Phillip muttered anxiously, rising to answer as if he were ready to
take a stand.


Wynn did not have time to
inquire what his meaning before the knocking became angry pounding until it was
thrown open.


“Terrance!” the prophet
called upon seeing his young friend. “Are you in some kind of trouble?”


“No, sir!” the dwarf
shouted. “But your apprentice certainly is!”


The prophet shimmied over
to him before he could take another step near. “Wait a moment there, my boy.
Just what is your quarrel with her?”


“For
one thing, your darling little apprentice bullied me, prophet.” He
waited for this to sink in before adding, “For another, she lost me the
prettiest little thing in Nierwood!” Looking past the prophet to Wynn, he
shouted, “What is your problem with me anyway? I haven’t been anything but
agreeable to you and this is how you repay me?”


She froze with a glimmer
of hope at his words. “What precisely do you mean?”


“I mean you
convinced that cute little trick, Gwen, to give me the boot! Thinks she’s too
good for me now! I could get just about any girl in town and she’s too
good for me!”


Grasping the situation,
the prophet exchanged glances with her, then turned back to Terrance. “Why
don’t you enjoy a fine meal with us and we’ll have this whole thing out
afterward.”


The younger man hesitated
only a moment before relenting. Before long, the four were sat silently
consuming their suppers. Even so, the dwarf did not waste a moment once they
had finished.


“What are you going to do
about her, prophet? Do you know she came into the taphouse today? And just as
easily as if she’d done it every day of her life.”


The prophet cleared his
throat and said cordially, “This matter is over young Gwen, is it?”


“That’s right.”


“Terrance… how old are
you, my boy?”


He wavered. “Very nearly
twenty-three. Why?”


“How old is Gwen?”


“Oh, I don’t know.
Fourteen? Sixteen? I never asked.”


The prophet rose and
fetched his guest a plate of honey cake. Holding it out to him, he said, “I
don’t think you have any business cavorting with a fifteen-year-old girl at
your age.”


“Well, she doesn’t look
fifteen,” was his defense. “Nor does she act it. She’s mature for her years.”


“But the fact is... that she
is… fifteen.”


       Wynn
liked the prophet when he was firm. She thought she might get kidnapped by
forests more often if this temperament was the result.


Terrance shifted
uncomfortably in his seat. “So? I go about with plenty of women her age. They
don’t seem to mind.”


Wynn could take no more
of this. “Terrance, what are your intentions toward all those girls? Do
you plan to marry them? Do you plan to betroth yourself to even one of
them? Or do you intend to take what you can and then shatter their maiden
hearts?”


Terrance scowled at her a
long while. But for whatever reason, his angered appeared to subside. “I don’t
take much from them, if that’s what you mean. I like attention. And I don’t
plan ever to marry until I’m good and ready. And I’m not. Do you really expect
me to give up flirtations ‘til then?”


“Why not?” she dared.


He was speechless a
moment, then announced, “Well, I won’t have it.”


“Fine.” She folded her
arms over her chest. “But I’ll not give up speaking to every girl I see you
with under a certain age.”


“Oh, won’t you? And just
what age is my limit, might I inquire?”


“I’ll decide when I see
them.”


He glowered a moment
before breaking into a softening chuckle. “My, you’re a ferocious little lady.
I suppose you’ll have to be my girl then.”


 “Not on your life,”
she replied through gritted teeth.


He returned with a
lighthearted grin and Wynn was satisfied he had been jesting. 


To the prophet, he said,
“Well… I suppose I’ll be seeing you,” before quietly letting himself out.


Wynn was surprised to
find him his outrage to swiftly extinguished, but promptly made ready to defend
some of his accusations against her. However, the prophet stopped her. 


“Very well done, Wynnie…”
he said with a twinkle in his eyes. “Well done.” He then made his way
over to the desk to continue his evening writing.


The apprentice sat back
in her chair, more pleased by his words than she could ever communicate. He had
thought she’d done well. Not to mention, he did not seem to doubt her
character at all. It was the sweetest thing that had ever been done for her.


Besides that, Gwen was
safe. She had heeded her guidance after all and she was satisfied. Perhaps
helping others was not so abysmal after all.


 


* *
*


 


The following day, Wynn
prepared herself for the evening meal she would share with Phillip’s family.
She had accepted the invitation qualm but now found herself wrestling anxiety.
Never in her life had she been invited as a proper guest into someone’s home,
other than the prophet’s. But he was the prophet… an unconventional,
elderly man with some odd habits and the kindest heart in the world. These
people were strangers of status. She was uncertain precisely what gave them
their standing, whether family name, connections to the royal family or merely
riches, but it mattered little. She had never consorted with any of these
before. Of course, there was Phillip, but like the prophet, he was different
from others. Besides, he did not carry himself as if he thought himself
anything grand. He was a kind, meek, helpful sort of fellow—not haughty or
proud in the slightest. But she had no way of knowing what the remainder of his
family would be like.


Additionally, she was
fearful of traversing the Enchanted Wood on her own—far more than she had been
before entering that blasted beguiling one. But now she loathed any sort of
peculiarly named forest with renewed fervor. However, she did not reveal her
misgivings to the prophet. Rather, she threw her cloak over freshly cleaned
garments and made ready to bid him farewell when the memory of Phillip standing
on a golden battlefield returned to her.


“Prophet… after all the
nonsense with that witch, I forgot something strange which occurred earlier
yesterday. I saw a series of what Phillip told me were visions.”


He turned from feeding
the army of ants that were climbing in through the window. “Already? You only
just got here.”


“You mean you knew this
would happen?”


He shook his head. “Not
necessarily. That is, I knew we’d get there someday. How was it?”


“Awful. I was surrounded
by all these people wanting me to be like you and every time I was touched by
them, I saw something about their life… their futures, I think. So caught up
was I that I could not escape them.”


“My, my, my…” He tapped
his chin. “I have never heard the like of it.”


 “Truly?”


He nodded. “You must be very
sensitive to the spiritual realm.”


“What does that mean?”


“Oh, to see things in the
unseen realm as well as things the spirit of the Great One may share with you.”


She raised her brows. “I
have no idea what any of that meant.”


“Oh. Well, we’ll get
there…”


“That’s what you keep
saying.”


“It’s true.”


She huffed but recalled
why she had breached the subject. “I had a vision of Phillip.”


The prophet appeared to
note her sober tone as he came to stand beside her. “And?”


“He was standing on a
field in the midst of battle and there was… something.”


“Something?”


“Something dark, ominous…
was headed straight for him and those surrounding.”


“A dragon?”


“Mmm… I think not.”


“Hm.” He appeared
concerned and trapped in his mind for a small while as she awaited his return.
At last, he said very slowly, “Well… some visions are literal while others are
symbolic. You must learn to tell the difference.”


“I have no idea—"


“I know. We’ll—”


“Get there,” she ended.


He smiled. “You’d best be
going.”


Obediently, she made her
way through the Enchanted Wood in better time than most. This was the first
occasion she had traveled it alone. The ridiculous thing was, she had spent
years wandering through forests alone—had lived in them. Yet, there had always
been something about a wood that was meant to be haunted that left her
uncharacteristically uneasy.


In truth, it was the
constant rustling within the shrubs that made it impossible to let her guard
down. Of course, it would be but foxes or rabbits, but after some time, it
seemed there must be more rustling than was typical. Still, she was, in her
truest nature, a down-to-earth young woman, so she continued on, working to
keep her imagination in hand.


When she had drawn very
near to where she’d been told the manor would be, she caught a greater rustling
than she had heard all the while. She stopped in her tracks. This time, it
could not be a mere hare, for it was within the treetops. Moreover, it had been
too great a sound to have come from a bird or squirrel.


Again, the noise sounded
and she withdrew her sword. Common sense asserted she would not find some
peculiar creature within the tree. Nay, if she found anything or anyone, it
would be a thief awaiting vulnerable passersby.


“Reveal yourself!” she
demanded.


Silence.


Wynn marched directly up
to the tree. “I said show yourself!”


The crunching renewed as
whoever or whatever was above moved down the branch they were perched upon. At
last, a child dressed in a suit of pale green sat balancing a small harp upon
his knee as he peeked down at her with a cheerful face.


Gasping with both relief
and irritation, she re-sheathed her weapon. But as she garnered a better view
of the figure she had assumed a child, it became clear he did not possess the
countenance of one. Though his face was smooth as a youth, it spoke of years
upon years lived. He was quite small, like Terrance, yet rather thin and
sprightly… unlike Terrance. In all, she could not quite place him.


“Hello there!” he called,
scooching to the end of his sturdy branch.


Wynn twitched at the
sudden movement, not knowing what to expect from this strange individual.


He chuckled at her. “What
are you so afraid of?”


She studied the fellow,
his hair auburn and topped with a crown of moss. Indeed, she could not place
him, nor could she discover the reason she was not offended by his being
entertained by her anxiety.


“Well…” she began, “this
is said to be an enchanted forest. There are… things… you know?”


“You fear me then?”
asked the small woodland man. He no longer appeared entertained. Rather, nearly
saddened.


“No,” she replied. “It is
only… I fear woods in which strange activities are said to take place. That is
all.”


“And why should that be?”
he asked easily. “You are one of the bravest girls I have ever known. It is
silly of you to fear a little forest.”


She scrunched her brows
together. “You do not know me at all.”


“Says you,” he replied
with a wink.


Though Wynn could not say
why, she was beginning to like him.


“But truly,” he said with
that mischievous grin, “I think you must be more formidable than you realize.
There is something about you, you see.”


She merely smiled,
questioning why this strange figure should say such a thing about a girl he
knew nothing of. But she found his words had an irregular effect. She felt… mightier.


The thin fellow smiled
back. “I like passing the time of day with you, Wynnifred. I don’t suppose
you’d mind my dropping in on you again?”


She froze. “You know my
name?”


Dropping from his branch
as weightlessly as a robin, he bowed before her. “I am Gong.”


“Gong?”


“As in the singing kind…”
He played a merry couple of notes from his harp. “Not the ringing.” With that,
he disappeared. “I wouldn’t tell anyone you saw me, you know,” he said from
behind her.


She turned with a raised
brow. How had he managed that? 


“And why not?”


“They won’t believe
you—will think you’ve got bats in your brain... not unlike that eccentric
prophet back home, eh?”


Wynn folded her arms.
“That prophet is my dear friend.”


“Mine, too—one of the
best. You see, I like eccentrics. They’re my favorite sort.”


Studying him, Wynn began
to be certain he was no ordinary dwarfish man. It was time she had an
explanation. “Are you a phantom of this wood? Are you the reason it was
given its name?”


Gong appeared to be
thinking this over as he tapped a finger upon his chin. “Hmmm...” He offered
her an impish smile, revealing he’d known the answer right off. “I think you
might find more intriguing specimens in the midst of these trees…” He
disappeared once more, yet she heard a prickling whisper in her ear, “but none
so fun.”


She leaped about in
search of him, but he was nowhere in sight. Sitting upon the ground, she stole
a moment to recover. What in the world had that been about? What was he?
An elf? A forest nymph? Perhaps even a daemon sprite? Nay, he had been too
good-natured, too likable.


He had been right,
however. She would tell no one what she had seen. She’d been teased for imagining
things as a child. She might even have convinced herself it was the case now if
it had not been so beyond her usual imagination. He had seemed all the while to
know something that she did not and had enjoyed it. He was not the sort of
person she would ordinarily have cared much for. But there was something so
affable, even familiar, in his countenance. With his exit, she felt a
hollowness in the atmosphere.


Looking about, she
recalled the “more intriguing specimens” he had alluded to. That meant, if he had
not been teasing her, there truly was something within the wood. With a wave of
goosebumps, she fled.


After racing around the
following bend, she found herself approaching the only manor for miles around,
located a small distance from the Nierwood village. But the closer she drew,
the more she hoped to find some other manor nearby, perhaps half the size and
not nearly so pristine.


 The moment Wynn
came to stand before the open gates, she wished with every fiber of her being
she had accepted Phillip’s offer of escort to his home. But she had insisted
she could find her way well enough. He had further added that his mother had
offered to send their carriage for her, but she had merely laughed over the
idea. He had appeared to understand. Indeed, he did not seem the sort who
relished the spoils of riches and status. He was a simple man and she now
understood he would have made entering these grounds a far less discomfiting
situation.


Towering beyond the gates
was a stone manor with row after row of glistening windows trimmed in white.
The lawn surrounding was manicured to perfection adorned with lines of
flowering shrubberies. A fountain on either side of the property depicted
exquisite figures spitting water from their mouths. She would have found this
humorous if she was not expected to cross the barrier and take supper with the
family who lived there.


Wynn did not belong in
this place and she knew it. She had grown in a one room shack where rats roamed
freely and never a finger had cleaned it a single day of her life. In fact, she
had been the only person in her small household to work herself to the bone to
provide for her drunken parents. They had never asked it of her, but as a girl
of seven, she had learned work was a dear friend to the desperately hungry.
Even at that tender age, she had strived to see their needs met above her own.
Never once had they been grateful, or if they had, they’d not shown it.
Instead, she’d been berated with verbal abuse. She’s reached twelve years when
they’d passed on and their friends had blamed her, claiming it was due to the
spirits she had so faithfully provided. Thusly, she fled the thankless village,
never to return.


She grew lightheaded at
the thought of entering the gates after having relived these memories. Swiftly,
she turned to retreat when she was blindsided by a lovely young woman in a
bright yellow dress and springy curls who took her hands into her own.


“You have no idea
how thrilled we are to have you!” she exclaimed. “Mother says it is a great
honor you agreed to share dinner with us before any of the other families. I
personally couldn’t wait to meet the woman who fights like a man, whom Phillip
has told me so much about.” She pulled her into a quick embrace. “We are near
the same age, you and I, and I believe we shall make very good friends.”


Wynn was speechless
before such perfect self-assurance—a great contrast to Phillip’s demeanor.
“Shall we?” she asked, not knowing what else to say.


“Indeed,” she replied
with a beaming grin.


A duo of young women,
likely Phillip’s other two sisters, came rushing out from the front entry to
meet them.


       “Oooh!”
squealed a girl with hair similar to her sister’s. “Meg said she would
best us in the greeting of you, though we swore she would not. I’m Joselyn, by
the way. I’m eighteen—only three years older than Meg—so you must not let her
make claims that because she is so near your age she may keep you to herself.
Did she try it?”


Wynn was uncertain how to
respond. “Er, well, I am seventeen.”


“So, you see, we have equal
rights to her, Meggie.”


“Ladies, I do believe Wynn
has the right to choose who she wishes to befriend—despite age.” This was from
the final young woman who appeared the eldest of the three. Unlike her sisters,
she had long auburn hair and was dressed in a flowing deep blue gown. She was
clearly the most composed. But though she spoke warmly, there was a haughtiness
about her as she raised a brow at her and smiled conspiratorially. “You must
forgive us,” she said with a smile. “We have been pressing our brother to
invite you from the very evening he brought you to the prophet. And what an
honor for him to have been the one to do so. Surely, he is twice as respected
than he was before, though I cannot say just how much that was. He is so
unusual, you know.”


Wynn did know, but
she found herself feeling defensive of him, for she sensed this was not
considered a positive attribute to this girl. Certainly, he was an
uncoordinated man, but his humility was something of a treasure. Still, these
were his sisters, so she supposed if anyone had the right to say what he was or
wasn’t, it was them.


“Oh, come, come!” Meg
cried, taking her by the hand and pulling her up the ornate steps toward the
imposing entrance. “Mother and Father will be dying to meet you.”


“Oh, er… where is
Phillip?” Wynn muttered, heart pounding as they drew nearer the large doors.


“He couldn’t be here to
meet you, I’m afraid,” Meg supplied. “My father required him for some errand or
other. Phillip was quite displeased about it, for he wished to be the one to
make you welcome. But he will be here in time for evening meal, do not you
worry.” She spoke the last as if she had gifted Wynn some token of hope, but
Wynn did not believe it was for the purpose she had in mind. Rather, if she was
not mistaken, Meg seemed to have an idea that Wynn might be interested in
Phillip as more than a friend. This was, of course, an utterly ludicrous
notion, for he had to be at least a decade older than she was and she was not
like the gentry who married old men for wealth, no matter how likable they
were.


“Here she is!” cried
Joselyn as they entered the expansive hall, her voice echoing through the
house. 


Wynn was rushed into what
appeared to be the receiving room. It was elegantly adorned, to be certain, but
it was clear whoever had decorated it possessed fairly singular taste. Indeed,
that had been clear from the brightly ornamented entrance, through the house
and into that very room where, in the center stood Phillip’s mother and father
dressed with both sophistication and distinctiveness that alluded to the
decorative panache of the property (including the spitting fountain statues).
More than ever, she felt herself the common wanderer in her shabby tunic and
trousers, but neither parent appeared to notice as they moved to greet her with
convivial smiles.


“My, you are as striking
as I had heard,” spoke Phillip’s mother with a voice smooth as honey.


Wynn found it difficult
to believe the description of “striking” was meant as a compliment. She had not
even bothered to pull a comb through her hair in the last week. Indeed, she did
not have one and usually pulled her fingers through the worst of it. 


“What stunning yellow
eyes you have,” the woman continued, “like the sun, I should think. Well, never
you mind me, we are so very pleased and delighted to entertain the prophet’s
ward this evening. I do hope you will make yourself at home and if there is
anything you require, please do not hesitate to let us know.” Leaning in, she
whispered, “We intend to spoil you to the very extent of our capabilities.”


 Phillip’s father
stepped forward and bowed ever so slightly to which Wynn mustered something
that might have resembled a curtsy had she been wearing a skirt. When she’d
been attempting to organize the prophet’s loft, she had unearthed a number of
old gowns in one of the trunks and now wished she’d thought to wear one.
Unfortunately, dressing well had not been something she’d been brought up to
do.


“I am Sir Colten and I
must echo my lovely wife when I say we are ever so pleased to have you with
us.” His voice was low and unanimated, yet somehow perfectly cordial. He did
not have the openness of his family, but he was something of a force unto
himself and required few words to make an impact.


“Mother,” Joselyn began,
“I wonder if we might take Wynn to our quarters? We are thinking of making a
doll of her.” Winking at Wynn, she added, “Indeed, we have been thinking of
nothing else since we heard of her coming.”


Wynn was uncertain what
this meant, but she was certain anything was preferable to standing under the
gazes of Phillip’s parents. They had not been unkind by any means, only so very
decorous.


“Of course,” beamed Lady
Colten. “You have plenty of time, for we must wait upon Phillip’s return.” She
cast a slight frown in Sir Colten’s direction.
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- N I N E -


An Insulting Occasion


 


WYNN WAS TAKEN
captive by the sisters once more, rushed up a grand case of stairs, down a few
corridors and into a sizeable boudoir. This room was designed as lavishly and
unusually as the rest of the manor. Placing her upon a cushioned chair before a
mirrored vanity, Meg and Joselyn began analyzing her hair.


“I simply had to get hold
of this,” Joselyn said, “the very moment I heard of it.”


Meg nodded eagerly. “It
was described as the most striking shade of crimson one’s eyes would ever fall
upon.”


“And it really
is.”


The eldest
sister—Elizabeth, Wynn had heard one of the others say—was lounged across a
settee. “As you see, you’ve no say in the matter, dear Wynn. If one has truly
red hair, unlike mine, one must allow anyone to fool with it who wishes.”


Concealing her grin, Wynn
stiffened as the girls began detangling her unkempt locks.


“So, what’s it like
living with the prophet?” Meg inquired. “Do you witness wonders all the time?
Is it true he spins grain into gold when short on coin?”


“Of course, it isn’t,
Meggie,” scolded Joselyn. “He doesn’t care for anything as garish as money.”


“Yes, but he might spin
it for other people…” defended Meg, “the poor.”


Wynn had never witnessed
the prophet do anything of the kind, of course, and she wondered who had
devised such an outlandish tale. If anyone were to become acquainted with how
he truly spent his time, it would be a wretched disappointment. Namely, he
cooked, wrote and spoke to the spiders and ants who too often invaded the
pantry. She’d not been there long, but he certainly had not been altogether
impressive. Nevertheless, there were those long periods of time he spent away
from the cabin and she never had wriggled from him just what he was about.


At last, her hair was
smoothed and she discovered it longer than she’d realized. It was also possible
to manipulate a shine from it—something she had never witnessed before. Soon,
they were prodding it this way and that until her curls had returned, but they
were not at all the ones she knew. For, they fell fluffy and gleaming.


“What do you say,
Elizabeth,” Joselyn began, “something down or pulled back?”


Elizabeth sighed. “Give
it here,” she commanded, gliding over and taking hold of the comb. 


“So, Wynn,” Meg began,
now utterly free to chat, “have you made friends in the short time you’ve been
here or are we the fortunate first?”


“Oh… well, I suppose the
prophet is my friend,” she answered, “and perhaps Phillip could be called one.”


“You poor dear!”
Joselyn cried. “Thank the Great One you have come to us. I cannot imagine being
abandoned to Phillip’s company for days on end.”


Elizabeth giggled at
this, but Wynn noted Meg did not. In fact, she grew uncharacteristically
silent.


“He is a good enough sort
of fellow,” continued Joselyn, “but his discourse is not at all clever.”


“Nor his wit,” agreed
Elizabeth.


“Nor the way he falls off
his horse,” Joselyn mocked.


“That gait he never
seemed to grow out of…” Elizabeth added with a laugh.


“He is a hopeless little
boy,” continued Joselyn. “Mother and Father have had a time of it, attempting
to find him a lady who will consent to wedding him.”


Meg made a jerking motion
with her head. Wynn might not have witnessed it had she not been seated before
a mirror. The three continued to share some secret communication.


“Then again…” began
Elizabeth in a contrasting tone, “he is a nice enough sort of fellow, is
he not, Wynn?”


Wynn was eager to reply,
for she had not relished the way they’d spoken of their own brother, but Joselyn
cut her off with, “And he isn’t an altogether unfortunate looking boy if you
can get past—"


“—his mild tongue,”
interrupted Elizabeth, working to cover whatever criticism her sister had been
on the verge of uttering. Again, they eyed one another, then looked to Wynn.
Apparently, this effort to keep from ridiculing their brother proved a
difficult task.


“Well, Phillip is my
dear friend,” Meg said at last. “Sometimes, I think he is the only one who
understands me at all. He is extraordinarily proficient at reading people.”


The elder sisters nodded
their silent agreement.


“Truly, it is not his
fault,” Elizabeth said as if she simply had to speak what was on her mind,
“that he is so lacking in self-assurance. It is our older brother’s.”


Wynn turned in surprise.
“I didn’t realize you had another brother.”


The younger two looked to
the eldest as if stunned she had mentioned him.


“We aren’t supposed to
speak of him—Brodrick, that is,” explained Elizabeth. “You see, he is the
oldest of us all and had been well groomed. All our parents’ expectations fell
to him as heir. And he was really very clever and self-possessed—handled
everything with ease and proficiency—glorying in it.”


 


“Meanwhile, Phillip,” Meg
said, taking over, “being the younger son, had been almost wholly disregarded
by them as they raised Brodrick up. Still, Phillip grew a cheery, carefree boy
as a result and did not at all resent being brought up by the servants.”


“Phillip was a very
beautiful little boy, so they say,” put in Joselyn.


“Yes, but then he shot up
like a beanstalk,” said Elizabeth, “and never did grow into it, poor lad.”


“He was teased about it
when he was younger,” Meg added sadly. “Thus, he grew out of that captivating
openness.”


“But then,” Elizabeth
said with a raised brow, “Brodrick ran away.”


The younger sisters fell
silent.


“Ran away with a kitchen
maid,” she continued. “He had attempted to go about it the right way, but
Father could not bear the thought of her becoming the next lady of the estates.
He forbad it. Regrettably, Brodrick simply abandoned us, never to be heard from
again.”


“So, everything was
suddenly thrust upon Phillip,” Meg said with feeling. “Every expectation
they had for Brodrick—all his giftings and abilities—was suddenly expected of
him.”


“Poor boy had been utterly
untutored,” explained Joselyn in a half sad, half scornful tenor, “so when he
was propelled into all those lessons at once and expected to soar to the
heights of Brodrick, he simply could not keep up.”


“And really,” said
Elizabeth, “he simply isn’t equipped for the things Brodrick was. They were
very different people.”


Joselyn nodded. “It all
sort of culminated into producing the nearly inept fellow he is today. Mother
and Father have determined to bear the disappointment silently.”


“Well…” Meg began thoughtfully,
“and Phillip always held out hope Brodrick would return, for he had been the
only one to show Phillip any kind of attention in the early days. Though there
was quite a difference in age, I think Brodrick saw his lighthearted younger
brother as a breath of fresh air—something apart from all his duties. Though he
had been better prepared and more gifted in the obvious respects, he had not
really relished all those expectations placed upon him either. Anyway, I
think it sort of broke Phillip’s heart when Brodrick left without a word to
him, so he always believed it must be because he planned to return shortly
after he and the maid had settled. I personally believe that was the real
reason Phillip never really threw himself into his studies. He did not suppose
it would matter once Brodrick returned.”


“Well I think he had
to believe that because he couldn’t face not being able to live up to Mother
and Father’s expectations,” Joselyn retorted. She was, from what Wynn could
tell, the least feeling of the three, though she tried not to be.


“Who knows?” said
Elizabeth with a sigh. “But just look at this masterpiece, ladies.”


The younger two crowded
into the mirror to view Wynn’s reflection. She herself glanced into it for the
first time, so consumed with Phillip’s story had she been.


“Oh,”
she murmured. The redhead looking back at her was an utter stranger… a
sophisticated lady of the world—perhaps even pretty. “How peculiar…” she
whispered, stroking one of the springy tendrils that had been piled upon her head.


The sisters giggled.


“Well, that’s not quite
the thanks I expected, but it will do,” Elizabeth said with a grin.


“No, indeed, she is too
taken with herself to speak,” Joselyn chortled.


Wynn glanced away,
blushing deeply. It was only that she had never in her life imagined she could
appear this way.


“Nay,”
Meg scolded her sister. “She was merely surprised. Is that not so, Wynn, dear?”


She nodded gratefully.


Bending to whisper in her
ear, Meg added, “I told you we would make good friends.”


Wynn found she liked Meg
best of the three after all. They were all affable, untroubled young women, but
the other two were critical and insensitive. It was clear Meg felt things very
deeply. And she dearly loved her brother. Wynn could not help liking her for
it. She could not say just why she felt such loyalty to him. Perhaps it was
that he was the kindest, humblest person she’d ever met, next to the prophet.
Moreover, she could not help feeling a kind of ownership of him and did not
like hearing him disparaged. Indeed, she doubted she would ever allow herself
to entertain another derogatory thought about him again. 


Another hour was spent on
selecting a gown to suit both her stature and complexion. Once she was clothed
in a golden gown and a delicate marble comb was slid into her mound of hair,
she simply would not be moved on the wearing of jewelry. It was too much. The
eldest worked to budge her on this, but Meg rescued her once more by pointing
out that she already appeared even more beautiful than Elizabeth and though the
elder sister did not respond to this directly, she no longer insisted.


“Shoes!” Meg cried as
they were made ready to vacate the room. She lifted Wynn’s skirt to peek at her
feet. “Oh, dear, not a one of us has feet as tiny as that. For heavens, you must
be half elf.”


Wynn blushed, never
liking her smallness to be pointed out. It had been a hassle for too long and
her parents had ridiculed her for it. Yet, she understood it was not unkindly
meant from this girl.


“Oh, she doesn’t need
any,” Elizabeth said, moving for the door. “That dress is long enough.”


Meg tossed Wynn a
helpless glance but smiled encouragingly. “She’s right. No one will see them.”


Before Wynn followed them
out, she stole one last look at herself. Her heart pounded. Somehow, it had not
occurred to her all this was being done for the dinner and could not help
feeling a counterfeit lady. 


Her anxiety was
intensified as they started down the stairs—the sisters floating gracefully
downward while she worked not to trip over her skirts. It was at that moment,
Joselyn whispered, “We’ll see if Phillip cannot keep his eyes off you!” 


What a thought! She had
not allowed them to do this in an effort to get him to notice her. She’d much
rather proceed through the evening overlooked.


Soon, they entered the
substantial dining hall. Spotting Phillip speaking with his father, she
realized he, above all in the room, knew her for what she truly was. He had
known her even before she’d agreed to remain with the prophet. She felt false,
exposed and came very near to whisking herself back up the stairs to upset her
hair and throw on her own clothes. But it was then his mother stepped forward,
taking her hands into her own.


“Goodness, my dear
Wynn, I almost did not know it to be you but for the hue of your hair. You are
utterly stunning.”


Tears pricked at the
corners of Wynn’s eyes and she could not decide if they were inspired of the
kindness of the compliment or her misery over the uncomfortable situation.


 “My dear Phillip!”
Lady Colten called.


Wynn froze.


“Colten, stop
monopolizing the boy! I need him!”


“Yes, Phillip,” Meg
called with pride in their work, “you must come and meet our lovely guest.”


He turned in Wynn’s
direction with little interest, as if he was being bothered with another of his
sisters’ silly friends. But when his eyes found hers, his expression
transformed from indifference to bewilderment.


“Wynn?” he muttered.
“Sorry, you look almost nothing like yourself.”


He appeared as if he both
admired and disliked the new facade. Thankfully, this reaction put her at ease.
The fact he seemed nearly disappointed she did not look herself was more
compliment than if he’d preferred her that way.


“Yes… it is very
different,” she mumbled, not wanting his sisters to think her discourteous
after all their work.


He smirked in private
understanding, clumsily pulled out the chair his mother pointed to and she was
free to take her seat, hoping to fade into the background for the remainder of
the evening. But when her eyes fell upon the place settings, she realized she’d
arrived ill-prepared. What was one to do with all that tableware? Something of
her dismay must have appeared in her expression, for Meg cleared her throat and
winked, intimating she would help her along. Yes, Wynn far preferred the
youngest sister.


The remainder of the meal
continued without disturbance and Wynn found she enjoyed the food immensely.
Though, in the end, it was nothing to the prophet’s cooking. Of course, it was
not a just comparison when he had spices from exotic worlds.


At some point, she noted
that as often as the family praised or complimented her for some reason or
other, Phillip was ridiculed by all but Meg. It was difficult to watch as he
sank lower in his seat. He had clearly attempted to brush off the first few
jabs, but it was understandable he should find it harder to ignore. Wynn had to
wonder if their behavior was made worse by her presence. Else, how could he
stand ever to eat with these people? Truly, it seemed as if this was being done
because of her—as if they were working to excuse his ineptness.
Conversely, other comments were made that caused her to wonder if they were
working to make her think well of him. It was all quite bewildering to
sit through. Why should they care what she thought of their son? She was
merely a wanderer while he was in a class far above hers. Sitting at that fine
table, the differences in their upbringing were abundantly clear. 


At last, the concluding
blunder was uttered by Sir Colten. “It is a pity you cannot give Phillip a
portion of the talent he claims you possess with a sword, Miss Wynn. It might
make something of a man of him yet.”


Silence followed and Wynn
sensed Phillip grow numb at last. It was evident he’d been enduring remarks
like these for years. She only wished she was in the place of one of his
sisters and had the right to speak up for him at that moment.


“Well, I was going to
suggest we all spend an hour or so in the evening room,” began Lady Colten in a
tone that struggled to ease the discomfort in the room, “but it appears we’ve
spent too much time before the table. Wynn, might I call for the carriage to
see you home?”


She shook her head. “I
can easily leave as I came.”


It was clear she did not
like the sound of that but was in no mood to dispute. “Phillip, I suppose you
ought to escort her. It is quite late, after all.”


 “Was already
planning on it,” he replied, pulling out Wynn’s chair. To her, he added, “I’d
like to change. I’ll meet you at the door.”


It relieved her to hear
this, for she’d feared she would have to wear her borrowed attire home. Gladly,
she brushed out her locks, change clothes and was soon exiting the manor to
relish the crisp evening air. 


Phillip startled her as
he stepped from the shadows. “Sorry,” he muttered, doing a double take. “When
did you get here? You missed dinner.”


She was terribly
perplexed before she understood the jest. Freely, she laughed, releasing the
tension of the evening.


 


* *
*


 


“The way she carried it
all off,” Phillip said to Wynn and the prophet as they sat around the fireplace
munching on dragon-fire cookies. “You’d have thought she’d been attending fine
occasions the whole of her life instead of attacking innocent bystanders with
her sword.”


“I do not attack
innocents—"


“He is only joking,”
defended the prophet.


 “But truly,”
continued Phillip, “how did you know what tableware to use with each course? I
thought I’d have to coach you through it.”


She smirked and thought
about concealing the truth before mumbling, “Meg helped.” 


“Aw, good old Meggie,” he
said with pride. 


“I really like her,” Wynn
confided.


 “As do I. She liked
you a great deal as well, I could tell. In fact,” he said, turning to the
prophet, “I do believe my family likes her better than they do me, they doted
on her so.” 


Wynn was grateful he
could state this lightheartedly, for she did not feel at all comfortable about
it herself. He was too generous.


 “Well, I am not
surprised she did so well,” said the prophet. “Wynn is capable of a great deal
more than she knows. At any rate, I’ve places to be this evening and it is clear
she is due for bed the way her eyelids keep drooping.”


“That’s fine with me,”
Phillip said with a yawn. “I’m ready to curl up by this fire.”


“Do you plan to sleep on
the floor?” Wynn asked. “But you live so near...”


“Oh, Phillip often stays
over,” the prophet explained. Drawing her aside, he added, “He does so when
he’s needing a reprieve from the manor.”


 “Am I robbing you
of your usual bed?” she asked of Phillip, turning back to him. “I can just as
easily sleep out here.”


“Not at all. I’ve fallen
asleep beside this fire more times than I can count. Besides, the bedroom is
yours now—no longer a guest room.”


“But you are
hardly a guest here,” she replied. She had begun to realize just how
close Phillip and the prophet were. They were dearer than family. She had also
noticed how much more self-assured Phillip was when the prophet was around.


Phillip shrugged. “Guest
or not…” He unfolded the blue blanket and draped it over his frame. “…I’m not
taking your room.”
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- T E N -


The
Giving of Council in Another Realm


 


WYNN AWOKE WITH
a start. A ceaseless whispering had been sounding in her ears, but it had been
like pressing through curtain after heavy curtain before she’d finally reached
consciousness. Upon opening her eyes, she promptly sat up. This was not where
she ought to be. Rather, she was lying on the floor of a dark, empty space,
surrounded in every direction with deep black. The only light seemed to be
coming from her own person, illuminating the stone floor beneath her.


Footfall upon stone
echoed through the expanse. She attempted to determine from which direction it
was came before a form slowly appeared, illuminated as it drew near her light. 


It was Maera. 


The sorceress was so
altered, Wynn scarcely recognized her. Rather than the comely face previously
worn, she was vastly aged—far more than was natural. Threaded veins ran over
her skin in vivid color, the membrane too delicate to conceal them. Patches of
hair peeled from her scalp, while her eyes… were two dark voids. But what instantly
sent petrified chills through Wynn were the oily creatures perched upon her
head and shoulders, clinging to arms and legs. These, she was certain, were
what daemon sprites looked like.


“You’ve awoken,” said
Maera in her smooth, deep voice. “It certainly took you long enough.”


Wynn froze. How long had
she been there? “Where am I? How did you get me here?”


“Do not fret, young one,”
the woman cooed. “You are merely within the threshold of my home.” 


With that, walls formed
around Wynn and she saw, indeed, they were inside the filthy mansion within the
Wood Beguiling. But knowing where she was provided very little comfort.


 Rising to her feet
with hands clenched, she came to the point. “What is it you want of me?”


Maera clucked, shaking
her head. “Do not take that tone with me. I have no intention of harming you.
Rather, I have a proposition. You see, I am one of a number of gifted
individuals who make up a society called The Secret Circle of Southern
Sorcerers. You, young one, are presently bidden to join us.
Furthermore, I add that you are the youngest person we have ever seen fit to
summon in all our years.”


Wynn scoffed. “I am not
going to convert just so you can look appealing again.”


The witch merely
chuckled, a surprisingly pleasant sound. “You believe that is all I care about?
That my goal is to look pretty? My dear, I am far beyond such things.”


Wynn doubted this since
Maera had still been attempting to preserve her face when last they’d met.


“As the individual
destined to replace the prophet,” Maera continued, “you have most assuredly
been bestowed with great ability. It is that power which makes you welcome
among us.” Stepping forward, her formerly repellant face grew almost
appealing with earnestness. “I could teach you things that old prophet’s never
dreamed of, Wynn. Are you not weary of lazing around in a stuffy, old cabin? I
could house you in castles; you’d be welcome in some of the most revered
circles. I will show you corners of the world that amaze and excite.” Maera
stepped aside and gestured to the passage suddenly lit up. “These doors, all of
them, lead to various locations all over the world. You have merely to step
through them to experience wonders you have not imagined.”


Wynn raised a brow. This
argument was far less effective than the witch could understand. “As a matter
of fact, I love that dear little cabin.”


Maera stood silently a
moment, gaping into her eyes. Suddenly, she surged forward, clutching her by
the shoulders. When she spoke, it was with a voice not her own. “Join us or
you shall die by our hand.”


“Never!”
Wynn screamed back into her face. 


The daemons within and
upon the sorceress began creeping from the witch toward Wynn’s own flesh,
grasping for it as if desiring to abandon the ancient woman in favor of this
fresh vessel.


Maera ripped away from
her, revealing her shock. Apparently, she did not relish their willingness to
desert her. Even so, she was laughing in the next instant. “You had your
chance, apprentice. You shall be named an enemy of our cause unto
eternity. I warn you now… you will not remain safely tucked away in your wood
much longer. We have developed plans that were set into motion before you were
born.”


With that, the floor
crumbled to pieces and Wynn was sent plummeting through stories of earth and
rock until, with a jolt, she awoke in her bed, gasping for breath. Gripping her
quilt for all the protection it was worth, she considered the nightmare. She
had to face it: it had not been a mere dream. The sorceress had attempted to
turn her. Though Maera had claimed Wynn would be their enemy forever, her gut
told her this Secret Southern… Sorcerers Circle… or whatever it was… had not
yet finished with her. Yes, Maera had lost her temper, but there had been a
desperation that suggested her cohorts fully expected her to convert Wynn. And
if she was not mistaken, there would be consequences for the woman.


Rising from her bed, she
threw on a simple brown frock borrowed from one of the trunks in the attic. It
possessed a small hole or two, but she felt changing clothes would help wash
away the effects of the dream-meeting. The song of the bird outside did wonders
as well and by the time she had exited the bedroom, she was feeling fresh and
lively. But she soon found herself wincing at an unexpected voice in the main room:
Terrance. Ack! She thought. Another nightmare. Was there no mercy
in this world?


“Wynnifred!” called the
dwarf as she entered. “Why, you look something like a proper girl in
that frock, doesn’t she, Phillip?”


She was prepared to make
some quick retort when her eyes fell upon an entirely welcome sight: a heaping
tray of sausage logs, brown beans in sauce, freshly mashed egg and toasted
mulberry bread. Eagerly, she filled her plate and dug in. 


“I have never in all my
days seen a woman eat like that right before me,” said Terrance. “Usually too
self-conscious, you know. Don’t want to look a pig. But you… you have no shame
whatever.”


“I like food,” she
replied through her mouthful.


Phillip chuckled.


“Oh, Wynn,” the prophet
murmured as he scribbled away at his desk. 


Setting her plate down,
she made her way over, curious about what he was writing, only to find he was
not writing at all… He was doodling.


“Yes?” she said with a
smirk.


He jerked in his seat,
startled to find her so near. “Er, oh, uh… the door.”


She turned to look out.
“I don’t see anyone.”


He pointed to the back
one.


“No…” With stomach
turning, her joy over the breakfast dimmed. “Not that again...”


He passed her his
drawing. “Don’t you care for adventures, Wynnie?”


“Uh, no… not after the
last one through that thing. I got sliced three times because Phillip couldn’t
perform a miracle… and they would have killed us had we not leaped off
the terrace.”


The prophet furrowed his
brows at Phillip. “That wasn’t very considerate of you, my boy.”


Wynn laughed until she
realized he was perfectly serious. “Oh… can Phillip perform miracles?”
She had certainly missed this.


“Well, not that he has
done as yet,” explained the prophet. Turning to Phillip, he continued, “But you
really ought to have for Wynn’s sake. I don’t like her getting hurt.”


Phillip and Wynn looked
to one another, exchanging the slightest of smiles. 


Wynn finally looked down
at the drawing in her hand to find it was of a strange, almost grotesque
creature with eyes upon its chest and no mouth.


“Oh,” she muttered.
“Lovely…”


The prophet beamed. “I
thought you’d like it.”


Terrance cleared his
throat as he peered down the corridor. “Since when was a door put in here?”


“A moment ago,” the
prophet replied.


The dwarfish man looked
to Wynn for an answer, but she only shrugged.


Looking to the door
herself, she said, “If no one is knocking… must I really go?”


The prophet peered at her
with a raised brow. “Someone does not have to come looking in order for you to
be needed. You never know where that door might lead… nor will you always
understand why. Just the same, it is your duty to obey its summon.”


She huffed. “What if this
is worse than the last time?”


“What a poor attitude to
take!” he cried. “Where is the spirited girl I met that first evening, hm? She
was a charming young woman and would not have turned her nose up at a beckoning
door.”


She marched toward the
door, perfectly aware this was something of a dare. Yet, she found herself
provoked.


“Phillip,” the prophet
murmured. “You aren’t going to leave her on her own, are you? After you were
such a help the last time.”


He rose. “I thought I was
inconsiderate the last time?”


Wynn chuckled softly but
ceased when she heard voices beyond the door.


“I nominate Aedis for the
position,” proposed an older man.


“That’s a good
suggestion,” replied a younger woman, “but she will not take it. She and
Merrick are quite consumed with their work at the moment.”


“What do you all say to
Lyric?” said another.


With those words, Wynn
was thrown into a vision of a fairly handsome young adult male strolling along
a pristine white beach. Another man came up behind him with a dagger and
stabbed him through the back.


“No,”
Wynn gasped. Crashing through the door, she cried, “You mustn’t!”


The assemblage of eyes
around a long oval table turned to her. 


“Oh, er, I…” she
mumbled.


The room was both formal
and elaborate, the architecture clearly foreign. Therefore, she had entered
another kingdom—Bashtii, perhaps? Moreover, it was evident she had just
disturbed some kind of official meeting. She felt her face flush crimson.


“What is it, Wynn—ooph!”
Phillip ran into her back.


The apprentice shut her
eyes to the sheer humiliation of the situation, but they flew open again as she
was smacked into once more by a smaller figure. With that, she heard the sound
of the door slamming closed. Wynn and Phillip turned to find it gone, replaced
by another door. Everyone in the room likely assumed they had passed through it
rather than a portal from another place.


“This is a new room,
isn’t it?” Terrance muttered, assuming he was still within the cabin.


Wynn cast Phillip a
glower. If only he’d thought to close the door behind him to keep the dwarf
from passing through.


 “Was there
something you had to share?” asked a woman with beautiful black-brown hair and
piercing blue eyes. It was clear she found the situation mildly humorous as she
looked to them with a wry grin.


Wynn swallowed. “Well…
yes.”


“Say,” Terrance
interjected. “What goes on here? Who are all these people?”


Phillip gestured for his
silence.


“Excuse me,” said the man
at the head of the table. “I have not seen you three before. And though your
clothing is certainly familiar… it is not of this world.”


Wynn could not imagine
why her clothing should be familiar to anyone in this place, for the strangers’
apparel was all quite unusual. Then, she realized the woman of the piercing
eyes was dressed in Kierelian clothing.


“You’re from Kaern?” the
blue-eyed woman asked.


Wynn nodded.


“But how did you get
here?”


“That is… difficult to
explain.”


The woman smiled and
patted the empty chair beside her. “Very well. Why don’t you have a seat here
and introduce yourself.”


Wynn raised her brows but
accepted the chair while Phillip and Terrance remained awkwardly behind.


“I’m Iviana,” offered the
woman who appeared not quite a decade older than Wynn. “And you?”


“Wynn.”


“Hm… that name sounds
familiar,” she replied thoughtfully. Turning to the man at the head of the
table, she added, “Wouldn’t you say so, Flynn?”


 “Seems I’ve heard
it somewhere,” he replied meditatively. “However, I am far more curious as to
why they were eavesdropping, not to mention why she disagreed with the
suggestion of Lyric being made a member of this council.” He asked this with a
dubious brow, but Wynn found she liked his manner anyway. She had also noted
just how he looked at the kind woman beside her. It was clear he was smitten.
Unexpectedly, she realized he had been the man who’d been stabbed in the
vision. Seeing his kind face in person made her much more passionate about her
current mission.


“I did not intend to
eavesdrop. However, seeing as I did, I must warn you not to have anything
to do with the person you mentioned.”


“Lyric?” Iviana asked.
“Why ever not?”


 “Well, have you…
ever heard of someone having a vision?”


Iviana’s blue eyes lit
with understanding. “Go on.”


“Well, I… saw him stab
you.” She pointed to Flynn.


Everyone around the table
shifted in their seats, looking to one another, communicating without words.


“But Lyric is the most
harmless man I know,” said a woman at the far end of the table.


“Yes, I must agree, he
has never given me rise to distrust him,” said another.


“I’d still like to know
how these three got here in the first place,” said an older man. “Not to
mention why that child possesses a beard.” He was pointing to Terrance. Wynn
peered back at the dwarf, but rather than appearing offended, he merely winked
at a pretty girl who stood at attention behind Iviana.


Oh, Terrance,
she thought with the roll of her eyes.


“He is not a child,”
Iviana explained laughingly. “Merely a short, grown man.”


“If you must know, we
arrived here through a door,” Wynn explained, knowing the sooner she got to the
point, the sooner they could get home.


“Yes, we saw that,”
someone said.


“I mean…” she continued,
“a door that leads to various places and worlds.”


She had expected
disbelief but instead received a deal of interest as well as a great many
questions.


“You mustn’t ask me,” she
replied. “I don’t know anything about it. I only pass through it.”


Iviana looked at her as
if she thought her the funniest thing she had ever beheld. Wynn could not
imagine why she should think so. She knew she was an impatient person, but she
really knew nothing about the door except it was provided by a cabin that was
meant to be “slightly alive.” That was simply not something she was going to
disclose.


“Just because she crosses
through some portal,” began an older man at the other end of the table,
“doesn’t mean she does not possess ulterior motives for keeping Lyric off the
council.”


“Really?” Wynn asked, not
concealing her irritation. “I don’t even know you people. What motive could I
have?”


“Please do not take
offense,” the man replied, “but we have no way of knowing whether your tale is
true.”


 “Wynn,” Iviana
began tentatively, “I don’t suppose you could try seeing a vision about me?
Perhaps that could help verify your story.”


Wynn’s stomach turned.
She had never been put on the spot for a vision before… Moreover, she’d only
just begun seeing them. She had no idea if they could appear on demand. “I’m
not certain…”


A few in the room
exchanged skeptic glances.


“But I will try…” she
added, placing a hand upon Iviana’s shoulder.


To her surprise, she was
swept into a visual of the woman sitting in a chair. Her attention was drawn to
the ring upon her left hand. With a blink, Wynn’s vision put to rights and she
observed Iviana’s hand.


“I saw you wearing a
wedding band…” she began tentatively, “but you don’t have one now. Will you be
married soon?”


For the first time, the
self-assured young woman who wore power like a shawl appeared uncomfortable.
“No, I am not.”


“Aren’t you even close
to getting engaged?” Wynn pressed.


The handsome man at the
head of the table shifted uncomfortably. She couldn’t tell if the thought of
this woman getting engaged to someone other than him made him restless, or if
his own intentions were on the brink of being revealed.


Iviana shook her head
vehemently. “Not at all.”


Wynn would very nearly
have believed her if not for the fact she was avoiding eye contact with none
but the head of the council. But Wynn could not imagine it would go over well
if she were to point this out.


“Well…” she searched for
some other way to mend the situation. “Let me try again.” She pressed her hand
upon Iviana’s shoulder once more.


What she saw was nearly
the same as before, but this time Iviana was holding an infant. The girl
Terrance had winked at approached them, but when Iviana offered for her to hold
the child, the girl’s face appeared anxious and she shook her head in refusal.
Smiling, Iviana stood and urged the girl until, finally, she simply laid the
baby in the girl’s arms. With that, a piercing light shot forth from both the
girl and infant. When it subsided, the child was gone.


“Oh!”
Wynn cried, returning to the council room. “Oh, you mustn’t let that woman hold
your child.” She pointed to the pretty girl behind Iviana.


There were a great many
mumblings and Iviana appeared truly startled. “You mean Era? I do not
have a child, but I assure you I would trust anything of mine to her without a
moment’s hesitation.”


“But she’ll take your
baby away!” Wynn insisted.


This, she was certain,
was when she finally lost the woman, for she gazed upon her with a combination
of disturbance and pity. Wynn wished she could disappear inside herself. 


A warm, strong hand
rested upon her shoulder. She turned to find Phillip pointing to the door,
revealing theirs had returned for them. Immediately, she started toward it. 


“Well, uh… I guess I’m
sorry I interrupted your meeting. I’ll… just be going now, if you don’t mind.”


“Now, wait a
moment—" someone shouted just before they’d rushed through the door where
Phillip closed it swiftly behind them.


Filing into the main
room, she threw herself into a chair.


“How did it go?” asked
the prophet from where he yet sat as his desk.


She threw her hands over
her face. “Horrifying. I’m not talking about it.” Peeking at the young men
through the cracks of her fingers, she added, “None of us are.”


Phillip nodded with
understanding, but she could tell he was concealing the slightest of smiles.
Terrance did not attempt to hide his devilish grin. Obviously, he had enjoyed
the spectacle of her failing, whether or not he entirely understood it.


“Precisely what did
just happen in there?” he asked. “You two housing fugitives in a back room or
something? And what was all that rubbish about a door leading to other worlds?”


Wynn saw Phillip attempt
to cut Terrance off, knowing she would not wish to further contemplate the
humbling situation they had just escaped. But the prophet appeared to miss this
as he replied, “Wynn’s door whisks her away to far off places so she may aid
others and learn more about her role as the next prophet.”


“Oooh,”
Terrance replied mirthfully. “So… Wynn was meant to help those people. I
see.”


She closed the cracks of
her fingers through which she could see him but could not help asking, “How can
you believe him so easily? Don’t you think it a little far-fetched?”


“Well, yes, but his
explanation makes far more sense than a bunch of quirky, noble people hiding
away in a room I previously knew nothing of…” He paused a moment as a thought
occurred to him. “Actually… now you mention it, it really doesn’t make
sense. What just happened?”


Wynn let Phillip do both
the explaining and the convincing. When Terrance had finally been brought to
speed, he turned to her with, “You know, I really doubted you could actually be
the prophet’s apprentice, but you’ve certainly surprised me.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, you actually
saw—what do you call them?—visions and the like.”


Wynn laughed bitterly.
“Didn’t you see me in there? I made a miserable fool of myself with those
supposed ‘visions.’”


“Mmm, not exactly. You
should have seen the look on that pretty girl’s face when you said she’d take
the baby away. She, at least, had an idea of what you were blabbing
about, though she would not confess it.”


She mulled this over,
biting at her lower lip. “But she had such a sweet face. She wouldn’t hurt a
child. Nay, I cannot believe it.”


“Well, you don’t have to mean
to hurt someone to do so,” he countered.


She had to admit there
was some wisdom in that… even if it had come from an unlikely
source.  “Terrance…” she started.


“Yes, love?”


“I met your Maera of the
Wood Beguiling.”


“Oooh, did you now? Was
she as beautiful as my mother describes?”


“Hardly.” She shivered upon
recalling the dream-meeting, momentarily contemplating whether she ought to
share it with the prophet. Instantly, she decided against it, not wanting to
worry her dear guardian. “But… I thought that was a made-up story?”


The dwarf grinned as if
she was a silly child he enjoyed teasing. “That, I suppose, is for my mother to
know and you and I to contemplate. But it is nice to know you’ve been thinking
of me.”


She couldn’t tell
precisely what he really thought about the matter, whether he was wrong in disbelieving
his mother’s story or had believed it and merely liked making her feel a fool.
Either way, she wasn’t going to waste another moment wondering about anything
that had to do with that man.
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- E L E V E N -


Of
Prophets and Castles


 


AS DAYS PASSED,
Wynn awaited indications of the things Phillip’s sisters had mentioned the
prophet was capable of, but next to nothing arose. He remained as ever the
quirky old man she could not help finding herself growing to adore. She was
uncertain if these feelings were born of his childlikeness or his unparalleled
grace for others—especially her. Even in her foulest tempers, he saw good in
her and that took her off her guard more than anything she had encountered.
This man was a saint—a peculiar one, to be sure, but full of benevolence and
wisdom just the same.


One day, however, he
responded to one of her stormy temperaments quite differently. He had been away
for the whole of the day and returned to find her in a dreadful humor after she
had once again been working to organize the cabin.


“If you would only remain
here and help me on occasion instead of gallivanting all over the
kingdom or wherever it is you go,” she harangued, “I might just have a little
time for myself once in a while. It isn’t as if I signed on to become your
maid. I am supposed to be learning something here.”


Peering just over her
shoulder, he spoke with severity, “How dare you?”


She melted. Never had she
heard him speak thusly. “I-I’m sorry, prophet...”


“Be gone from this place
at once!” he commanded.


Her mouth dropped open.
“I-I... I am so sorry,” she muttered, reining in tears. “I’ll just… get
my things.”


He appeared mystified by
her words before crying, “Oh, no, you darling girl! I was speaking to
that mite of a wicked sprite that was perched on your shoulder just now.”


Flicking the tears from
her face, she blinked back at him. “A what? You say a sprite?”


“Yes, just a wee daemon.”


“A daemon sprite?”
she nearly squealed. “What was it doing on my shoulder?” Horror set in. 
“Then there really are sprites in this forest! I knew it! Phillip tried
to tell me otherwise, but I–”


“It was using something,”
he broke in with a rational tone, “some loathing or trepidation in your heart,
as an invitation to influence you. That is how it received access to you and
this house. For, no, daemons do not usually dwell in this wood as it is filled
with other entities they do not care for. Not only that, but I try to lead a
life that will not give them entrance. You must work through whatever it was able
to use so you need not fear its return.”


She could not say what it
was he referred to as the “invitation.” Although, there was some pain
tucked away that morphed into hatred before she dismissed it. But even upon
realizing this, she did not know what could be done about it and was not
prepared to share with him.


On the other hand, she
was astonished he was capable of commanding about a malevolent imp and
determined to observe him more diligently.


“Why haven’t you begun
training me?” she asked. “Why do you wait? Are you uncertain I am the one
Phillip was meant to fetch? Do you doubt I can do it?”


Taking a sweet, warming
tenor, he answered, “Not at all, my dearest girl. I think the world of you,
truly. If I’d had half your spirit at your age, I’d have grown capable of a
great deal more at a much earlier time and have saved myself quite a lot of
trouble. Yet, if that trouble had been avoided, I wouldn’t be here with you
now. 


“To tell you the truth,
you might be one of my favorite persons I’ve met… and that has been more than
you would believe. I’m certain you observed the skulls about the place? Those
were left me by old friends upon their deaths to remember them by… yet I cannot
recall a one of their names. Now you, if you were to leave me your
skull, I’d remember unto eternity. I’d keep it in a place of honor—just beside
my multi-realm stone collection, and you know how I feel about it.


“No, it is no fault of
yours I wish us to take our time. In fact, it is because I care for you
that I wait. You see, there have been those who’ve been given a great deal of
power and been trained in the using of it before they were ready. These
individuals were revered greatly by the people who witnessed their
capabilities. Unfortunately, their cases nearly always ended by them committing
some act by which they fell from the pedestals they were placed upon.
Alternatively, it goes to their heads, making them act in a way a vessel of the
Great One ought not. In fact, I have even known some who were seduced by the
servants of the Great One’s enemy, the Dark One, to be used as his
vessels instead, whether or not they knew it.”


She recalled her
dream-meeting with Maera some nights past, so easily understood his meaning.
After all, the sorceress had sought her out for just that purpose. Her doubts
on the subject, therefore, were put at ease by this more than adequate
explanation.


“I am not saying we need
wait years,” he continued, “though if that is what it takes, then so be
it. I only await a word from the Great One for when it is safe to plunge
forward. Then and only then will your spirit be prepared for what is to come.


“Besides, he has already
begun his work in you, if you had not noticed. You are receiving visions and
that is not something to be taken lightly. As for the vanishing door, do not
believe for a moment a trip through it is ever wasted. Your entire
journey since the day of your birth has been utilized to prepare you for what
is to come.”


Wynn took a breath,
releasing it slowly. She liked the prophet and trusted him more than anyone.
Moreover, she was liking the sound of this Great One more and more. The prophet
had mentioned details about him now and again and even Phillip spoke of him
quite often. She had been surprised when the prophet had not immediately
attempted to convert her to his beliefs, but she found learning what she could
from these two and finding her own way quite rewarding. It gave her time to
turn over the things she was learning and she had a great deal of time to think
as the days passed, for the prophet was often away while she was left to manage
the household affairs.


She was abundantly
thankful for Phillip, for he had insisted to those he could that the prophet
and his apprentice did not desire inane visits and they were expected to appear
at the door only when in true need. Even so, if Phillip or even Terrance did
not drop by while the prophet was away, she grew quite restless. As it
happened, the longer she remained, the more extended the prophet’s trips
became, as if the length of them attested to the degree of his faith in her.
When asked, he denied it, insisting he trusted her more with the home than he
did even himself. Even so, the longer he stayed away, the more unusual it
seemed, for he took with him no more than a journal, quill and ink and his rake.


The rake enchanted her on
the first occasion she saw him take it. Though it was customarily used to clear
debris from the path, he preferred to employ it as a walking staff.


“Isn’t that for the
trail?” she asked with an uncharacteristic giggle.


His eyes grew wide and he
appeared mildly distraught. “Oh, dear, have you been needing it?”


“Of course not,” she
soothed, “but why do you use it as an aid for walking?”


His face clearing, he
replied, “An old man has got to get around somehow.”


She never questioned
these outings aloud, for she did not like to pry and he rarely offered
explanation. She assumed this had to do with his reasons for not yet training
her—perhaps there were things she was not prepared to know. Nevertheless, the
comments of Phillip’s sister festered in her mind until she was determined to
ask about them before he departed for his next excursion. Subsequently, it was
only the following day she discovered him packing his few things into the usual
satchel.


“Just what is it you do
while you’re away?” she confronted. “Where do you go?”


He peered up at her for a
moment before stuffing a few papers into his journal. “A variety of things in
an assortment of places, mother dearest.”


She pressed on, despite
his teasing. “I’ve heard you called a wizard, but I’ve never seen you do
anything ‘wizardly.’”


He grew mildly indignant.
“And I hope you never do! Wizards receive their power from the enemy of
the Great One.”


“But what is it you do
that gives them the misconception?”


Fastening his satchel, he
tossed it haphazardly over his shoulder. “You’ll see... one of these days.” He
shuffled toward the door but returned his gaze to her once more with a brow
raised. “You haven’t been paying much attention, have you?”


She was intrigued. Had he
been performing curious acts without her realizing? Accepting the hint, she
determined to pay closer attention in hopes of catching something that would
shed some light on the rumors. 


Before long, she noticed
the people who came to the cabin with simple needs were left to her, but there
were others who came with personal matters. These, he pulled aside to speak
privately. When next she saw them, they appeared free. 


After this, she began to
listen in on what it was he said and learned he truly knew things any ordinary
person could not… far deeper and more intricate details than anything she had
ever seen in her visions. Sometimes, it seemed he could read minds, but if that
was so, he would have scolded her time and again for the discourteous thoughts
she sometimes had about Phillip (after all, he was a helplessly bungling man).


Following these
instances, she noted a man who appeared with a missing arm departed with it
wholly restored to him. Those who came dying of illness received a gentle touch
and departed with exuberant energy. Initially, she was uncertain she could
trust her own eyes, but when last she’d observed enough to be certain, she
asked him about it.


“You’ve begun to pay
attention,” was all he said.


By this time, she grew to
understand there were many details she did not know about him. This only became
more apparent when one day she inquired his age.


Writing hand frozen, he
gazed into the rafters, considering. At last, he replied, “I cannot say that I
remember, Wynnie dear.”


“Oh, do try,” she
persisted.


Once more staring toward
the ceiling, he eventually turned to her with, “I can say that all my
years have not begun to appear on my physical form. Why, if I looked as I
should, I’m quite certain no one would come to visit me and you would never
have stayed.”


Naturally, she was
disconcerted by the confession. She had always taken things as they appeared
and rarely imagined they were not as they seemed. How old could he possibly be
that he could not remember? Of course, she’d heard him go on about how terribly
old he was, but to not even have an estimate? He had to be truly, unnaturally
old. Then again, it was the prophet she was asking. He was a strange
fellow, prone to forgetfulness even in the midst of conversation. But this was
one of the inexplicable traits for which she adored him. 


Nevertheless, the
greatest reason she loved him was unwaveringly growing to be how he saw her in
a way neither she nor anyone else ever had. He treated and spoke to her in ways
she had never in her life experienced. Perhaps most significantly, she adored
how he was coming to feel about her. Often, he stopped whatever
he was about to gaze upon her. When she inquired what he was about, he replied
with something along the lines of how grateful he was she had come to live with
him, that he felt her the daughter he had never been fortunate enough to have
and how the Great One must have chosen her because he knew the prophet could
not bear to give so much of himself over to any other person in her position.
This last statement was muttered more often than she liked and instilled fear
in her soul she found increasingly difficult to ignore. She could not rightly
understand what it meant—for he only became lost in thought if ever she
asked—but it frightened her just the same.


 


* *
*


 


 “I don’t suppose
you’d mind taking a message to Lord Valdren for me?” the prophet asked of Wynn.


Glancing at him as she
swept up his pile of rejected papers, she surprised this was what had become of
his brooding and writing upon parchment after parchment only to crumple up each
one, toss it behind him and begin again.


“You have direct
communication with Lord Valdren… of Valdren Castle?”


“Is there reason I should
not?” he asked in bewilderment.


Apparently not.
She recalled how often he had been called the “great prophet of the Kierelian
kingdom” and was so revered by all. “Well… no,” she replied, “I don’t mind
taking it. Do I entrust it to a guard or…?”


Wide eyes were turned
upon her. “Oh, no. You must promise me you will give it to none but Lord
Valdren himself.”


“But he will not see me!”


“Why ever not?”


“Because I’m, well… I’m
not you, you know. I’m only… me.”


He merely chuckled and
handed her a sealed letter. “You are too amusing, Wynnie.”


Wynn did not feel in the
least like chuckling. She was to somehow gain entrance to the castle as well as
a face-to-face with a lord. At least she was not wearing her trousers as she
had so often noticed offended the standards of the land. Rather, she wore a
simple olive-green dress stolen from the loft. Certainly, it was patched in places,
but her brown one needed washing and she had altered no others to fit her.


Throwing on her customary
emerald cloak, she started for the door.


“Wynn,” the prophet
called as he delved once more into feverish writing.


 “Yes.”


“The back one.”


She turned to find the
vanishing door’s reappearance. Yet, she had this message to deliver. She had
assumed it important, but apparently the door could not wait. Oh, how she
wished it could, for she was in no mood for its antics.


Opening it, a hectic
passage was revealed as people dressed in Kierelian gentry scrambled by one
another. The passers did not take any notice of the girl from another place
standing in watch of them. Scrutinizing the hall, she worked to gather what
place it might be. If she did not know any better, the walls might have been
made from the same stone as Valdren Castle.


“Prophet,” she called.
“Am I to enter Valdren Castle this way?”


He peeked his head around
the corner. “Of course. I need that message delivered as soon as possible.”


Well, this was
unanticipated. Furthermore, she uncertain whether this entrance would prove
help or hindrance. The door had done her no favors thus far. With a shrug, she
stepped through and heard it close behind her, disappearing as usual.


Overwhelmed and out of
place in the midst of all these people, she meandered down the corridor. The
busyness of her surroundings reminded of what a popular location the castle
was, due to the occupation and popularity of the knights. She was further
impressed by the abundance of drippy beeswax candles, more so for the fact they
did set the castle ablaze everyday than for the extravagance of their use.


Having traveled down a
series of passages, she came to the conclusion she would need assistance. Very
near asking the next passerby for directions, she swiftly turned her face away
as she recognized the haughty face coming toward her: Sir Rupert.


 “Say there…” he
spoke out in his cold tenor, though she could tell he was attempting to sound
charming. “Don’t I know you from somewhere?”


So, he did not remember
her… or not exactly. She let her hair fall over her face. 


“Of course not. I am only
a country girl,” she said meekly, working to prevent him from recalling
the boldness of her former temperament.


He laughed softly, the
sound sending anxious chills down her spine. “I am acquainted with many
a country lass, believe me.”


Her heart pounded. Any
other occasion, she’d have had her blade out and challenged him. But to do so
in the castle, especially his own father’s castle, would be certain imprisonment,
to say the least.


“Well, you don’t know
this one,” she replied through gritted teeth. It wasn’t until his eyes narrowed
that she realized her mistake. Unable to control her temper, she would pay for
it.


She fled.


He followed close behind
and the direction in which she ran grew exasperatingly unpopular. There were
but a few servants about who looked on in bewilderment. Of course, they could
not step into a situation which included the son of the castle’s namesake.


Full of terror as he
shouted after her, she reached for the nearest door, flew through it and
swiftly closed it behind her, holding the handle in place.


Despite her efforts, he
was succeeding in forcing the doorknob when she heard the clearing of a throat.
Turning, she released the knob. It was Lord Valdren himself. Immediately, she
fell into what was likely the clumsiest curtsy he had ever received.


Sir Rupert threw the door
wide, immediately catching her arm. “You won’t get away that easy!” he bellowed
down at her.


“Rupert!”
shouted the lord of the southern region.


Sir Rupert released her
and it was only then he appeared to realize where he was. “Father,” he said
with a blend of respect and indignance.


Lord Valdren made his way
around the desk. “What goes on here?” His tone was heated. 


Wynn hardly believed it
was appropriate for anyone, let alone a girl of her standing, to have
forced their way into his private headquarters this way. Undoubtedly, she would
be punished. She had only to discover how severely.


“This waif assaulted me
in the village some days ago,” Rupert stated.


Lord Valdren’s eyes moved
smoothly from Sir Rupert to Wynn, where they remained a few moments before,
“You mean to tell me a girl of this stature was able to harm you, my
son?”


Wynn was certain she
caught a sparkle of amusement in his eyes. She furthermore felt Rupert’s fury
growing in bounds beside her.


“She carries a blade,”
he replied through gritted teeth.


Lord Valdren verified
this, his eyes falling upon the weapon sheathed at her waist. “Mhm...” he
murmured thoughtfully. “Where is your wound?”


“She was unable to
actually harm me…” Rupert replied grudgingly. “Sir Colten’s son stopped her.”


Lord Valdren’s brow went
up at this and he appeared contemplative. “Rupert, you may go.”


“But Father—”


“I said,” he began
with severity before calmly finishing, “…you may go.”


Her peripheral caught the
fiery scowl she was tossed before the son obeyed, closing the door perhaps too
exuberantly behind him.


“Now then…” the lord
began, his full attention on her, “you are the prophet’s apprentice, are you
not?”


She opened and closed her
mouth several times before answering in the affirmative. Not only could she not
fathom how he knew this, but she was surprised by both his easy tone and the
fact he did not immediately question her about her “assault” on Rupert.


He smiled at her
bewilderment. “I have heard reports of the young woman who carries a blade and
wields it as valiantly as any man in my castle. Although… I must admit I had
heard a rumor about tunic and trousers that I am rather disappointed to learn
is false.” 


She did not know what to
make of this until a slow, mirthful grin crept onto his face. It was impossible
not to smile in return. Although certain she could fight better than
any of his men, she was flattered and relieved just the same. After having met
his son, she could never have believed his father so pleasant.


“Oh, I…” She rifled
through the inside pocket of her cloak until her hand fell upon the letter. “I
have this message from the prophet for you. It is what brought me here.”


Taking the communication
from her, he worked the seal. “And wasn’t it ever so helpful of my son to
escort you,” he mumbled.


She froze, uncertain
whether he was hinting this was the story she was to tell if asked about his
pursuing her or if he jested with her again. She caught the nearly concealed
smirk. Yet, this one was not entirely mirthful. Rather, there was a sadness
behind it she was certain arose from thoughts of Rupert.


“I wish you would meet my
eldest,” he muttered as he began reading. The expression on his face became
first quizzical, then grave. But when he looked up, all traces of previous
emotion were replaced with a diplomatic smile. “You would like him a great deal
better.”


Both curious about the
contents of the note and astonished he cared she know his eldest, she said
nothing.


“But perhaps another
time,” he continued, “as I am certain you’ve other matters to attend. Now,
shall I have you escorted from the premises?”


A knot formed in her
stomach as she realized this kindly man was upset with her after all. But the
concern must have shown on her face, for he added, “I mean, so that you will be
safe from the clutches of my youngest.”


“Oh,”
she muttered. This lord was astonishingly considerate. “Er, well, I could use
someone to see me to that hall with the…” She thought about how to describe it.
“With the paintings of you and your family. I should be able to find my way
from there.”


With a curious brow, he
pulled a summoning rope. “As you wish.”


A servant arrived to
accompany her. But just before they exited, Lord Valdren added, “It was a
pleasure meeting you, young lady. You must tell the prophet I am impressed by
you.”


She felt a blush creep
into her cheeks as she smiled and offered another poor curtsy before following
the servant out. Indeed, Lord Valdren was a remarkable man. And here she had
always judged noblemen so severely—had even criticized poor Phillip when first
she’d met him. It seemed her prior suppositions were grossly mistaken.
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- T W E L V E -


The Pains of Friendship


 


“WELL, I SUPPOSE THAT could
have been worse,” Wynn huffed as she passed through the vanishing door. “You’d
never guess who—”


“You’ve a visitor,” the
prophet interjected.


“Oh?” She rounded the
corner to find Phillip’s sister, Joselyn, sitting beside the fire.


The fine lady in fuchsia
rushed over as swiftly as a floor-length gown permitted. “I simply had
to see you. Might we speak in private?” She glanced about the place. “Outside,
perhaps? Better yet, have you a private bedchamber?”


Wynn found herself
affronted by this question, though in fact she had not possessed one until
she’d come to live in the cabin. “Of course,” she replied. “Follow me.”


She was quite surprised
to find Joselyn had come to see her. For she’d not felt they had connected in
the slightest. In fact, she had found it difficult to like the girl.


“This is an agreeable
room,” Joselyn cooed as she helped herself to the cushioned chair in the
corner. Wynn pulled her wooden stool over.


Leaning in, the young
lady whispered, “There is a man, you see.”


Oh dear.


“We have been meeting at
social events for some time now and he has at last asked me… to marry
him.”


“Oh. Well, that is
wonderful for you,” Wynn spoke with as much enthusiasm as she could muster for
someone she was hardly acquainted with over a man she knew nothing of.


“Yes, but you see, I…”
Here, she appeared to be thinking how best to word her following statement. “I
have been told… by some… that he would not suit me.”


“Ah.”


“But I believe… he
does.”


“Then… there you have
it?”  Wynn could not comprehend why Joselyn was sharing this with her of
all people. 


In the next moment, the
girl flew to her knees before Wynn and took her by the hands, peering up with
great emotion. “Do you really think so? Do you truly believe I have my own heart
alone to consult and not those of… others?”


Wynn raised her brows.
“That I cannot say.”


Joselyn dropped Wynn’s
hands and stared down at her own where they lay in her lap. “I am so torn for
what to do.” She peered up with tear-filled eyes. “I love him, Wynn.
Haven’t you some vision or something that may reveal what I am to do?”


So, that was it. Yet,
Wynn could not understand why this girl had not gone to the prophet for such a
matter. It felt terribly out of her depth. Still, the least she could do was
try. “May I see your hands again?” she asked.


The girl nodded, swatting
tears away. 


With the closing of her
eyes, Wynn had only to wait a moment before she saw Joselyn making her way
toward a chapel with flowers in her hair, clothed in a simple white gown. “Hm…”


“What is it? Did you see
something?”


“I believe I saw you on
your wedding day.”


“Oh! Then the Great One
must be telling me I am to marry him after all!”


Wynn hesitated. “Yes…
yes, I think that must be it.”


Joselyn sprang to her
feet, raising Wynn to hers as she threw her arms around her. Pulling away, she
cried, “Oh, you are a true sister already!”


“Am I?” Wynn asked with a
warm, terribly confused half-smile. She had not realized conveying a vision to
someone made them so close.


“Of course, you silly girl!
Oh, I must go! I haven’t much time!”


“Time for what?”


“To get word to him, you
sweet, lovely creature. My, I had not realized one could look so pretty in an
olive gown such as that.” She scrunched up her nose. “But you wear it as if you
were a fairy queen!” With that, she embraced her once more before racing for
the door.


 


* *
*


 


Hours later, Phillip
arrived on horseback with hair utterly disheveled. “Meggie told me Joselyn came
to visit this morning,” he said upon stalking into the room. “Can you tell me
what it was about?” 


“Come and sit down,
Phillip,” Wynn urged, not liking to see him in such a fretful state. “What is
this about?” 


“Thank you, no. I do not
have time to pass the time of day.” Releasing a long breath, he continued, “I’m
sorry. It is only that I was meant to accompany Joselyn to a party this
afternoon, and though I waited for her until the time of the party’s beginning,
she never arrived to meet me. I searched the whole of the house but found no
trace of her. I knew not what to do but to wait a little longer. When the party
should have ended, I grew anxious, as you can imagine, so I asked my sisters if
they knew anything of her whereabouts. That is what has brought me here.” He
looked to her with expectation.


Uncertain how to respond,
she presumed Joselyn had run off to marry the man she loved. But she had not
realized the young lady would do so without making her family aware. “Well…”
she began, uncertain if it was in the “prophet’s code of conduct” to divulge
knowledge shared in confidence. “She asked me what to do about this man she
wished to wed. I saw a vision of her in a white gown outside a chapel, so… I
told her she was to marry.” As his anxiety morphed into horror, she quickly
added, “But I promise you, I had no idea she would do so without your parents’
approval.”


“Wynn…” he whispered,
voice hoarse. “The man she loves is Sir Rupert.”


She gasped, instantly
ill. “I do not understand. Why would she ever care to marry that brute?”


“How should I know?” It
was clear he knew not what to think or do. It was clearer still he was working
not to reveal how angry he was with her. “I have seen him make a woman feel
special a time or two… watched as it happened. But I never expected he would go
after one of my own sisters. Of course, she had been proclaiming for years she
would marry him one day. My parents had always laughingly told her how unhappy
she would be if she did… but I never thought anything would come of her girlish
fancy until she confided in Meggie that the two had been exchanging letters
these last months and been speaking at social gatherings, that he was alluding
to marriage. Horrified, Meggie shared Jos’ secrets with my parents, who only
two evenings ago forbade her from speaking with him ever again.” Running a hand
through his mess of hair, he said, “I must go… I must find her before it is too
late.”


She clasped her hands
together, stomach turning over and over. “But she left some time ago. They may
already be wed by now.”


“You think he really
intends to marry her? He is already promised to another.”


Her stomach dropped. “Oh,
poor, poor Joselyn…” she murmured, going for her cloak. “I will help you
search. Have you any idea where she might be.”


“Not the faintest,” he
replied. “I will try Evesburrow and the East Village, if you will visit
Nierwood and wherever else you can think to look.” In an instant, he was gone,
his horse soon galloping into the trees.


“Oh, prophet, prophet,
what have I done!” Wynn cried when she realized he’d been standing behind her
during the exchange. 


“Do not fret yet, my
Wynnie. I will send the Great One on before you. All will be well.”


Even so, after she had
spent the remainder of the evening and half the night searching in vain, she
returned without hope. She was aware she looked an utter wreck when the
prophet, upon seeing her, rushed her into a chair and attempted to feed her.
But she would take nothing.


“Have you heard from
Phillip?” she asked with the faintest glimmer of hope.


“He stopped by a little
while ago…” he said with some hesitation, “but only to inquire if we had any
word.”


She sank in her chair,
utterly worn and numb. “I searched everywhere I could think, asked directions
to nearby villages. I checked with every inn, chapel, tavern and even half the
private homes I passed… but I found no trace of them. Of course, it is
difficult when one cannot mention actual names.”


“My dear, you have worn
yourself into a tizzy. You ought to have returned hours ago.”


She ignored him. All
through the night, she had driven herself on out of loathing for herself. How
she regretted having begun to see herself as something like the prophet with
her visions and giving advice where she had no business. To have influenced Phillip’s
sister after he had been such a kind friend to her, and his family having made
her so welcome.


A sudden bout of tears
sprang to her eyes. She dug her fingernails into her palms, chewed her lower
lip, glared into the rafters, but to no avail. After the first tear escaped,
the rest were unquenchable.


“Oh, my dear, dear girl,”
the prophet soothed. Pulling his chair beside hers, he patted her hands. “You
must not despair. Until we hear some word, we have no right to give up hope.”


But she could not cease
her weeping. She shook with sorrow and frustration and appeared a broken little
girl, she knew, but she could not stop. Every guise, every wall she had ever
worn, disintegrated in those moments. She was broken open and vulnerable. She
had failed and she would very likely lose everything she had gained since
coming to the cabin: friendships, apprenticeship… home.


“Do you—do you think the
Great One will still want me?” she asked in a broken tenor.


“Want you?” the
prophet repeated. “My girl, I have spoken with him face to face myself and I
assure you he adores you.”


She looked up at him and
sniffed, though it did little good; her nose was stuffed through. “Really?” She
had not realized he knew the Great One that personally.


“Yes, really. In fact, he
loves you even more than I do and I think we both know how I feel about
you.”


“But I have done this thoughtless
thing, used his name to give someone permission to do something he never
intended. How can he want me for your apprentice after this?”


“I’m afraid you dwell
under a misconception, dearest. The Great One’s approval does not cease when we
make mistakes. In fact, mankind is expected to make them… that is why it has
been covered by the death and new life of his son, the Anointed One. You recall
my telling you about him, don’t you—how the Anointed One died an innocent
death, taking upon himself the failures of mankind, so that we would not be
separated from the Great One?”


“I thought you were just
telling one of your stories.”


“Have you not learned by
now, no matter how farfetched the things I say may sound, everything I speak is
true?”


“But I don’t understand
why the son of a god would do that.”


“To tell you the truth,”
he leaned in with a whisper, “neither do I.” His eyes sparkled with mirth and
she found herself smiling in return. But the moment that little portion of
lightness reached her, she recalled the danger she had led Joselyn to and her
stomach twisted again. She hid her face in her hands.


“I think…” the prophet
began tentatively, “you are the sort of person who very easily blames herself
for other’s mistakes… that you have a history of it.”


Her heart clenched with
these words and she shook her head as fresh tears burned her face. He knelt
before her then and took her hands into his own, looking her full in the eyes
with his clear blue ones.


“This is not entirely
your fault, my girl. You did not instruct her to spirit away without a word to
her family.” Swallowing, he added in a soft, feeling voice, “As for what
happened to your parents… that was not your fault either.”


Her heart squeezed
painfully as she peered back into his eyes.


“And…” he began again,
“you did not deserve their treatment of you. You were—are—a remarkable little
woman… with strength and stamina beyond your years.”


Tears beginning to slow,
she wondered how he could know these things. How could he speak directly to the
issues at the very center of her being? Of course… he was the prophet. This was
what he did.


 “But…” she sat up,
thinking through her conversation with Joselyn, “why did I have that vision of
her in the gown?”


“Yes, I’ve thought of
that. Trouble is, you never saw the face of the groom, did you?”


“I didn’t. Oh, why didn’t
I mention that?”


“Why, because you had not
thought of it, my dear.”


 


* *
*


 


A knock sounded at the
door.


Wynn immediately awoke in
her chair and would have raced to answer had the prophet not already been
there. She heard him thank whoever had arrived as he closed the door and turned
to face her, sealed letter in hand. Opening it, he read silently.


“What is it, prophet? Is
it from Phillip?”


He nodded. “Joselyn is
safe. She returned home early last night of her own accord while he’d been out
searching for her. It seems Sir Rupert never bothered to arrive at their agreed
meeting place. I do believe that is the first time I’ve heard of the lad’s
insensitivity working to one’s benefit.”


Releasing a relieved
sigh, she sat back in her chair. “Thank the Great One.” She felt light
as a feather. The world was a glowing, enchanted place now she had not
destroyed someone’s life.


“Phillip apologizes for
not having written sooner, but he had not returned until very early this
morning. He also thanks us for our discretion.”


“As if I’d ever
want to share this story,” she muttered, leaping to her feet to begin
preparations for breakfast.


“What are you about,
young woman? You ought to be getting into bed. You only just fell asleep as the
first rays of morning shone through the trees.”


“Oh, I will, but I’m
hungry as a mule and so exultant I want to prepare you something for a
change.”


After a filling meal of
burned toast, crisp eggs and another batch of genuinely well-done porridge, she
finished off the morning curled up in bed. It was nearing the noon meal when
she awoke, so she dressed before proceeding into the main room. Finding the
prophet absent, she volunteered herself to fix that meal as well by taking up
the water bucket and strolling to the well.


It was a glowing
afternoon, a steady breeze whistling through her scarlet locks. Birds sang and
bees hummed, but it was the voices of the two men she liked best in the world
walking through the trees nearby that warmed her heart.


Swiftly, she dipped the
bucket into the well to begin preparations, but upon hearing her name, she
lifted the bucket and hauled it with her behind the tree beyond which they
spoke.


“Phillip, we’ve discussed
this once before and I’ve told you not to worry. Really, you are considering
this matter over her eyes too earnestly. She wasn’t selected for their color,
you know.”


“It isn’t that I doubt her.
I doubt myself in the fetching of her. What if it was a trap set by the
Dark One that I might find the wrong girl? I know you insist her eyes are
green, but I have heard her speak of their being yellow myself.”


The prophet stopped him.
“You were confident enough when you brought her here, Phillip. What has brought
on this new-found doubt?”


 “Well…” He hesitated.
“This whole business with Joselyn… it was because of Wynn that she decided it
was the will of the Great One to go through with it. I cannot fathom an
apprentice of yours should be making such errors with people’s lives. I mean,
mercifully Jos came through all right—”


“Phillip,”
the prophet growled, “you are being unfair. No apprentice of mine could ever be
perfect. She made a mistake, as any other human. That is all. It is the
nature of every person on the face of any planet.” 


“But you do not
make mistakes of that kind and it is your shoes she is to fill.”


“Again, I say that is
unfair and unjust. You’ve known me as an overly experienced old man. I have
already come through my fires and failings—and my transgressions were more
numerable than you could estimate. Wynn has only just begun her
journey.”


“Yes, but… do you not
think she begins it… I don’t know, roughly? She is a broken person. Do you
really think someone with their own issues is whole enough to aid others with
theirs?”


With a wounded gasp, Wynn
inadvertently released the water bucket, leaving her with no choice but to
reveal her hiding place.


“What is so wrong
with my eyes, Phillip, that I cannot be his apprentice?” she questioned
angrily. “If only you knew how it was the evening I agreed to it, you would
know I must be the right girl, though I doubt it most of the time myself. The
only reason I am able to convince myself of it is recalling how it was the
night I said yes.”


Phillip’s face had grown
white the instant she showed herself. “I-I… I am sorry, Wynn. I do not doubt
you. I just…”


“Do not speak it,
Phillip,” the prophet commanded, his expression fiercer than Wynn could have
thought possible. “You do not understand the damage such words can do—to Wynn
and to her faith in herself and what she will become. I do not care what
either of you think. Her eyes are greener than any I’ve seen in my life.
The Great One could not care less whether they were red, blue or purple. She
is the one.” With that, he marched in the direction of the cabin.


Silence stretched between
Wynn and Phillip as neither knew what to say—one lamenting his overactive
tongue, the other regretting having opened her heart to friendship. Every last
word she had heard him utter had been a needle to the heart. She had not
realized how vulnerable she’d made herself to him.


At last, he took a step
forward. “I’m so sorry I—”


“Don’t worry about it,”
she snapped. “I’m not surprised by your qualms.” Turning from him, she marched
herself into the cabin much as the prophet had.


But once inside, she
found the prophet not within. She folded her arms as she threw herself into a
chair. When Phillip entered, he, too, appeared bewildered by the prophet’s
absence and did not seem to know what to do with himself. At last, he took a
seat at the desk and crossed his arms as well.


She understood he was
nearly as angry as she, though for what reason, she could not imagine. It was
not his faults that had been laid out upon the table, though he had
many. After all, what kind of grown man could hardly keep himself atop a horse?


As his face grew red with
some silent notion, her patience diminished. 


“Just what is your
trouble?” she called to him.


He peered at her as if he
would dearly like to respond but only sat silently.


“Well?”
she pressed.


“Well…” he began in
quieted anger, “it was not I who nearly ruined my sister’s reputation,
so I do not see why I should be made to feel badly. It is you who refuses to
take responsibility for your actions.”


She seethed and for the
first time in her life knew not how to retort. Standing to her feet, she paced.
How could he think she did not blame herself—hate herself in fact? Did he not
know her at all? His sisters prided him on his ability to read people, yet he
did not seem to know up from down with her. And the way he had spoken of her brokenness
as easily as if it was common knowledge… and behind her back. It left her
speechless. She had to get out before she resorted to physical combat.


In
a double take, she glanced down the corridor: the vanishing door. For the first
time, its appearance was desirable. She thrust herself through it.
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- T H I R T E E N -


The Thirteenth Throne


 


PHILLIP WATCHED HER
go but was so caught up in his own musings, it was some time before he recalled
what that door was for. Well, he was glad she had gone before he had said
something he’d regret. Yet, even as he thought this, he felt pangs of remorse.
Rarely had he spoken in anger and though little had been said in this instance,
he wished he had not done it to her of all people. He sensed her brokenness and
bemoaned having spoken so freely about it with the prophet. One was to be
understanding and full of grace for someone who had endured what he could only
imagine she had.


“Where is Wynn?” the
prophet inquired upon entering with Terrance at his side. 


Phillip pointed to the
door.


The prophet raised a
brow. “Why is it still here then?”


It took Phillip a moment
to process his meaning before he recalled it should ordinarily have vanished
after she’d passed through.


“That door back again?”
Terrance muttered, peering disappointedly into the empty cauldron before the
fireplace. “Well, I wish her better luck than it brought the last time.”


The prophet opened it.
“Do you think you could find her, Phillip?” he asked, tone melancholy.


At the sound of the
prophet’s voice, Phillip leaped to his feet to discover what lay beyond.
Bizarrely, a sort of thick, semitransparent substance blanketed the doorway,
beyond which lay a scarcely identifiable forest.


“If you need me to,”
Phillip replied, though the thought of leaping into whatever that was made him
ill. “What is it?”


“The veil of a dozen
sorcerers,” replied the prophet. “That forest, wherever it is, is shrouded in
it.”


Before either Phillip or
the prophet could stop him, Terrance sauntered up and poked at it with a single
finger. At once, it rolled like a mild ocean wave. In the next moment, it drew
his hand into its mass.


“Er, should I not have
done that?” asked the little man as he worked at extracting the hand. “This
can’t kill me or anything, right?” It continued reeling him. “Gentlemen?”


Just before his head was
pulled in, the prophet tapped him on the nose. “Enjoy your swim, Terrance.
Phillip will be along shortly.” 


With that, the dwarf was
swept away. The two who remained watched as it carried him into the unknown
forest. The elder man appeared entertained while the younger stood in horror.
Phillip turned to him in disbelief that he should expect him to dive into the
ghastly thing that had just kidnapped their friend.


The prophet raised a
brow. “This is not a place in which she should be on her own, my boy.” With
that, he shoved him.


Phillip had not only been
unprepared to enter but had not realized he would be unable to breathe.
Furthermore, the sensation of moving through the mysterious mass was
disturbing. He began to fight his way back to the cabin when a hand reached in
for him. In the next moment, he was toppling onto the ground.


“Well, that wasn’t so
bad,” Terrance muttered as he dusted himself off. “Could have been worse. Where
would you say we are?”


Phillip glanced up at him
but said nothing. He observed their surroundings. “Well, this is just great…”


“Have you something
against one of the most dazzling forests you’ve ever beheld?”


But the forest did not
appear dazzling to Phillip. It was dark and cold. He could only assume Terrance
was under the spell from which he and Wynn had formerly suffered when they’d
been there last, or something like it. Whatever it was had likely been broken
off him forever when he’d entered the witch’s home.  “I do if it is the
Wood Beguiling.”


Terrance raised his brows
and peered about. “You mean it’s real? I attempted to locate it after Wynn had
claimed she’d met the sorceress of my mother’s stories, but I found no trace.”


“I suppose that is
because one may only find it if Maera wishes.”


The dwarf froze. “Does
that mean she lured us here?”


Phillip shook his head.
“I don’t think we’re supposed to be here at all. The prophet mentioned it was
‘shrouded’ or something. We weren’t supposed to get through that barrier at the
door.” He looked to where it had vanished and found that same barrier continued
as far as the eye could see.


“Then, how did we?”


Phillip attempted to
press through the shroud to no avail. “The cabin must have weakened it in that
place. The only way we’re getting out of here is if and when the door appears
for us.”


“So, I am forced to
remain in this accursed place where that woman might actually have cursed me
resides?”


Phillip raised his brows.
Everyone knew his mother’s story was nonsense. “We need to find Wynn. Can you
track her?”


“Aaah, that’s right. You
can’t track. I’d forgotten how hopeless you were in our boyhood. Nothing like
Brodrick, though I suppose you were a good many years younger than he.”


Phillip both relished and
detested mentions of his brother, especially when it was positive and even if
it was used as something of an insult. But the only thought in his mind just
then was Wynn. “Never mind your boyhood memories. Track her.”


Terrance stole a moment
to scrutinize Phillip’s face and appeared as if he would have liked to say
something but turned with a devilish smirk to do as told. Phillip was grateful
for his discretion, as he was certain he had read his mind. However, it was
unlike Terrance not to speak every thought that entered his mind, so it
was only a few moments before he broke the silence.


“If I recall correctly,
you’ve never had much talent with ladies, have you, Phillip?”


Phillip rolled his eyes.
This was most assuredly true, but he would never desire the sort of “talent”
Terrance possessed for flattering and manipulating them, wooing a whole number
at once. “You know full well what my capabilities are.”


“But Wynn is no ordinary
lady, I suppose?”


Phillip clenched his
teeth. “Indeed,” he replied in a closing tone.


“I’d woo her myself if I
had any hope in the world she’d go for it.”


Phillip drew up beside
him and knew not what to do with himself. That Terrance would dare speak so
flippantly about a young woman who was their friend was inexcusable.
“You’ll try nothing of the kind,” he replied menacingly.


Terrance’s momentary
astonishment relaxed into another smirk. “I thought as much... Wouldn’t have
guessed it before, mind you.”


With every fiber of
Phillip’s being, he worked not to reply, but could not keep from saying, “I have
no idea what you’re talking about.”


Terrance stole a glance
at him. “Even if you don’t, it doesn’t make it any less true.”


“Ooph!” a small figure
grunted as Phillip collided with it.


All he needed to see was
blazing red hair before relief flooded him. “Wynn?”


“Phillip?” she said,
ignoring the hands offered her as she picked herself up off the ground. “What
are you doing here?” She appeared equally grateful and peeved.


“I’m here too,” Terrance
put in.


“The prophet sent me
after you,” Phillip defended. “Said it wasn’t safe for you to be alone.”


“So, he sent you of
all people?” she questioned.


He was taken aback. He
knew she was referring to his ineptness, but she had not mentioned it for some
time and he’d hoped it was beginning to go unnoticed in her eyes.


“Lucky me,” she mumbled,
righting her clothing. “What are we doing here anyway?”


He shrugged.


“Well, didn’t you bother
to ask the prophet?”


He hesitated and looked
to Terrance, who retreated a few paces.


“I didn’t exactly get the
chance,” Phillip admitted.


 “Great,” she
murmured, looking around them.


“My sentiments exactly.”


Her glare shot back to
him. “Well, you didn’t have to come here. I’m sure the prophet would
have understood.”


“My, I am not at all
accustomed to being present for an argument for which I am not the cause,”
Terrance said, obviously uncomfortable with the lack of attention he was
receiving. Or perhaps, very against his usual nature, he was working to ease
the tension.


 But Phillip had
frozen at her final words. “Understood what…? That I’m a coward?”


She appeared frozen as
well.


“I’m not exactly a coward
you know,” he said. “I’m just useless and I know it.”


“Well, maybe you wouldn’t
be if you didn’t ‘know it,’” she snapped.


“That doesn’t even make
sense.”


“Does to me.”


“Well, I think we both
know I’m the idiot here, so I’ll just defer to your wisdom.”


“Oh, stop it!” she
cried, squatting to the ground to hug her arms around her knees. Silence
commenced, broken only by her heated breathing. Quietly and full of vulnerable
emotion, she said, “I don’t think you’re a coward or an idiot… at least
not anymore.”


He knew not how to
respond. All traces of his anger had vanished when she’d cried out.


“You’re wrong about my
not taking responsibility for what happened with Joselyn,” she continued. “I
searched all night until I knew not where else to go. I hate myself for what
could have happened to her. Had she not been safe, I would have left
everything, left the southern region, for I couldn’t have faced you
again.”


Oh, what a fool he could
be. She was wrong. He was an idiot. Of course Wynn was sorry for
what had happened. And, in truth, she wasn’t to blame. “It was Joselyn who made
the choice to run off without telling us,” he returned.


“Joselyn did what?”
murmured Terrance, who received a heated glare from both of them.


“But because of me,” she
continued, “she thought it was the will of the Great One. How dare I have tried
to speak so on his behalf?”


Phillip shook his head
and knelt down beside her. “You never said it was his will she slip away like
that.”


She peered up at him,
blinking back tears. “You aren’t blaming me anymore?”


“I never should have. I
was tired and angry and wrong.” He held out his hand where she placed it
as he helped her to her feet again.


“Well,” Terrance began,
“now all that is taken care of, would anyone mind helping me
ascertain what we’re doing in this godforsaken forest?”


Wynn pulled out her sword
to point at him. “Don’t you dare speak a word of what you heard about
Joselyn to another soul, do you hear me? Else I will personally make more than
certain you regret it for the rest of your days.”


He raised his arms. “No
need to bully me again, Miss Wynnifred. I’d never do anything to hurt Jossy.”


 


* *
*


 


It felt hours before the
three spotted glowing flames some way off. Wynn had begun to feel certain they
were walking in an exasperatingly large circle. Without a path to guide them,
everything looked the same. Too, there was that eerie silence and the thickness
of the air that left one ill, making it difficult to think clearly. 


 “Someone is there,”
she whispered as she drew to a sudden halt.


      
“Well, we expected as much, did we not?” Terrance asked. “I mean, most fires do
not start themselves.”


       “I
meant… many someones. We must tread lightly.”


       They
continued at a hurried pace, but the closer they drew, the more shivers ran
through her. Maera, the very one who had kidnapped her sleeping spirit, would
be present, for this was her wood.


The three peered out from
behind a large tree. Wynn nearly gasped when she viewed the myriad of
eccentricities. Surrounding the purple-hued fire were twelve uniquely ornate
chairs upon which were seated a variety of distinctive individuals.


“The dozen,” Phillip
whispered under his breath.


      
“What?” Wynn hissed.


“The prophet said this place
was shrouded by the veil of a dozen sorcerers.”


The Secret Circle of
Southern Sorcerers, she deduced, wishing she had chosen to
share her dream with the prophet after all.


"Maera, I simply
cannot understand how you’ve let yourself go like this,” said a woman sat upon
a sparkling crystal chair as beautiful as her artificial appearance. Dressed in
an exaggeratedly full gown of pastel pinks and blues, a swirling, pointed horn
protruded from her forehead.


“Maera?”
Terrance gasped from behind their tree as Phillip slapped a hand over the
dwarf’s mouth.


       “You
used to be the most powerful of us all,” the woman continued. “It is
disgraceful."


"You try
housing beside that prophet's dratted wood and see how many visitors you get,”
Maera snapped in her smooth voice. “Besides, I was holding out for grander game
as you are all aware.”


Wynn had an eerie feeling
she was referring to her.


"’Was,’ meaning you
failed," a man uttered nonchalantly from his golden leafed throne. Dressed
in a fine emerald jacket, the remainder of his clothing along with his eerily
glowing eyes were in various shades of green.


Wynn found most of the
sorcerers at least mildly attractive, likely due to enchantment, but their
ideas of beauty were all quite different from the norms of Kierelian society.


Another sorceress with
hair of multicolored thread drew the circle’s attention. “Perhaps you ought to
have taken your cues from Arcadias, after all,” she said to Maera, gesturing to
the unicorn woman.


“You mean prancing about
like an insipid doll?” Maera queried. “You will never catch me doing anything
of the sort.”


       “No,
no, no,” Arcadias condescended, “though, of course, I thank you for the
compliment, Maera. However, I delight people. I attract them with
elegance, grace and good nature. I am certain it has very little to do with the
way I look.”


       “You
do present yourself with elegance,” complimented the possibly too handsome
man in green, “but I’m afraid you must not discount your delicate beauty.”


“Yes, Deviant, I suppose you
would know a thing or two about attracting converts with a charming smile,” she
responded with a sickeningly sweet smile of her own.


"Watch it,” Maera
snapped. “Don’t forget what I did to the last woman who caught Deviant’s
eye."


"Mmm, yes…” Deviant
began in an appeasing tone. “I cannot thank you enough for pulling me out of
that one. Imagine what I might not have become had I fallen for an ordinary
woman and not been shown the light of your enlightened ways.” 


Terrance glanced to Wynn
with wide eyes. She knew precisely what he was thinking. The “ordinary woman”
was in reference to his mother.


"Yes, yes, yes,”
another woman began, dressed in cloudy, foamlike bubbles from head to toe. “But
it is a miracle you can work your craft at all at this point, Maera. A true testament
to your power.” This was spoken with passive-aggressive scorn. Maera appeared
ready to use the last of her power to ruffle the woman’s bubbles when another
spoke out.


“Can we not get down to
business?” asked the low voice of a much younger woman. “I must return before I
am found missing.”


The three hiding behind
the tree looked to one another. Wynn was certain she had heard the voice before
but could not place it. She peered closer but gained no further view of the
speaker other than a rather ordinary though exquisite gown of Kierelian fashion
covered with a large hooded cloak that concealed her face. Her chair was fairly
ordinary as well, appearing merely cushioned and covered in a reddish-brown
material.


 “Yes, of course, my
dear protégé,” Maera cooed. “Leave it to the youngest of us all to see we get
to the objective of this meeting.”


“Though, of course, we
hold out hope for a convert younger still,” said the foam lady upon her bubble
throne.


“Ah, yesss, the young
apprenticccce,” said a low-voiced woman garbed in snakeskin upon her serpentine
throne. “The very one you failed to seduccce to our caussse, Maaaaera.”


Maera wriggled in her
seat. It was apparent she was unaccustomed to being spoken to in this manner.
At one time, she’d likely been a powerful leader and if not for past
accomplishments, might have lost her position.


 “Think of
what we could do with such a vessel in our number,” Arcadias said dreamily.


“And to have our
thirteenth throne filled at last,” said the witch of the threaded hair.


At her words, a steel
throne, sparking with lightning, appeared among them. Wynn’s body nearly
convulsed when she saw it. She felt akin to it. Beyond any doubt, it was
meant for her, made from the materials of a sword and sparking with her fiery
spirit.


“It has transformed,”
Deviant said, sitting forward in his seat. “I had not realized it was already
prepared for her.”


“I commanded it to be
ready,” the youngest explained. “It falls to me to approach her.”


Arcadias nodded with an
almost proud smile. “You will succeed. I have foreseen it.”


“I know I will. Only
leave it to me.”


Wynn noticed Maera
appeared neither thrilled nor convinced and she could only hope the witch did
not intend on meeting with her again. It was not that Wynn wished to be wooed
by any of these sorcerers. But for some reason, she could not bear the
thought of ever facing Maera again. 


"Now then,” said a
supercilious man with hair that twisted into a large gray curl at the top of
his head. “Is everything in place for our revenge and removal of Lord Valdren?”


Wynn twitched and looked
to Phillip with wide eyes. Perhaps if she had not so recently met the lord and
learned what a rare individual he was, she would not feel so very sick as she
did at that moment.


“Everything is as it has
been for the last two and a half decades,” said another of the assemblage. “I
am not at all certain why we have to keep having these meetings.”


“Because we are so very
close, my friends,” Maera said eagerly. “I can feel it. The breaking point is
near.”


“Yes, our chosen
instrument seems to have come along quite nicely through the years. Of course,
we all loathe to recall the trouble with our first selection…”


The snake-like lady
appeared disgusted. “Too blasssted pure, for my liking, I alwaysss sssaid.”


“But the second was weak
and pliable,” Maera said, as if working to draw attention from what must have
been another of her failings.


 “Yes, our curses
have been hard at work and he has acquiesced accordingly,” Deviant put in,
slicking his hair back.


“How much longer do we
think?” Arcadias asked.


“Yes, I do not know how
much longer I can keep up my charade,” said the youngest. “I fervently await
our coming supremacy when I may reveal myself to the world as the witch I have
become.”


“Sorceress, dear,”
Maera corrected. “We may use the correct term when among our own kind. We must
only pretend to be humble green- witches and the like for a small time longer.”


“Speak for yourself,”
Arcadias put in. “I am an enchantress."


“Yes, yes, we all know
how your angel of light act has been working for you,” Maera replied. “We none
of us understand why you persist on wearing that unicorn horn on your
head, but we know you have done miraculously well in any case.”


Arcadias stroked her horn
with pride. “I like it,” she said contentedly.


“At any rate,” Maera
continued. “I do believe we have but weeks to months before the birth of our
whole scheme comes to a crown and Lord Valdren will be well and truly
ruined—taken out by his own."


“Oh, I cannot wait
to have our revenge on that blasted lord,” the bubble lady squealed. “The way
he waltzed into our territory which we had governed for years and
denounced us, stealing away our wild people whom we had managed for as long as
I have been a sorceress…” 


“Well, preserve that
hatred, Glaidelyn,” Maera interjected. “We will have regained power over the
southern vicinity soon enough.”


Abruptly, Phillip slipped
from the rock upon with he’d stood, fiercely shaking the branch to which he
clung.


“Hussssh,” said
the snake woman. “Sssomeone is about.”


Phillip looked to Wynn
with wide eyes…


Leaping from their hiding
place, she ran, hearing the lads follow suit.


The almost seemingly
charming sorcerers began to utter sounds she had only heard from wild beasts
and nightmares. There were howls, shrieks and screams, growling, cackling and
guttural battle cries.


But what she heard next
sent her feet soaring.


“I can see them! It is
the apprentice!”


       “We
can’t let them get away after what they’ve heard,” Maera called above the rest.
“After them, my comrades!”


       “This
way!” Wynn shouted, veering to the left. But as suddenly as she had turned to
check on Phillip and Terrance, she found herself tumbling into the cabin.


       The
prophet peered around the corner from where, by the aroma, he was preparing
their supper.


       She
turned to the open door. Where were they? They had been right behind her, she
was certain. “Phillip!” she screamed into the darkness.


Nothing. 


Dashing back through, she
ignored the prophet’s call. Darting around the last bend, she found Terrance
attempting to pull Phillip along on a wounded leg.


       Wynn
wasted no time in joining them, placing her own arm around Phillip. But when
the nightmarish calls of their pursuers sounded too close for comfort, she
screamed for the prophet’s aid.


       In an
instant, he was beside them and in a swift, wondrous swoop, he stole Phillip up
into his arms as a damsel and dashed him into the cabin. Without effort from a
one of them, the door threw itself shut where it instantly vanished.


       Wynn
and Terrance stole a few moments to gain their breath.


       “I’m
glad you were there, Terrance,” she admitted. “For Phillip.” What might have
happened to him had the small man not been there?


       “I’m
not,” he replied. “You ever tried to support someone over twice your size?
Never felt less masculine in my life. But, for heavens, the prophet…” 


He drew around the corner
where she followed. Now they were in the safety of the cabin, it was with humor
she recalled the picture of Phillip in the prophet’s arms. But was no less
unbelievable.


Phillip stood upon both
legs as though testing the previously wounded one. “Thanks,” he mumbled to the
prophet as he strode over to what was frying in the fireplace.


“Did you just heal him?”
Wynn queried, amazed he could have done so before she’d even rounded the
corner.


Phillip stole a bite of
what looked like nearly caramelized sausage with fermented cabbage and turned
to her with wide eyes. “Don’t you have any idea who you’re living with?” he
managed past the mouthful.


She blushed. “Of course I
do,” she retorted, pulling the desk chair over to the fire. With great concern,
she turned to the prophet. “We’ve things to tell you.”


“Yes, we have,” Terrance
put in, “but I’m still waiting for an explanation as to how the prophet was
able to convey that lug of a Phillip around.”


Wynn shook her head.
“Prophet, we saw the Secret Circle of—"


The prophet nodded. “The
SCSS.”


“Er… yes, but they’re
plotting something and it involves the ruin of Lord Valdren so they can regain
control of the southern region.”


He sighed with a note of
sorrow, sprinkled a golden spice over the sizzling meal and took a seat upon
the ground. Phillip attempted to give up his seat, but he would not have it.


“I have feared this for
some time,” the prophet said. “For whatever reason, I have seen less of what I
ought of late, as if my… my vision of the things to come is dimming.” 


Wynn was uncertain how to
take this until she noted sudden anguish cross Phillip’s face. But with no more
explanation as to what that might mean, the prophet continued, “You see, they
once had a great hold over this vicinity, for its people were unschooled and
were intrigued by their craft. But when Lord Valdren arrived, he transformed
the south and denounced the sorcerers, so they lost their grip.”


“Now, they want it back,”
Terrance began thoughtfully, “and to do so, they will kill two birds with one
stone.”


“Revenge on Lord Valdren
and regaining the territory,” Phillip added.


“But they said they
intended to do so by some chosen instrument they’d been cursing for decades,”
Wynn said. “They made mention of another who had been too pure, so they’d
chosen someone who was weaker and more malleable. To whom might they have been
referring?”


The prophet’s brow
furrowed and his mind appeared to be racing. He then huffed and dished out food
to those who had not taken any. “I cannot say just now. Perhaps I will see
later. I have known something was coming. In fact, I’ve already sent
what warning I could to Lord Valdren.”


“The letter from
yesterday?” Wynn asked.


He nodded. “I have
advised him as far as I am able. The rest is in both his hands and the hands of
the Great One.”


“What kinds of lives do
you people lead?” Terrance questioned, staring up at them as they consumed
their bounty.


They merely looked to him
with quizzical brows.


“I mean, you act as if
all this—magic doors, a circle of witches, plots against Lord Valdren
and seeing the future—is normal.”


      
Phillip merely laughed. “How often do you visit the prophet, Terrance? Every
few days? Oh, that’s only… more than anyone but me. And you have no idea
of the house you are in?”


Wynn said nothing. It
made her feel a blind fool that she did not know the prophet as Phillip
intimated she and Terrance ought. And perhaps she was, but she could not seem
to help it.


       “What
about those things Maera said,” Terrance continued, “about what she did to the
last woman who caught that-that-that Deviant’s fancy… Did that not sound
strangely familiar to anyone else?”


       The
prophet laughed but uncharacteristically said nothing as he tossed a slice of
sausage into his mouth.


The dwarf stood, scraping
the untouched food from his plate back into the skillet. “I’m off. I’m going to
have a conversation with my mother.”


So, that was it then,
Wynn realized as he slammed the door. He had truly believed his mother’s story
a fairytale and now it began to sound as if it was true. Even so, she could not
be so certain Deviant hadn’t looked at another woman in all the time that had
passed. Then again, perhaps Meara simply hadn’t noticed.
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- F O U R T E E N –


A Familiar Meeting


 


“HOO-HOO!” a distant owl
called as Wynn made her way to Phillip’s manor. After the situation that had
transpired with Joselyn, she had been shocked to find herself, not only welcome
for another evening meal, but actually desired. As it happened, neither Phillip
nor his sister had shared the details of that day with anyone.


“Hoo-hoo!” the owl
sounded again. For whatever reason, that call sent shivers through her body. As
it was not truly evening yet, nor dark in the slightest, she couldn’t imagine
why an owl should be hooting at that hour. Still, she continued on, attempting
to disregard the whisperings she imagined followed her as she went.


“There she goes, there
she goes, there she goes,” they murmured. “Does she see?
Does she see? Does she see?” Another bout of hooting and the voices
whispered on, “He calls, he calls, he calls!”


She covered her ears and
worked to block out the mutterings, though she knew they were not real. In
fact, she was growing concerned, for she had been beginning to hear things like
this for some time. This time, she assured herself it was a trick of the wind
combined with her own ridiculous fears.


       “Who?
Who?” the owl cried once more, much closer than before. 


The sun was blocked out
and the forest around her grew dark. In a flurry of flapping wings and
windblown leaves, she fell to her knees and covered her face until the mild
tumult had settled and the sun shone through the trees once more.


      
“Who?” called the large, gloriously oversized bird before her—not an owl at all
for what she could tell. It stood taller than she by a few heads and possessed
golden-yellow feathers over its head and body. Its wings, however, were pure
ebony and stretched long and gracefully until they rested at its sides.


      
Drawing to her feet, Wynn was dazed by the stunning creature. As she gazed into
its sun-yellow eyes—the very shade of her own—she began to view it not as a
mere “it” but an intelligent being.


“Do you know me?” the
giant bird asked in a rumbling voice that pulsated through her. 


She gasped, bounding
backward. Certainly, she had recognized it for an intelligent being… but not an
articulate one. Then again, this was the Enchanted Wood. She urged herself to
think over its—his—question. Certain she had never seen him before in her life,
she shook her head.


“Pity. We might have had
such fun.”


“Oh?”


He made a motion she was
fairly certain was a nod. After that, he did not move, merely searching her
face as if anticipating something from her.


“Er… do you have a name?”
she asked. She could no longer endure his silent gawking.


“Chime.”


“You mean your name
is—"


“Chime,” he replied.
“Things that ring and all that…”


“What?”


“Ponder it.”


She raised her brows,
unable to imagine what he was on about… Then again, when one was face to face
with an enormous communicative bird, it was difficult to think lucidly. “Well…”
she began, uncertain what to say. “I am—”


“Wynn.”


“Oh…” Then this meeting
with a magnificent fowl was not likely to have been an accident. If he knew
her… or of her, he had wished to meet with her. She could only hope it was not
with ill intent.


He nodded again. “Now… do
you know me?” He looked upon her with intensity… perhaps even something like
admiration.


She hesitated. “Yes and
no…?”


He appeared to raise a
brow.


“Yes… but no,” she
struggled. The meeting felt familiar, but this was an oversized fowl before
her; she had never seen its like. “I don’t know,” she finished.


With that, the ebony
wings were extended and the feathered creature rose above her, blocking the
light a few moments before disappearing.


“W-wait a moment!” she
called, feeling suddenly, miserably alone.


 “Talking to
yourself, are you?” Terrance called as he approached from behind her.


She startled and looked
once more to the empty sky. “Nay, I was speaking with…” she hesitated,
breathless as the vision of the majestic creature replayed in her mind. “…with Chime.”


“Ooooh, good ol’ Chime.”


She turned in
astonishment. “You know him?”


“I do not, but I thought
it wiser to play along with the notion wee Wynn had herself a friend.”


Well, that about knocked
the wind from her moment of awe. “How’s the lady situation been for you?” she
bit back, reminding how difficult it had been for him to find a woman who would
give him a care of late.


Unsatisfactorily, he
ignored the jab. “Where are you off to?” he inquired.


“Not that it is any of
your business, but I am dining with Phillip’s family.”


“Well, I say it is my
business since I’m dining with them as well.”


“You are?”


“Indeed. I am a friend of
Phillip’s. Phillip’s friends are invited to the manor.”


“Funny, I wouldn’t call
you a friend of Phillip’s.”


“Well, you are very
nearly right. I was more a friend of his elder brother’s before he disappeared.
In fact, I was a fairly close friend of the family in those days. Phillip and I
seem to fall in together even in the lack of him. Family doesn’t much care to
have me around—don’t like to remember Brodrick, you know—but they cannot
uninvite me once he has welcomed me.


She questioned just why
Phillip had to have invited him on the very evening she was to be there. She
liked his family for the most part and did not relish her time with them being
intruded on by this interloper. Still, it meant their attention would be partially
divided from her and that was not an entirely negative aspect.


“Wynn!” a merry voice
called from down the path. Meg’s golden curls shined brightly as Phillip strode
beside her.


      
“Hello!” Wynn called, picking up speed. “What are the two of you doing out
here?”


Meg explained, “We had
nothing better to do so thought we would keep you company on your walk.” She
linked her arm through Wynn’s and they started toward the manor. “Have you
heard the news?”


Wynn shook her head and
looked to Phillip. 


Despondently, he
shrugged.


      
“There is to be a tournament!” Meg exclaimed. “A Champion’s Tournament.”


“Oh, how interesting,”
Wynn replied, doing her best to sound intrigued though she cared little for
such events. “Who is hosting?”


“Lord Valdren, of course.
Though, they say it was the prophet’s meddling that did it. It seems he warned
Lord Valdren that ‘something is coming’ and he ought to find himself a
champion. Therefore, we have ourselves a tournament. But how funny of the
prophet to offer so little information. Then again, perhaps there are details
Lord Valdren does not care to share with the public.”


       Wynn,
Phillip and Terrance looked to one another. They, of course, had an idea of
what this was about. It concerned Wynn that the prophet still knew so little.


“Phillip,” Terrance
began, “why do you look so especially forlorn about all this?”


       “He
must enter,” Meg explained with pity for her brother.


      
“Must?” Wynn questioned.


Phillip nodded. “For the
honor of my family.”


Her brows furrowed. She
pitied him. Never had she seen him pull his sword from its sheath, though he
carried it nearly everywhere. But Terrance had often spoken of how clumsily he
handled it.


       “That
is a real shame,” Terrance said. “Pity Brodrick had to run off like that.”


Wynn was surprised none
of the group thought it offensive or painful that he should say so, but it
seemed these three spoke about Phillip’s lack of ability quite openly. But she
was tired of hearing about this oh-so-talented and valiant Brodrick who like a
coward refused to return home to his family and take his rightful place—the
place Phillip so clearly did not desire. No matter how warmly the others
thought of the man, she could safely say she did not care for him at all.


      
“Trouble is,” Phillip began, “with my lack of ability, I will only end up
shaming my family in any case.”


       “I
will train you,” Wynn stated decisively, ignoring the small voice insisting she
would likely fail where every one of his tutors had.


      
Phillip and Meg gawked at her with as much surprise as she felt.


      
“Truly, Wynn, you mustn’t bother,” Terrance assured. “It is a hopeless case.”


      
Scowling, she looked to Phillip. “Do you agree?” she demanded.


       He
shook his head. “I do not know why you offer this except that you have no idea
what you’d be getting into. You have far better uses for your time. I would
very certainly disappoint.”


She shook her head in
turn. “I don’t want to hear it. You have said yourself I am a master with the
blade and probably better than any of your tutors. If anyone can teach you, it
is me. Besides, I can yell at you where they could not. For we are good
friends, are we not?”


       To
her surprise, he softened and appeared to be mulling this over. “All I can
agree to is that we might try it. When it comes time for you to give up on me,
you must be honest. I give my word I will not take offense.”


       “I
can at least give you a fighting chance that you may escape total humiliation.
But I must say I am offended you believe I would give up.”


      
Perhaps a little bashfully, he smirked. “I did not really believe you would.”


      
 “Very well,” she replied with a grin. “I am commissioned.”


By the time they reached
the gates, Meg pulled Wynn back as Terrance prattled on about the tournament
with Phillip.


“I wanted to say how kind
it is of you to train him,” she said warmly.


“Nonsense. I think
there’s more to him than meets the eye. It took me a while to see it, but…
well, we had an argument the other day and it proved he has a little fight in
him. That’s all anyone needs to become a decent swordsman—that and
intelligence, which he has in abundance.”


Meg grew excited by this.
“I agree with you, no matter what others say... his tutors, my sisters, our
father. Besides the prophet, I think you are the first true friend he has had
since our brother ran away. He speaks of you all the time.”


“Oh, dear.”


“No, he speaks most
highly.”


Wynn was stunned to hear
this. “What does he say?”


“You should have heard
how he went on about your skills with the sword after he brought you to the
prophet that first evening. He went over your entire skirmish with those men in
great detail. You were a legend in our home before we even learned you were the
apprentice, for Phillip kept it secret until you had officially agreed. He told
me later you were unsure you would remain. He was especially delighted you
did.”


Wynn found herself
blushing, though not altogether certain why. “Well, that is very kind.”


It was not long before
she found herself poked and prodded by the sisters once more. She had been
loath to allow it, for she was quite certain after a sidelong look from their
mother that it was she who truly wished her dressed well for a meal at their
table. Whether or not this was so, the ladies had been so eager, she had given
in.


Therefore, she sat before
the mirror once again while Meg and Elizabeth fiddled over her hair, gown and
jewelry, gossiping over the likeliest knights to do well in the Champion’s
Tournament. Joselyn, who sat back on the settee, was not at all her former
self. She entered the conversation now and then, but for the most part avoided
speaking to Wynn. Wynn could only wonder whether she blamed her for what had
occurred that day or if she was merely uncomfortable she knew anything about the
ordeal. It was clear the girl was suffering from both humiliation and a broken
heart. Wynn recalled how utterly relieved she had been when she’d learned
Rupert had forsaken Joselyn, but she had not stopped to think how it might have
affected her. Wynn dearly wished she could speak with her, but she was certain
the young lady preferred it be a forgotten issue between them.


Wynn was surprised to
find Elizabeth making a pointed effort to befriend her—even more so than Meg.
The older girl attempted to pin her down for a day of visiting the shops in
Nierwood, but as Wynn had no coin nor any interest in such a jaunt, she avoided
agreeing to this. Even so, Elizabeth was not discouraged, continuing to fawn
over her with compliments of beauty and a clever mind. Wynn could not say she
minded this, since she had never thought of herself as either. Could one
dislike being complimented over the two things they had always very secretly
wished to be? Even so, she was sorry not to be afforded more time with Meg,
who, though friendly as ever, was not quite so eager as Elizabeth.


       When
all was said and done, Wynn was dressed in red the very hue of her locks. Her
hair was a mess of curls and braids that formed something of an attractive rope
down her back. Though styled quite differently from the last time the sisters
had gotten their hands on it, it suited her better. Lastly, Elizabeth fastened
a string of black jewels around her neck.


“There. You are complete
and utterly enchanting,” the elder girl said proudly.


       “Why,
Lizzie, where ever did you get that necklace?” Meg inquired. “I have never seen
its like!”


       “Just
a little something I picked up for our friend when I was in Upperbend the other
afternoon,” she replied with a friendly wink.


       Wynn
held her hands over the chain of jewels. “Why should you have done such a thing
for me?” she gasped. “I cannot accept it.” She bent near the mirror and noted
how unusual the gems were, how each one sparkled as if crying for attention. It
was very truly too much. 


“Do not be silly. I saw
them and thought of you, therefore you shall have them. End of story.”


       The
next thing Wynn knew, she was being slid into a pair of ill-fitting shoes and
raced down the staircase for dinner.


       Once
again, she was greeted by Phillip’s mother, who took her into a warm embrace
and showered her with compliments. “Truly, you make a stunning lady, my
dear Wynn. It is a pity you are not my daughter. I would show you off to all of
Kierelia before making you a handsome match. Well, I will do what I can.” With
that, she called to her son.


       But
the one who came was Terrance, dressed as he always was. Wynn very nearly
wished to take offense that he was allowed to eat at their table clothed
as he had come but realized they would not have clothing to fit his small
stature. Moreover, it would not be so easy to convince Phillip to play dress
up. 


       “Why,
Wynnifred of the southern region,” the dwarf spoke, “who knew what a princess
of a lass you were!”


Though mildly mortified
by the compliment, she appreciated the air of respect with which he spoke,
rather than his usual, thoughtless flirtation. Had he chosen to speak with the
latter, she may have inadvertently slugged him and then where would she be in
the eyes of Phillip’s family?


“Oh, Phillip, will
you not greet our guest of honor?” Lady Colten called once more. 


With that, he approached
Wynn with a smirk that begged apology from her for the way his mother seemed
always to throw him upon her. She knew this could not really be so, however,
for she was leagues below their family. Yet, she did wonder why his mother and
sisters wished him to think her pretty.


      
Dinner commenced and she was astonished by how easily Terrance entertained and
delighted all in the room. She had always found him something of an ornery
brute, but here he was on his best behavior, even refraining from speaking
about his many pursuits of a feminine nature. Even forlorn Joselyn was charmed
by him, perking up ever so slightly.


       All
throughout the evening, Wynn was praised and complimented for small things the
family had heard about her. Phillip’s father shared the impression she had made
on Lord Valdren and even Phillip appeared surprised by the story.


 “So, you meet the
lord of the land and gain his favor, even wishing you to meet his favorite son,
and you do not tell us about it?” he whispered.


By “us,” she assumed he
included the prophet. “The ordeal wasn’t as… cut and dry as Lord Valdren made
it sound to your father.”


       “Oh?”


       “Sir
Rupert chased me into his private chancery.”


       “So,
you entered unannounced?”


She nodded.


“And he was on your
side?”


She shrugged and nodded
again.


      
“Well, you must have made quite an impression.”


       “Or
he knows what a brute his son is.”


       “Perhaps…
though he has never wished to face it before.”


      
“Wynn,” Lady Colten interrupted, “I was just saying to my husband what a fine
thing it is to have a role model such as yourself for our daughters. What luck
the apprentice should be a young woman of their age.”


Wynn froze. She was
certain she should not be counted as anything of the sort, especially after
what had occurred with Joselyn. “Oh, er, well, your daughters are lovely young
women all on their own. Besides, I should think if they were in need of a role
model, Phillip would be much better suited.”


       The
response was painful silence as most of the family shuffled uneasily in their
seats and stole bites from their plates. Wynn could scarcely believe their
dissatisfaction with him ran so deep that they could not even see his good
qualities: kindness, empathy and honor. 

She had been beginning to discover that these virtues were finer than any
assets she possessed. Who cared if one was talented with a blade if they could
not see someone’s pain and feel compassion for them, responding with
gentleness?


       “He is
the finest sort of man I have known of yet,” Meg stated.


Sir Colten looked to her
with a mildly stormy brow but said nothing. 


Terrance attempted to
alleviate the situation. “Well… I don’t suppose any of you has ever heard of
the sorceress, Maera, of the Wood Beguiling?”


       Forks
were dropped.  Apparently speaking of witches at the dinner table was
unheard of, but how could poor Terrance have known? 


“Oh, the prophet wished
me to inquire how you all are faring,” Wynn said in an attempt to lighten the
atmosphere.


       “Aw,
that is kind of him,” Lady Colten replied. 


Victory.


Turning to her husband,
she added, “What a fine girl to recall to ask after us for the prophet’s sake.
I wonder if he has ever done so before and poor Phillip forgot?”


Perhaps not.


 


* *
*


 


“Why do people expect me
to be this grandly reverent and wise person?” Wynn asked the prophet after she
arrived home. However, the first thing she had done was to hide away her
chain of black jewels where none but the prophet would know to find them. There
was something about the necklace that longed to fit snugly around her neck, but
she did not dare wear them daily, if ever she did again. She had never received
anything so fine and planned to cherish them the rest of her days.


      
“Well… because you are my apprentice, I suppose,” he replied.


       “Yes,
of course, but why should that make me so highly thought of?”


      
“Because I see and do things that are… different from the day to day. They
expect you are the same. I am sorry it is this way, but it will be all right so
long as you and I remember that we are, in the end, just people… as they are.
Just like Lord and Lady Valdren are merely human as well as King Curiel
himself. We are as capable of making mistakes as we are of blessing others.”


       “But
I don’t know how to do anything you do since you will not train me. It
isn’t fair it is to be expected of me when I am only a girl and not a prophet.”
She crossed her arms and blew a curl from her eye. And it wasn’t fair that
Phillip’s family should think more highly of her than they did of him when he
was a far lovelier person. If they only knew what she had nearly influenced
their daughter to do and how desperately their son had searched for her, they
would be of another mind.


      
“About that…” the prophet broke in, “we begin tomorrow.”


       She
unfolded her arms. “What do you mean?”


       “We
begin your training. You shall accompany me on one of my trips.”


       “But…
why? I’m not ready.” She had always known he would one day invite her along,
but it seemed too soon now it had come. It was much easier to count on
something when she’d tucked it into the future somewhere, but that future had
arrived in the present before she’d expected and she found herself fearful.


       “But
you are, thanks to that ordeal with Joselyn. You learned a great lesson
that day and you were well humbled. Now, you understand something of the weight
of what it is we do. For others, it might not have been enough, but for you, it
was. Because of it, you are ready, so says the Great One.”


       She
could not fathom what she was hearing. Because of her greatest mistake, having
almost ruined someone’s life, she was to be deemed ready. Why should one
who had failed so miserably be rewarded? Surely, this Great One’s mind worked
in ways far different from her own.
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- F I F T E E N -


The Greater Archipelagos


       


“NOW,” BEGAN THE PROPHET.
“I would like to show you something… marvelous.”


“Oh, that would be
lovely,” Wynn replied with a yawn. He had awoken her before the sun and though
he’d prepared a bountiful breakfast to see her through the day, she could not
help if she was not a morning person. Though, the bacon had helped.


       He
blinked back at her, clearly dissatisfied. “No… marvelous.”


       She
pasted a smile on her face. “I like the sound of that.”


       He
did not appear appeased by any stretch. “We are going to begin by testing your
abilities a little.”


“So early?” 


“You realize I only woke
you three hours before you are accustomed?”


       She
merely smirked. How could one explain to a man who did not sleep that three
hours was a sorrowful loss?


“I would like to see if
you cannot transport yourself from one place to another.”


“I do that all the time
with these glorious feet of mine.”


      
Slapping a hand over his face, he said. “My girl, we are going to be doing it a
little differently. Let me show you. Do you see that tree over there?”


She nodded.


       “I
want you to look at it and keep looking until you see someone peculiar.”


       “What
do you mean…?”


In the next moment, he
was standing at the foot of the tree. She turned about for signs of where he
had been and found he’d truly reappeared elsewhere. Then it struck her: the
memory of her first day there when he’d been on the roof and then quite
suddenly at her side.


       “How
in the world did you manage that?” she called.


       “Very
easily,” he replied from beside her. “I will teach you. I would like to take
you to another realm, right over top of ours—another layer, as I’ve explained
before. The planet we are to visit is called the Greater Archipelagos. There
are people there I’d like you to become acquainted with.”


      
Lacking the capability to take in the implication of such words, she resolved
they were simply visiting another kingdom.


“Now, I want you to focus
as singly as you can upon that land. I realize you’ve never been, but just put
that one thought into your mind. I will do the same, but I will wait until I
see you’ve gone.”


“Gone?”


       “As I
appeared by the tree. You were chosen by the Great One to be my apprentice.
Just do as I’ve instructed.”


       She
shrugged. It was a little difficult to take him seriously when he walked with a
rake as a walking sticking. Shutting her eyes, she did as he bid. And as she
focused herself wholly upon a land she’d never before heard of, she waited… and
waited.


“Hmm…” he mumbled. “Are
you certain you are focusing? You are not the best at keeping your
attention on one thing at a time. Don’t suppose you’ve been thinking of some
dashing knight or other?”


She opened her eyes to
find him winking at her. 


“I’ll try again,” she
grumbled. For what felt like half a century, she thought Greater
Archipelagos, Greater Archipelagos, Greater Archipelagos. “Land in another world…
in another realm…” she whispered.


“This is too far-fetched
for you, isn’t it?” he interrupted. “How can one focus upon a land they’ve
never seen? I must give you more.” He paused a moment, closing his eyes.
“Picture with me a planet covered entirely with the bluest of blue water…
speckled with numerous green islands and archipelagos, with gray mountains and
white sanded beaches. When one steps into the ocean, they are met with the
fragrance of honey and the warmest and mildest of splashing waves.”


She took a breath, dreaming
she might actually end in this beautiful place. Her skin felt utterly strange,
first covered in tingles and then pressure on every part of her. When she felt
her hair toss up as if grabbed by something, her eyes flew open.


       “Aaaagh!”
she gurgled, slapping hands over her mouth as it filled with water.


       She
was in an ocean, so far below the surface she could only just see the sun
shimmering above. But it was sheer darkness below and there were things—dark
creatures—swimming as shadows all around. As her body slowly drifted downward,
she fought against it, but she had never learned to swim.


Oh, prophet, where are
you when I need you most! she whimpered, wishing beyond
wishing she had insisted Phillip come along. He seemed always to be there in
events such as these.


       I’m
going to die… Oh, Great One, help me!


       Abruptly,
one of the shadowy figures grasped her wrist. She screamed and then choked, but
in a moment discovered she had not lost the last of her air. Turning to the
figure who held her, she caught the glimmer of a smile from a human face. 


Breathing… she was breathing.
Thank the Great One, he had saved her after all.


       Next
thing she knew, the one who’d provided breath with his touch jetted through the
water, dragging her along with him. They were moved toward a large, dark mass
until he drew them upward, nearer the light above.


       When
at last they broke the surface, she stole a large, unneeded breath and the man
released her as the water grew shallow. Gesturing for her to follow, he
continued inland.


       “I
must thank you!” she called after him.


“Oh, no trouble,” he
replied as they reached the beach. “Anything to, you know, spare someone from
death.” 


“But it was so dark, how
did you know I was there?”


“Swimmers can see better
underwater, but that red…” He pointed to her hair. “…is kind of hard to miss.
Stood out like a flag.”


Swimmers.
She had to assume this was a title for an individual who allowed others to
breathe underwater. “But how did you know I wasn’t… what you are?”


“Well, the frantic
kicking about made it fairly clear. I am a little concerned as to how you ended
there in the first place… in the middle of the ocean. You’re lucky I was
nearby.”


“But weren’t there others
with you? I saw many shadows.”


“Only dragons. I suppose
one of them might have helped had they noticed.”


“Dragons?”
she squealed, stepping away from the shoreline. “They swim?”


He nodded, peering at her
more curiously. “They breathe underwater, can live within the ocean if they
choose. But, uh, you’re not from around here, are you?”


“Er, no… I was supposed
to be with someone.” Where was the prophet? Why had he not come with
her? “Oh, dear, what if he’s in there?” She pointed to the water.


He shook his head. “You
were alone, trust me.”


“But he might have
appeared after you pulled me out.”


The stranger quirked a
brow. “Who is he?”


“Oh… I don’t know his name
actually. Everyone calls him ‘the prophet.’”


His face broke into a
large grin. “Latos.”


She startled. “You know
his name? Are you certain? He’s an unusual old man who wears oversized
garments.”


“The very one. He’s my
great grandfather.”


“No,”
she gasped. “He doesn’t have children…?”


“Well, not children
anymore… grandchildren—three… that I know of. My mother, my sister and
myself.”


She fell to her rear upon
the beach. The prophet had told her nothing… nothing about himself. She
did not know him at all. It pained her.


“You all right? Are you
in need of refreshment?”


She shook her head and
examined the world before her. There was a large stretch of ocean under a clear
blue sky with tufts of perfect cloud. Among these, were dragons.


She stood to her feet. “The
dragons… don’t you fear them?”


“Latos didn’t tell you anything,
did he? And why has he abandoned you to an ocean? That doesn’t sound like him
at all.”


“No, it doesn’t.”


“Hm, perhaps I’d better
have a check after all. Though, to tell you the truth, I can’t imagine why he’d
need help. He can breathe underwater as well.”


She gasped, about to
inquire after this when he disappeared into the waves. Seeing the dragons
above, she considered racing inland to hide under a tree, but her breath was
stolen when she turned around. Before her was the glittering sight of a
brilliant metropolis formed of soaring pillars and spires, vibrant waving flags
and buildings of all shapes and hues. There were roads unlike any she’d
previously seen, smoothed over with some kind of dark gray substance. More
dragons soared overhead, but amongst them were flying contraptions similar to
the smaller versions that hung from the prophet’s ceiling. But these contained people.


Her eyes fell upon the
people traversing the city and she was struck by how uniquely dressed they
were. Though some wore clothing similar to her home world, others sported loose
fitting togas and tunics. Some of them, she realized, were dressed not unlike
the people who had been in the meeting she’d barged in on. She could only pray
she was not in that land.


“No sign of him,” the
stranger said as he drew onto the shore. “Is there somewhere in particular you
were meant to be visiting?”


She shook her head. “I do
not know. He only said he wanted to take me somewhere marvelous. And, well,
he’s done that… if ‘take’ is the word for it.” 


“Well, why don’t I escort
you into the city? You can meet my wife and sister and we will see what is to
be done.”


She hesitated, not at all
liking the idea of going anywhere in this strange world without the prophet.
“What if he expects to find me here?”


“Latos can take care of
himself, trust me. He’ll find you.” When she continued to waver, he held out a
hand, “I’m Necoli, great-grandson of our former realm leader, Latos, your… er,
prophet of the Kierelian kingdom.”


Former Realm Leader… the
prophet?  She took his hand without realizing,
utterly bewildered. “I’m… Wynn… his apprentice.”


“Aaaah, that makes a
great deal more sense. We have heard about you. It is an honor to meet you.”


She could not imagine why
it should be an honor but replied, “Likewise.”


“Well, will you not
follow me? I can show you around and if the prophet has not found you by the
time we reach my sister, she will likely know what to do… She always
does.”  He said this with a smile that conveyed both admiration and
irritation this was so.


“You said you have a
wife?”


He nodded. “Nimua. She’ll
like you. She’s my sister, Ivi’s, closest friend. You remind me of her a
little.”


“Who?”


“Ivi.”


So, she was something
like the prophet’s great-granddaughter… that explained why he liked her so
much.


By the time they reached
one of the smooth-surfaced roads, a better view of the city was revealed and
she found herself overwhelmed by the sparkling, dynamic splendor.


“Welcome to the formerly
lost city of Atlantyss,” he said grandly upon noting her reaction. “She is
a pretty sight, isn’t she?”


Wynn nodded. There were
so many people in one place, dressed in various colors and styles. Dragons
lounged about while children crawled over them, a shocking sight for a
Kierelian girl. But more notable than all she saw—the architecture, dragons,
clothing and roads—was the atmosphere. It was thick, tingling and
dancing upon her skin, making her feel more alive and free than ever she had in
her life.


“The Spirit of the Great
One,” Necoli explained when he caught her rubbing her arms. “It dwells very
densely here, more so than on most islands. Only one that beats it is the Isle
of His Glory, but as that is where it all began, it is to be expected.”


“Where what all began?”


       He
eyed her as if weighing whether he felt up to explaining. “Ivi could tell it
better than I. She’s the one who did it, after all.”


       “Did what?”
Her curiosity was soaring. She wanted to know everything about this place and
its people.


       He
started forward and gestured for her to follow. “Come on. She can tell you
herself.”


       As
they continued, Wynn recalled what the prophet had said about this being a
planet of islands. “Is every island like this one?”


       “Not
really. There is a wide variety of island cultures. There even used to be a
cannibal island… but that is now what we call the Isle of His Glory, as I
mentioned.”


      
“Cannibal?” She had never heard the word.


       He
smirked. “Er, never mind. The important thing is, they’re reformed.”


As they moved through the
streets, many people waved to her escort while casting curious, though not
unwelcoming, glances her way. As many of their garments loosely resembled hers,
she assumed it was her red hair that caught their attention, for not a single
one of them possessed even an orange shade.


       Just
as they passed a sizable building, a large group of young people raced out,
swarming around her. Necoli was soon forced to pull her from the frenzy and
onto another path.


      
“Classes must be out,” he explained.


       “You
mean they were all being tutored at once?”


      
 “That’s about the gist of it, but there are all sorts of classes to be
taken there, so they split off.”


       “What
sorts of classes?”


       “Oh, Dream
Interpretation has recently become quite popular. Then there’s Reinvention,
Paradise Culture 101...”


       She
scarcely knew what he spoke of, so merely nodded and refrained from asking more
questions.


      
“Wynnie!” a warmly familiar voice called. 


She turned to find the
prophet standing upon a grand set of steps before an elaborate structure.
Without another thought, she raced to him.


“Where have you been?!”
she demanded as he pulled her into a relieved embrace.


       “I am
so terribly sorry. I had some trouble transporting here. I’m very glad to find
you all right and on the very island I wished us to visit.”


      
“Trouble?” She pulled away. “Is that normal?”


       He
lifted a brow. “Normal? Perhaps. Usual? No.”


      
“What’s that supposed to mean?”


       His
face grew somber before he sighed out, “It means things are changing, my girl.
Now, I must say you have done well to get here and I am terribly proud of you.
To be honest, I had not really expected your efforts to transport to be so
fruitful upon your first attempt. I can assure you it was not so easy for me
even after years of practice.”


“Well, I ended up in the
middle of the ocean, underwater and unable to swim. I wouldn’t have been all
right at all if it hadn’t been for Necoli.”


       “Necoli?”
He turned to find the man striding toward them. Holding out his arms to meet
the him with an embrace, he cried, “My favorite grandson! I must thank you for
saving my dear apprentice from such a dreadful fate!”


       “Oh,
it was no trouble at all! She doesn’t bite much.”


       Wynn
found herself laughing with this man she did not know who, now she saw them
together, reminded her very much of the prophet. Both were warm and open and
possessed thin faces with large blue eyes.


      
“Prophet,” she began with arms crossed, “Necoli has just told me your name.”


       The
prophet was shamefaced. “Oh. Should I have told you?”


      
 With raised brow, she nodded. “Does Phillip even know it?”


       He
smiled and shook his head. “It is our little secret now.”


       “But why
should you conceal it?”


      
Necoli drew beside her and folded his arms likewise. “Yes, why should
you hide who you are in Kierelia?”


       The
prophet appeared gloomy for a moment, then threw on a wide-eyed smile and
chuckled over their stance. “You darling ones ought not to question a little
child such as I,” he said. Endearingly, he linked an arm through Wynn’s and
started up the stairs.


“But where are we going?”
she inquired.


       “To
the council headquarters. That is where some of the people are whom I would
like you to meet.”


       “Oh,
they’re not in session today!” Necoli called as he raced after them.


       The
prophet turned. “Well, where ever are they?”


       “They
had their session this morning and dispersed for the day. Ivi’s at my place
with Nim and the others.”


       “Is Darist
with them?” he asked eagerly. 


       “Yes,
he should be there.”


       “Ah!
I’ve a score to settle with him. My dragon beat his fair and square, but he
vanished at the end of our race.”


      
Necoli chuckled. “Yes, he claimed his required urgent care.”


       The
prophet laughed and smacked his grandson on the back. “Yes, well, we shall
learn what sort of ‘urgent care’ kept him from admitting my dragon had the
better bloodline after all.”


       All
this was most assuredly talk of another world to Wynn. Dragon races? Better
bloodlines? In her world, dragons killed people. Here, they appeared to
be family, if the way children played with them revealed anything.


At last, they reached an
older building at the edge of the city, located near the beach. Upon stepping
through the door, the three were met by a lively, chattering room of people who
appeared to enjoy more than their fair share of happiness from simply being
together. When no one noticed their entrance, Necoli called out to them. 


“Uh, greetings, friends.
We’ve visitors!”


      
Cheers sounded as their eyes fell upon the prophet. He was soon overwhelmed
with greetings and embraces.


       “Now,
now, I wish you all to meet my apprentice!” He stepped aside to reveal her.
“This is Wynn of Kierelia.”


The entire group looked
to her, some of whom she recognized… quite unfortunately. Three of them had
been in the meeting in which she’d humiliated herself.


      
Others who greeted her and introduced themselves as Darist, Marquen, Brenna and
Felix, but the last of them exclaimed, “We have met before! Perhaps you did not
catch our names the last time. I am Iviana, this is Flynn and this,” she
gestured to the comely girl, “is dear Era.”


Wynn noted the emphasis
on the word 'dear’… as if to say, this girl would never harm a child of
mine.


       “But
how can you know one another?” the prophet asked, dumbfounded.


       “The
vanishing door,” Wynn explained, hoping he would let it go at that.


       “Yes,
she gave us some advice,” Iviana added. “Some of which we found ourselves quite
grateful for. I took it upon myself to look into Lyric, Wynn, and discovered
some rather disturbing details. Therefore, he was not invited to join
our council.”


       Wynn
raised her brows, utterly surprised to have been correct in this, at least.
“What is your council exactly?”


Before an answer could be
given, a stunning blonde woman stepped forward and took her by the arms. “Oh,
come in, won’t you? It’s silly, all of us crowding around this door.  The
council is an altogether too dull a subject to be discussing at great length in
any case.” She stopped abruptly to add, “I am Nimua, by the way, Necoli’s
wife.” She continued leading Wynn through the house until she had seated her
before a large circular table and handed over a cup of a sweet, honey flavored
beverage. “But if you must know, the council is the leadership of this entire
realm. How you got an invite to one of their conferences is beyond me
since I’ve yet to have been allowed to set foot in one.”


       “That
is only because you haven’t been around for months, you silly ninny,” Iviana
defended, coming over to put an arm around her friend. “You must ignore half of
what she says, Wynn. She tends to exaggerate.”


       Wynn
was astonished to find herself among people who governed an entire planet. The
work the vibrant Nimua had put in to make her feel at ease began to unravel.
Therefore, she merely sat with nothing to do as the others fetched food from
stone ovens and countertops and placed them upon the table before her.


She began to regret
having enjoyed her filling breakfast when her eyes took in the array. There
were bowls of exotic fruits, most of which she had never even heard of. Other
trays hosted grilled peppers and tomatoes, as well as other bits she did not
recognize. There were two plates of hot, sticky honey rolls with an aroma that
reminded of the ocean she had nearly drowned in. At last, a large cake soaked
with cream was placed at the center of the table. It was then her mouth began
to water.


      
Thankfully, she was not forced to wait long, for soon they had all taken a seat
around the table and began serving themselves. She feared she would not get a
chance at the cake so far across the table, but once it was passed around, she
enjoyed perhaps more than her fair share.


“So, what brought you
here, Latos?” Iviana asked. “I had hoped to see you again ages ago, as you’d
promised. You are rather late in keeping your word.”


       Wynn
was puzzled by the fact that both Iviana and Necoli called their grandfather by
his name rather than by some endearing term.


“I know, Ivi girl, but
I’ve been busy with the handful that is dear Wynn. Not to mention, I’m certain
you’ve been occupied yourself.”


       “Not
too busy for my own grandfather, Sir Excuses. Now, how long do you plan to
remain with us this time?”


       He
winced. “Not long, I’m afraid. We have plans for later, but I wished Wynn to
make contact with you all. One day, she may be on her own in that little cabin
of ours and I want her to have allies who possess giftings and understanding of
a supernatural nature should she need you and vice versa.”


       Wynn
was rather taken aback by this. Not only did she dread the thought of ever
living alone in the cabin, but she had never thought to need allies “of a
supernatural nature” nor to be one herself.


“Now, I know what you’re
thinking, Wynnie,” he said. “But Iviana here has a great deal of experience
when it comes to the supernatural. And Nimua and Necoli actually spend most of
their time in Kierelia as missionaries. They had, of course, promised to stop
by some time to meet you…”


       “Just
as you promised to return soon,” Necoli reminded. “Life runs away with one
sometimes.”


      
“Prophet, there is something I am not certain I understand,” Wynn broke in.
“Are you from this planet?”


       His
eyes grew stormy as he appeared to be remembering across his lifetime. “Why,
yes, in fact, I am.”


      
Seeing his reaction nearly stopped her from posing her next question. But
finding out he had lived this whole other life, had been married (she’d
imagined him single all his life), had children and grandchildren… she needed
to know. He meant too much to her to go on knowing only the small portion of
his life that he’d thus far revealed. “How did you end up on Kaern?”


       All
in the room looked to one another but offered no explanation. Therefore, it
fell to the prophet.


       “All
right…” he said. “I will tell the tale… but only if no one attempts to
interrupt with some correction or other. I think I know the story of my life
better than anyone else and I am too old to be making excuses for myself.”


The assemblage agreed.


He took a few moments to
sort his thoughts before, “I was Realm Leader here at one time. In this
time, it would have been just over a hundred years ago, though for me, it
happens to have been much longer…”


A hundred years ago?
her mind squealed. Well, he had always told her he was terribly old. She
was rather confused by his mention of it having been longer for him, but
she was more curious about this term “Realm Leader.”


      
 “I was anointed leader of the planet, like Flynn here.” He gestured to
the young man Wynn was certain had feelings for Iviana. “And I was given the
agelessness—that is, I ceased aging at a natural rate. I then unified the
divided territories of this world, bringing peace to the realm... until I made
a very grave mistake.”


       She
was fascinated by this account but raised her brows at the last. Truthfully,
she had thought the prophet incapable of making mistakes.


He swallowed hard as he
gazed out at the vision of the ocean sparkling through the window. “An old
friend, Aradia, claimed she loved me. But I was married, so, of course, I
rejected her advances. Unfortunately, she took it very poorly... and attempted
to take my life. As a result, I banished her into Kaern.”


“I should say so!” Wynn
exclaimed indignantly.


The prophet smiled sadly
and continued, “Unfortunately, she learned the dark art of witchcraft in
Kierelia. She then responded by luring the dragons of this world into an
insipid fire where they were transformed into foul beasts. These are the dark
dragons that now devastate our Kierelian villages from time to time.”


       “Oh.”
So… her prophet had been part of the birth of the dangerous dragons
of her homeland? This was terribly difficult to believe. It made her wonder
just how much of the kingdom’s history had been affected by his decisions.


 “Regretting my
brash behavior, I rallied an army to defend the Kierelian territory as well as
the Greater Archipelagos, vanquishing every dark dragon I could unearth until
the few remaining had fled and hidden. In my final effort to make up for my
error, I faced down Aradia, one on one, with the objective of returning her to
this land in order to bring her to justice.


“Instead, she performed
an incantation that sent me through time, into an age before men walked the
planet Kaern and before the world on which we now stand was even created.
Therefore, my journey to this moment has been far longer than for others.” 


Wynn’s mouth dropped
open.


He paused for a time,
possibly waiting for some word from the apprentice who had no words. Receiving
none, he went on. “Nevertheless, the Great One employed me through the years
and never removed the agelessness that was granted me as Realm Leader. That is,
of course, the reason I’ve remained alive all this time.


“Through the ages, I’ve
aided the Great One in the building up of kingdoms and the tearing down. I’ve
mentored rulers—scolded, encouraged and adored them. I’ve watched princesses
slay dragons while knights ran in terror and I’ve seen more battles than I ever
care to recall. I taught a great deal and learned much more. I have lived
longer than any man should, becoming the one I am today, who feels, in truth,
hardly a man... rather a creature of another world.”


She gawked in stunned
wonderment of her dear prophet-friend. It had seemed as if he had always been
the hermit living in the woods, healing and loving on those who visited him
while sending important messages to the nobility of the land. To hear he’d
lived a whole other life—several, in fact, if he had been cast into Kaern
before mankind tread there—it was nearly too much to take in.


      
Silence commenced and she knew he craved some reply from her. Gulping a few
times in an effort to clear her throat, she reminded herself she ought to be
feeling sympathy for him rather than wonder. To him, this was simply his
life—not a fascinating impossibility. Retraining her thoughts for compassion over
astonishment, her mind raced. At last, she asked, “You were ripped away from
your family?”


He nodded. “Even so, I
might have visited them in my old age when I came upon their time again, but
the Great One bid me not to until, not so long ago, he allowed me to return at
last that I could meet my descendants.” He smiled at his two grown
grandchildren with great admiration. “Most importantly, he wished me to witness
all Iviana has done for this world to bring healing after I was torn from it.”


       “I’m sure
everyone was overjoyed to find you alive,” Wynn said, looking to those around
the table.


They exclaimed their
hearty concurrence.


He smirked as he said,
“Problem was, they’d thought me slain that night I faced Aradia. It was
difficult to convince them I was who I claimed.”


       “But
why should they have assumed that?”


       “When
a Realm Leader of the Greater Archipelagos passes, it is physically felt in the
hearts of all its people and it seems they experienced that sorrowful sensation
when I ceased to exist in their time. Though I was not killed, they felt the
loss of their leader.”


Wynn nodded her
understanding… though, in truth, it was added to the list of things she was
finding difficult to grasp. How utterly complex his life had been. It began to
make sense that hers had become more hectic since coming to live with him.
Though, ironically, he had always been her place of peace. 


Finding it challenging to
truly conceive of all he had revealed, she would have liked to ask so much more
but recognized he wished to be removed from the memories that plagued him. She
easily read upon his face that, though this tale was a marvel to her, it was
tender to the one who had lived it—who had lost his wife and children so many,
many years in his past, not to mention countless friends.


Squeezing his hand, she
murmured, “Thank you for sharing this with me.”


“It was part of the
reason I brought you here,” he admitted. “I wished to be honest with you about
who I was.”


She nearly laughed. “You
thought I would think less of you, didn’t you? Hardly.” Indeed, she was
rather more impressed. In fact, it was easier to accept the idea of his being
the powerful individual he was said to be.


Iviana smiled. “He blames
himself for mistakes anyone might have made.”


“Pfft, as do you!” Nimua
cried. “She still blames herself for what would have happened to the Greater
Archipelagos had she not saved it… and it never even occurred!”


“Well, what did
happen?” Wynn pressed.


The entire table lit up
and Wynn and the prophet remained for quite some time while each person entered
their outlook on the tale of how Iviana had channeled a giant wave of water
from the Great One’s Paradise that swept over all surrounding and changed their
world forever. By the time the story was finished, Wynn utterly esteemed this
granddaughter of the prophet. And to think Necoli had said she reminded him of
her.


“Well,” the prophet began
at last. “I’m afraid we must be going.”


“Oh, you awful scoundrel!”
Iviana cried. “I’d make you promise to return soon, but I’m always forgetting
your time is not your own. Well, I suppose my lot is identical, so I ought to
be sympathetic.”


       “I am
grateful, my dear girl,” he replied. “I will return as soon as I am able and I
thank you all for making Wynn welcome. I will be interceding for every dear
soul at this table until we meet again.”


       As he
stood, all in the room followed suit. Wynn was smiling as she overheard him
confronting the man called Darist about their dragon race when Iviana asked her
for a private word. She agreed and was led out of doors before a perfect view
of the planet’s spectacular honey-scented ocean.


       With
emotion, Iviana began, “I wanted to thank you for telling us what you saw
concerning Lyric. You were right, as I said before, and Flynn may have been
killed if not for you.”


Wynn was more than
surprised to be thanked for something she had said on what she referenced as
her “day of shame.” “It was no trouble. I’m only just learning how to do that
kind of stuff, so I simply said what I saw.”


       The
woman smiled and then found herself laughing. “Oh, I am so sorry, but you poor
girl! How we doubted you and here you’ve turned out to be Latos’ apprentice.”


       “Why
do you call him that?” Wynn asked tentatively. “And not ‘grandfather’ or something
of the kind?”


       She
hesitated. “I suppose it is because I have met with him but twice before this
day. And I had only heard of him as something of a legend before that. It is
difficult to see him as my grandfather, though he is the dearest man who ever
lived from what I can tell.”


       Wynn
pitied her. In the time Wynn had come to live with him, she’d very easily
thought of him as a grandfather. She knew if Iviana was anything like herself,
she would enjoy spending the time with him she herself was afforded.


“But why do you not come
to visit the cabin?” she asked.


       “I am
afraid, like you, I have a commissioning of my own and it keeps me rather busy.
Today was a scheduled event for all of us old friends and family to get
together and remember old times. Your prophet was invited, of course, but we
had not dared to hope he would actually appear.”


       The
utter astonishment that he had appeared made Wynn realize these people were
awed by the prophet and she sympathized for them in this as well. To her, he
was a dear, eccentric old man. To them, he was Latos, former leader of
the realm, who vanished into time itself and returned to them ages later.


       “At
any rate,” Iviana said, “I wished to thank you and to… extend my friendship. I
know we sort of got off on the wrong foot and we were all terribly rude to you
when last we met—"


“Rude to me? Why, you
especially were quite understanding. It was I who spoke without knowing what I
was doing—"


“No, I know you are
learning and if ever there does come a time when you need advice or merely the
ear of someone who understands things that others may not… I am here.” She
ended with a warm smile.


Yes, Wynn felt she could
like this woman very well. “Thank you. You are very kind.”


“I was in your shoes
once, delving into matters I could scarcely wrap my mind around. I know very
well what you are going through. Everything is new, frightening, exciting…”


Wynn nodded, but found
herself agreeing only partially. There were the issues of the cabin
being slightly alive and the door that sent her on less than enjoyable
adventures. And then, of course, there was the Secret Circle of Southern
Sorcerers… and her visions. But other than all that, life had been fairly
ordinary. Then again, perhaps she had only become all too accustomed to it.
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- S I X T E E N -


Cellar of Peculiarities


 


“SO, DO I CALL YOU
Latos now?” Wynn asked once she and the prophet had transported safely back to
Kierelia, though not within the comfort of their beloved cabin.


He allowed a moment of
silence before, “Latos… is no longer me. We are so far apart in time, so
different. I… don’t like to remember him. Even ancient men have their regrets,
but the Great One works his miracles.”


“I see.” She searched for
an avenue to draw his mind from the past. “Well… where are we now?” Wind washed
around her as she turned about. Her stomach dropped. “Surely not…” she
whispered.


He glanced at her
sidelong.


“This is a d-despicable
place,” she protested, “full of criminals and delinquents.”


“Aye… but if it is where
the Great One is, it is where we must be.”


Her mind raced. “Why
don’t you go along… while I wait here.”


“My dear Wynnie,” he
said, stepping directly before her. “Is there something you wish to tell me?”


She sighed shakily,
understanding he was fully aware. He merely desired her to speak it aloud. “It
is where I grew up. I swore I’d never return.”


He squinted as he studied
her, then tenderly spoke, “If it is where the Great One wants us… should we not
go, no matter how uncomfortable it may be?”


She swallowed. “I suppose
the Great One told you he specifically wished me to go?”


He nodded.


Releasing a breath, she
relented. “Very well.”


He started forward. But
when they reached what was popularly considered the threshold of the town, he
froze, his walking rake held in midair.


She searched his face.
Contrary to the norm, it was fixated and penetrating. “What are we—?”


He placed the rake upon
the ground. 


A pulse shot forth
through the town. Clouds toiled and gathered overhead, darkening. Finally, they
released their might in a great strike of lightning not far from where the two
stood.


Wynn leaped involuntarily
and searched the prophet’s face for fear. Finding none, she drew close behind
him, letting his courage shield her from the next three strikes. Every one
missed.


“Why can’t it hit us?”
she squealed.


“We are protected.”


With his words, the
clouds receded and the sky grew clear once more.


With a relieved sigh, she
followed him into the hamlet. It was unaltered except for a single building now
missing: the inn. The shops were as she had left them and the villagers glared
at the newcomers as was customary. But contrary to convention, those they
passed began to follow them. She considered whether it was with ill intent but
perceived it was curiosity which drove them. They had sensed an atmospheric
shift when the prophet’s rake had pierced the ground. They wished to know who
had brought it. Moreover, many might have witnessed the lightning strikes and
likely believed she and the prophet had caused them with some kind of sorcery.


“Not that one, not that
one, not that one,” the prophet muttered as they passed shop after shop.


“What are we looking
for?” she inquired just as a grotesque cry was heard from a man who had stepped
into the prophet’s shadow. She released a startled squeal and turned to watch
in disbelief as what appeared like a daemon sprite shot out of him like a
firework, flying high into the sky, likely to drop somewhere outside the town.
The sprite had been forced from the man and she knew precisely who was
responsible. Somehow, even the prophet’s shadow possessed the power he carried.


 “Not that one, not
that one...”


“Which do you—"


“This one,” he
murmured with the glee of a child.


“House of Oddities?”
she questioned. “I think they sell incantations here.” Additionally, they
vended rare antiquities and the like, but she recalled how often she’d been
offered a charm pouch for the curse of her red hair, “the very color of the
Dark One’s eyes,” they’d always said.


The prophet nodded to her
prior comment but entered in any case. “Ah, my dear shopkeeper!” He raised his
rake to the small fellow behind the counter. Gesturing to the front window he
inquired, “Are these all the charms and spell-bags you have on hand?”


“Aye, just in fresh this
morning,” the keeper replied proudly.


The prophet strode toward
the display and bent near to study them. Wynn watched as he subtly pointed the
rake in the direction of the charms… and winked at them. “Oh, dear…” he
murmured. “Is this supposed to happen?”


The shopkeeper drew
around the counter to discover what the trouble was. “What on the planet
Kaern!” He turned to Wynn. “Fetch water, quick!”


Wynn peered around him to
find the whole lot of pouches ablaze. The prophet winked at her and turned
away. With his movement, they were instantly transformed into piles of ashes.


“Oy, how’s this
happened?!” the shopkeeper shouted as the prophet strode through an open
doorframe at the side of the shop. 


She soon found it
connected to the confectionary shop, serving up the finest chocolates and
sugary delicacies Jaefra had to offer. The store was lavishly decorated in red
and burgundy and the ringleted blonde working the shop greeted them affably.


“I have the great fortune
of being able to present everyone who enters the shop today with a single treat
of their choosing, free of charge,” she cooed.


“No, thank you,” the
prophet replied cheerily, crossing the room to peer at a long piece of
floor-runner.


       Wynn
was on her way to join him and inquire precisely what they were doing there if
not to consume sweeties when her eyes fell upon the caramel pecan squares she
had always longed to sample as a child. Now was her chance. But as she reached
for the largest piece, the prophet swatted her hand away.


       “We
are not here for sampling.”


       She
soured and crossed her arms. “Then what are we here for? You’ll
remember, I was not the one who wished to visit this town and destroy
storeowners’ merchandise.”


       “All
in good time, Wynnie” he said with a grin, pointing to the floor.


       She
raised her brows and unfolded her arms as she followed him to the other end of
the shop where he peeled away the rug.


       What
is he up to now? she wondered, looking back at the blonde who was beginning
to appear concerned.


       “I’m
finding a way in,” he replied, handing her the carpet. “Peel! Peel!” he
whispered.


       The
blonde was starting toward them, but Wynn did as told, revealing a trap door.


       The
prophet nodded. “Just as I suspected.”


       “You
mustn’t go down there!” the shop girl cried.


       “Why
ever not, my dear?” he asked as he kicked at the door.


      
“There are…” She bent very near to whisper, “peculiarities.”


       Wynn
raised a brow. “Is it a storage cellar or something?”


       She
shook her head, flying back as the prophet threw open the door, exposing a case
of stairs.


       “Come
along, Wynnie,” he called as he started down.


She looked to the girl
whose eyes were bulging as she shook her head, then peered at the prophet as he
waddled down the steep stairs. Sighing, she started after him.


      
“Prophet,” she whispered. “What are we doing here?”


      
“Staking our claim… er, the Great One’s.” He knocked upon a bolted door at the
end of the passage.


A small sliding window
crashed open and a man with ratted hair and a bulging eye requested an entry
word. He smirked, certain they did not have it.


       But
the prophet tarried a moment, changing weight between feet.


       A
word flashed through Wynn’s vision.


      
Slowly, he turned to her and raised his brows. “Well?”


       She
could not say how he knew she had seen anything but couldn’t imagine it was the
password.


       “Out
with it!” demanded the bulgy-eyed man.


      
“Dominion?” she muttered.


       The
eye bulged larger, nearly popping out, then settled. “Very well,” he grumbled,
slamming the window shut. 


She heard a heavy bolt
unlatch before the door was opened to a table beside which sat two figures. It
was then she understood what the shop girl had meant by “peculiarities,” for
the two who sat playing a game of chess were dreadfully irregular indeed.


       “If
you cannot check my king in your next go, I select the assignment for
the Willigan girl,” grumbled the voice of the creature to the left whose head
resembled both a pig and a man at once.


“Check,” said the other.
This one also possessed the face of a man but for his two front teeth that were
long and oversized, reminding her of a horse. She then realized he possessed
the ears of a donkey.


       As
the prophet took a step inside, Wynn glanced at him sidelong. What kind of
business could he possibly have with these… things? 


He cleared his throat.


      
“You’re trespassing,” Pig-face muttered, not bothering to glance their way.
“This is our hamlet. We were contracted it fair and square by the former town
leader.” He turned to other with, “That’s not a legal move and you know it.”


With a shudder, Wynn
wondered how long these creatures had been lording over the town, for they had
not had a village leader in all the time she’d lived there. That signified
they’d been ruling over the villagers for longer than she liked to imagine.


       “My
bishop to your queen gets me the schoolhouse assignment,” Donkey-man said with
a wide grin that showed off his teeth in full glory. “Oy, have I plans
for it!”


The two sniggered, the
most horrific ruckus Wynn had ever heard in her life.


       “Not
anymore,” the prophet replied easily. “Your appointment in this town has been
canceled.”


       The
two at the table looked to one another before standing to their feet… if that
was what they could be called; they appeared more like hooves… with claws.


       “Says
who?” the donkey inquired as he picked something out of his large teeth.


       “Says
I…” the prophet replied stolidly, “and the one who stands with me.”


       To
Wynn’s horror, they turned to her.


      
“Say…” the pig spoke, “I remember that face. Wee Wynnifred, isn’t it?”


Donkey slapped his knees
with another horrendous chortle. “That’s right. I killed her parents with that
last jug of ale she brought ‘em. I’d waited a long time to make my move too.
Had to make it look like it was the kid’s fault so she’d grow hard. Myyyy darkness,
she took long enough! I’d been working on that assignment since she was born.
Certainly was a pathetic little softy.”


       Her
lip trembled as she was mentally transported to that place, the place of the
little girl trying to keep her drunken parents fed. Then being blamed by the
townspeople for their inevitable death by the ale they’d always demanded of
her. “What…” She swallowed. “What do you mean?”


The prophet took her hand
and squeezed it tenderly. “You were framed, my girl, by these daemon sprites.”


       With
this understanding came a bolt like lightning to her heart. It was not painful.
It was closure. The whole town had attributed her parents’ deaths to her. Even
she had blamed herself, hated herself because it had been such a relief when
they’d gone. Her every burden—the two who, instead of caring for her, had used,
manipulated and bullied her—was gone and she was free. She’d fled the
nasty little village, but that burden of always wondering if perhaps somewhere
deep down she’d provided the ale for that very purpose had gone with her. Now a
grown woman, she saw herself as a child and knew that innocent heart could
never have plotted anything of the sort. She’d merely done as she was told.


       “I
think you’d better check again,” the prophet spoke to them.


       They
looked to one another then back to the prophet.


       “What
are you blabbing about, old fool?”


       “Your
contract to the town… I think you’d better check it again.”


       With
his words, a roll of parchment appeared on the table between the demonic
creatures. Before every eye present, a spot of red formed at the corner.
Slowly, it spread, crawling up the whole of the document.


       “What
in—" Pig began.


      
“Blood…” Donkey stated with disgust, not even attempting to halt what was
occurring.


       Soon,
the blood that had seeped through the paper was ablaze. In the following
moment, the article was gone.


The sprites turned to the
prophet.


       “No!”
Donkey declared, stomping his hoof. “No, no, no!”


“You’ll pay for this!”
the other screamed as he lunged for the prophet, but he stopped short and
appeared to be looking at something in midair. “I’ll stand back if you’ll fight
me fair and square,” he declared to… nothing… for all Wynn could see. He was
literally staring into the space between them as if… something was
there. But whatever it was, she could not view it. She had seen so many other
things this day, a new planet in a new realm, these daemon sprites, why not…
whatever this was?


       “Oh,
you let us decide if we’d stand a chance,” Donkey declared to the
nothing-something.


      
Suddenly, their eyes were bulging, along with the bulgy-eyed man in the corner.
In an instant, the three vanished.


      
Smacking his hands together, the prophet strolled out the door. “There you have
it,” he said, starting up the stairs. 


       She
raced after him. “Have what? What just happened back there?”


       “Oh,
there isn’t time for questions now,” he replied, linking arms with her. “We’ve
got to deal with the mess they’ve left behind. Just you wait, darling girl. It
is going to be riveting.” With that, he raced her up the rest of the
stairs and through the candy shop. On his way out, he retrieved a slice of the
caramel pecan, held it up to the shopgirl with a word of thanks and passed it
to Wynn.


       “That
should be safe to consume now,” he told her, “but you should keep it in your
pocket for later. Now is simply not the time.”


       The
two were greeted by a cluster of townspeople gathered before the shop, but the
prophet merely brushed past them. 


“Come along, kiddies,” he
called back. “The show has only begun!”


Wynn followed him to the
center of the village where the graveyard was kept. As a child, she had feared
it, often dreaming they would come creeping out from their graves to snatch
her.


At last, he came to a
large rock upon which a blessing over the deceased had been chiseled long ago.
When he sat down upon it, she posted herself behind him—whether supporting or
hiding, she could not say.


      
“Gather around, all, gather around!” he shouted. “Yes, that’s it, dearies,
closer now! You won’t want to miss this.” Before long, the entire village had
come as commanded, though Wynn could not be certain for what purpose: curiosity
or to toss them out.


      
“That’s it!” he hollered. “Yes, this looks like everyone. Now, let’s see. How
shall we do this?” He tapped the blunt end of his rake to his chin. “Hm, hm,
hm. Ah! That would do nicely.”


      
Flipping the rake around, fan side up, he paused a moment before raising it
toward the sky. Wynn blinked at him and then at the sky. It was not long before
the gray clouds that had earlier dispersed drew together again, curling and
twisting in on themselves.


       She
noted how the prophet’s demeanor had altered from playful to piercingly
engrossed as he watched. It was then she felt a single drop pelt her forehead.
Astounded by how heavily it had fallen, she reached to touch it. With that, the
downpour began, falling upon all present and stunning her as it produced a
variety of irregular effects. 


Grotesque screams sounded
from a number of those in the crowd, as if the rain burned their skin. She
turned to the prophet with concern, but that was when she saw them: the sticky
daemon sprites fleeing their victims, shrieking as the rain showered their
forms. These had been the source of the screams as the people were freed of
them. From one of the women present, she watched eleven daemon sprites flee.
Peering closer, she recognized the one-armed green-witch who crafted most of
the charm bags. But what further astounded her was the sight of the woman’s
left arm growing back before the eyes of all. 


Turning her attention to
the rest of the crowd, she watched as a number with wounds, diseases and
deformities danced in wonderment under the cooling downpour, their bodies made
completely unimpaired. With a grin, she held out her hands to catch some of the
water. It was then she realized the drops were not clear, but rather a vibrant,
sparkling turquoise blue.


       “The
color of freedom,” the prophet called to her as he continued to peer toward the
sky. 


Then, he let loose his
rake and the rainfall ceased, the clouds above dispersing. Rather than taking
in the sight of those leaping in the puddles and speaking about the phenomenon
that had just transpired, he listened for something. She observed him,
wondering if what he awaited was the voice of the Great One. He nodded to her,
as if he had picked up on her thought, then begged for silence from the crowd.


       “A
disaster has recently befallen your village,” he began. The crowd grew
astonishingly silent and the delight upon their faces vanished. “A fire… at the
inn,” he stated. Mumblings sounded from the crowd. “Loved ones were trapped
within… and lost to you.”


Wails sounded from the
crowd while others sniffled and attempted to stand strong. But Wynn watched as
the prophet turned to face the graveyard. Pointing the fan of his rake toward
it, he declared, “Return.”


       Wind
whistled through the assemblage, making a striking picture of the prophet as
his bagging clothes and long white beard were blown back. With glowing eyes,
his face was resolute. All she could wrap her mind around at those moments was
that he appeared not at all like the prophet she knew. This man was neither
zany nor endearing. He was intense, wild and mystifying. He had lived ages upon
ages and witnessed more of life than any human within any realm. He was both beautiful
and frightening and… he had done something to the graveyard.


       The
ground rumbled underfoot. She feared it would part beneath them, but this qualm
was soon replaced by another. In the far corner of the yard was a patch of
freshly patted graves that churned and popped, casting dirt several feet into
the air. Before anyone had a moment to realize what would follow, a long white
arm burst from the soil.


Screams sounded from the
gathering, Wynn most ardently included. The years of nightmares experienced by
her child-self were coming to pass and they were made real by her dear
prophet. As bodies, now alive and completely whole, began crawling from the
graves, she covered her mouth at the reality before her. In horror, her eyes
fell to her parents’ graves.


      
“Prophet, no! My parents!” she shrieked, heart pumping as it never had
before. Not only did she dread the thought of seeing her dead parents’ bodies
come to life again… but she truly had no desire ever to see them in any form.
The sight of them could only bring back all the aching, self-hatred and utter
worthlessness from her childhood.


He turned to her and set
his rake upon the ground. All the intensity of his former aura drained from
him, leaving behind his tenderness. “It is only those who passed in the recent
fire, Wynnie,” he called with understanding. “Do not fear.”


      
Relief swept over her.


As those who had crawled
from the dust brushed themselves clean, they looked to the spectacle of the
entire town shrieking over them. Slowly, they began to wave and call out to
loved ones. Some in the crowd quieted and looked on with hesitation while
others only screamed louder. But it was the children within the assemblage who
made the first move, racing to mothers, fathers, sisters, brothers and friends.
Wildly, they threw their arms around them in desperate embraces, weeping over
the restoration of their lost loved ones.


Finally, the remainder of
the town edged toward the graveyard, many racing to those they had thought lost
from them forever. Before Wynn’s eyes, the strangest reunion celebration she
had ever beheld took place and she found herself brushing tears from her
cheeks, laughing as she met the prophet’s shining face.


       Not
long after, he gathered the township around him and began to prophecy, speaking
of the boundless power of the Great One. She took in the spectacle with delight
until there was a tap on her shoulder.


“Excuse me, miss, but… who
is that man?”


She turned to find
herself looking into the eyes of Jamas, the first man who had agreed to hire
her when she was bit six. She winced as she recalled how he’d beaten her when
she had not performed her duties correctly. At the time, she’d thought him kind
for having taken her on. She thought very differently now.


       “He
is the prophet of Kierelia,” she replied numbly, “the one who dwells in the
Enchanted Wood.”


      
 “Well, he gave my young lass the use of her legs back,” he declared
through joyous tears, obviously eager to share. Soon, he was bent over, wailing
with grateful relief. 


       She
was uncertain what to do. Tentatively, she patted his back. “There, there,
Jamas. All is well now.”


      
Looking up, he peered into her eyes. “You know my name? Are you a prophet as
well?”


       She
twitched as she realized her mistake. “Er, well… yes and no.”


       He
studied her more closely. “Don’t I know you from somewhere?”


       She
shook her head. “Well, that is…” She hesitated, then relented. “I am
Wynnifred.”


       He
squinted, as if weighing this, and then nodded in amazement, eyes wide. “Yes,
it is you!” His memory of her as a child seemed to be conflicting with
the young woman he now saw before him, the little girl he used let work for him
for a meager sum… the little girl he had kicked around at his will. Appearing
greatly confused, he asked, “How did you come to be in the company of such a
man like the prophet?” From his expression, she conjectured this was more
shocking even than the miracles he had witnessed that day.


She ground teeth. “The
Great One brought us together.”


He shook his head in
wonder. “Well, I can’t say I would ever have recognized you for the wee waif
who ran the streets in search of work.” It was then his face fell. “The tiny
waif I cannot recollect being so kind to… and now you’ve come to Jaefra this
day and it has brought me the greatest joy of my life.”


       She
offered a strained smile. “I am glad your daughter has regained the use of her
legs.”


       He
shook his head, sorrow clouding his face. “Can you ever forgive me, Miss
Wynnifred, for how poorly I treated you—poor little kiddie that you were? How
can I not have seen that you were to be cherished? Why do I see everything so
differently now?”


       She
stood stunned. The hard Jamas she’d known as a child would never have thought
to ask forgiveness, let alone feel the least bit remorseful for what he’d done
to a forsaken wretch. The Great One had performed perhaps his greatest miracle
in this man that day. Now, she had to find it within herself to forgive him…
but with the memory of her childhood tears, she found it difficult.


Still, with a sweet
smile, she lied. “Of course, I forgive you.”


       His
face immediately returned to its former elation. Taking her by the hands, he
thanked her eagerly and returned to his family. She was left with a whirlwind
of memories. In an effort to free her mind of the old wounds, she abandoned the
gathering and started down the street. She knew not where she intended to go
until she was before a small dilapidated shack. Seeing the door left hanging
from a single hinge, she took this as a sign of vacancy and stepped inside.


A fresh wave of memories
washed over her, reminding of all the years she had grown up in the reeking,
rat-infested hole of a home that had been provided for her, made available by
the fact no one else wanted anything to do with it. Unexpectedly, she was not
filled with the anguish she might have anticipated. Rather, she felt strangely
disconnected from the place, as if the girl who had lived, struggled and wept
within had never been her at all. Had she not always lived in the ivy-covered
cabin with a door that spirited her away on irksome adventures? Indeed, it
seemed as if she had never lived until she’d entered the Enchanted Wood.


      
“Wynnie?” the prophet spoke from behind her.


       She twirled
to face him.


       As he
surveyed the premises, she knew he made the connection. A mixture of sincere
empathy and surprising anger clouded his face. But in the next moment, he was
looking into her eyes with an affectionate smile, the very likeness of her old
prophet once more. “Shall we go home, dearest?”


      
Releasing a long breath, she was filled with peace at the thought. Contentedly,
she nodded before blinking home.


 


* * *


 


Back within the cabin, she sat in her
chair before the fire, wrapped in her blue woolen blanket. All she had been a
part of that day felt fantastic and surreal. The fact she had transported
several times was so far-fetched… but it had happened. Now, she
understood why the prophet was said to be a wizard by those who did not
understand him, for he did act with enormous, supernatural power.


She listened as he
prepared their meal and endeavored not to be awed by him. She wished to
continue thinking of him as her sweet, silly, old prophet-friend. Now she knew
he was so much more, she was almost fearful of the power he held.


       “How
do you do it?” she asked.


       He
threw a mound of sausages and fermented cabbage onto the skillet—her favorite
meal. “I’ll show you.”


       “Show
me?” she asked a little breathlessly… apprehensively.


      
“Teach you... You’re going to do it too.”
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- S E V E N T E E
N -


The Time for Training


 


“FIRST OF ALL,” the
prophet began the following morning as he and Wynn sat leaning back to back
upon the roof of the cabin. “I don’t want you to look at this as work of a
sorcerer-like being, for it is very different. In fact, it is really the
opposite of all witchcraft. Witchcraft is the work of our adversary. If you
were to have anything to do with it, that very enemy would consider you his own
and it would give him a door through which to use or harm you in varying ways.”


She nodded her
understanding. 


“I want you to see these
things as a show of the Great One’s care. It is not our own power by which we
work, but the Great One’s. We may use it freely because of his son, for he
desires that mankind move in the same supernatural power that he once did. He
even wishes that we would surpass all he did, though he be the very son of the
Great One.”


      
“That’s all well and good, but why should he care we move in that power?”


“Because... he is divine—matchless...”
He paused for thought as an enraptured light shone on his face. “If ever you
had been to Paradise, his kingdom, you would comprehend why. It is simply how
they exist—all those who originated there and those who have since entered.
They desire the best for one another and take delight in seeing their
successes.”


       She
sighed dreamily. “It is difficult to imagine.”


He nodded. “Everything is
made of light there… used in ways we cannot yet begin to fathom. And there are
such wonders, you simply cannot imagine. Because of the Great One’s kindness,
everything exists to bring pleasure to each individual. And you know what,
Wynn? It is not simply pleasure... it is such fun.”


       She
chuckled. “And I always thought death was something to be feared. It doesn’t
sound like death at all.”


       “Oh,
listen to us. We’ve got things to do and we sit here gabbing.”


       “I
don’t mind.”


He grinned largely. “In
any case, what I’ve to teach you is going to sound absurdly simple but is, in
fact, more complex than it seems. As it stands, you are the instrument
through which the Great One’s power is channeled. The key is to focus on that
which you wish to come to pass, but in doing so, you must be…” He paused and
turned to draw very near her face, finishing with great severity, “utterly
and singly focused.”


She looked back at him.
“It cannot actually be that simple.”


 “But it is more
difficult to be singly focused than it sounds—to put your mind on one
thing alone and center yourself around it with the whole of your heart. But
this is how it must be if you are to be a… a funnel, if you will. We are
funneling power from the very hands of the Great One. We are the ‘eye’ for his
influence. That takes a singleness of purpose which is not something we humans
effortlessly possess.”


Pulling his legs beneath
him, he sat in his customary crisscross. “To simplify it, think on it as two
steps: focus on what must transpire and witness the power of the Great One
manifest through you.”


She was afflicted with
uncertainty. “Is it always so simple?”


       He
took a deep breath. “In a word: no. It ought to be, but often times one must
try again and again before a phenomenon comes to pass.”


       “But why?
If it is simple for some, at some times, why not for others… at other times.”


“Oooh, it might easily be
a number of things. Namely, a lack of single purpose, as I mentioned. I often
had trouble with that in the beginning. Some individuals are more inclined for
the supernatural than others… but for all it is meant.”


       “But
what about those in Jaefra who were healed or freed from daemons even before
you were aware of their need? You weren’t focused on anything specific then.”


He shrugged. “I have
given the Great One complete liberty to use me at will. His anointed power
flows like fire through my veins, ungoverned by myself. But it was quite some
time before this was so.”


She sighed her
perplexity, doubting she would ever get to such a grand level as that. After all,
she did not have years upon years, as he had. Yet, she was his
apprentice. “How do you get it, this ‘anointed power?’” she asked, much more
discouraged than when they had begun.


“It is not your
responsibility to anoint yourself, so do not attempt to pursue it by your own
means. All you are meant to do is continue running your race—live—and run it
with your whole heart. I promise the Great One will take care of the
rest. At that point, you’ve only to be willing and unafraid to let Him
have His way. You, my dear, are spirited. You will have no trouble, I
think.”


It was one thing for him
to state this. It was another to see it come to pass. She sighed once more.


“Now then,” he said
enthusiastically, “let us try something, shall we?”


She looked up at him with
wide eyes. “What—now? You haven’t taught me anything!”


He laughed. “I have
taught you everything. The rest is up to you. Now, come with me.” He crawled
over to the edge of the roof until he had come to peek over its side. 


With a huff, she
followed.


“See those pumpkins down
there? I’d like you to water them.”


She blinked. “Um… all
right.”


“I want you to do it from
here.”


“You mean…?”


He nodded.


She closed her eyes, mind
racing. This was absurd. Regular people did not water pumpkins with their
thoughts. And she was ordinary… or so she had felt before coming to live
in the cabin where she was suddenly seeing visions and popping to and fro
through vanishing doors. 


Focus Wynn, she
reprimanded. In her mind, she painted a picture of water falling upon the pumpkins. Nothing. She then
focused herself on the pumpkins’ thirst. Nothing. She continued on this track,
but all the while doubted her ability to accomplish what was asked. It was a
distraction she could not seem to get past. She opened her eyes. 


“This is ridiculous.” 


“You can do it and
you will,” he replied sternly. “Now water my pumpkin patch.” 


She leaned over the roof
and tried holding her hand outward, closing her eyes tightly and picturing
raindrops falling upon the pumpkins. Suddenly, with a great burst, she heard
the sound of water splattering upon them. Opening her eyes, she watched as rain
fell from midair. Grasping at the back of her neck, she turned to him. 


“P-prophet… did I… I
mean, do you see? Have I really done it?” 


He shook his head. “No,”
he replied laughingly. “I just wanted to see how you’d feel if you had.”


She gasped, nearly moving
to slap him. Instead, she found herself slowly chuckling. “You have got to be
the worst prophet the Great One has ever had.”


“Well, I think we both
know I’m the daftest.”


“Undoubtedly,” she
replied, reaching her hand out to splash some of the rain at him. 


Abruptly, his expression
transformed from delighted to horrified. “Oh, my dear! Have you not
learned by now I cannot come in contact with water? I… I melt… I’m melting.” He
began to phase from her vision. 


Grasping at her throat,
she could not think what to do. In the next moment, he was gone. 


“What…?” Part of her had
thought he was jesting. He simply could not be serious. “P-prophet?” she
muttered breathlessly.


“Down here, dear one,” he
called from the pumpkin patch. 


Looking over, she
discovered him standing beneath the rain. 


“Ack!”
she hollered. “You horrid, monstrous, old man!” Reaching for the nearest acorn,
she hurled it at him, then transported to her room.


 


* *
*


 


Thereafter, Wynn lent
much of her thought-life to the Great One. She knew she was destined to do as
the prophet did, so worked to focus on the one from whom the power came. In
fact, the day arrived when he dared her to offer her entire life to the Great
One. She was confounded by this at first, for she had understood that to be the
case when she’d uttered her yes-cry that second evening in the cabin, but it
seemed there was yet more.


       His
next instruction was this, “Forgive, Wynn.”


       She
looked up at him as if he was unbalanced. “Hm?”


He peered into her eyes
in the penetrating way he often did. “How can you be adequately focused if part
of your soul is tangled with rage and unforgiveness? Whatever pain or hatred
you have in your heart, any animosity, past or present, you must look at that
and you must forgive those who have wounded you.”


       At
his words, a flood of memories flooded her mind, sending tears to prick at the
corners of her eyes. “But why? My anger is what has kept me alive all
this time! It makes me strong.”


“It does not. It makes
your heart hard and it must be soft if you desire to become all that you are
meant. It keeps a wall up between yourself and the Great One and it opens a
door for daemon sprites to influence and harm you.


“You have often had
daemons come and whisper into your spirit that I have not always informed you
of. But do not fear, for I sent them away with speed. I do not allow wicked
sprites into my home, nor do I allow them to harm or hinder the little girl I
love. But you must close those spiritual doors, Wynnie. The Great One is to be
your strength now.”


She knew he spoke true,
but she also recalled the things that pained her and her heart hardened against
them until it was rigid. “I cannot,” she muttered, near tears.


       “If
you feel you might cry, let it out. It will help. But, it is not even by your
own power that I ask you to forgive. If you decide in your heart you desire it,
you may request the Great One’s aid and he will help you in his time.”


She closed her eyes in
the quiet of the moments that followed and recalled every hurtful memory. She
peered into each of them and did as he bid. Tears streamed down her face, at
first with pain and then, slowly, with relief. She felt a much-needed
release as the Great One touched her heart with his unique power and restored
it after all the years it had been tattered and broken. When at last she opened
her eyes, they were gleaming no longer yellow, but a brilliant, glittering
gold.
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- E I G H T E E N
-


Surprises, Surprises


 


“HELLO, MY LADY WYNNIFRED,” Terrance
greeted upon the path to Sir Colten’s manor. “Fancy meeting you on this road
once again.”


She stole a long glance
at the horse he led. “How on Kaern did you get your hands on a magnificent
steed such as that?”


He chuckled. “It’s not
mine. I was asked to keep an eye on it these last few days before delivering it
to Phillip’s place.”


“Oh? I’m headed there as
well.”


“Well, fancy that. How
fortunate I am to have been afforded a stroll with the redheaded viper of the
wood on this very fine afternoon.” He sniffed the air. “Smells like a special
day, doesn’t it?”


“I suppose.”


“What takes you to the
manor?”


“I’m not entirely
certain. Meg sent a note requesting I pay a visit today. Said she had something
significant to tell me.”


“Mmm, perhaps she’s
procured you a rich gentleman to wed. Ooh, perhaps it’s me… though my lack of
funds would exclude me from that list.”


“That and the fact I
wouldn’t marry you for anything,” she replied lightly.


“And why not? Too short
for you, am I? Like you can talk.”


“Not at all. You’re too…
‘Terrance’ for me.”


“Touché.”


She glanced back at the
horse again. “That is a peculiar breed, is it not?”


He shrugged. “I’m afraid
I don’t know much about horses. He’s a stunner, though.”


She stopped him and took
the animal by the reins to have a better look. Horses were her weakness.
Peering into its eyes, she found him peering back into hers as if learning her
soul. She blinked. “I have seen horses…. But never like this. He’s rare, I
think.”


He shrugged and stole
back the reins to continue on.


Glancing back, she
studied its lines and unique coloring: dark gray in body with a black and white
mane. She had never seen its like. “Who did you say you’d been keeping it for?”


“I didn’t.”


“Didn’t what?”


“Say.”


“Oh.” Well, if he meant
to keep his secret, it was no skin off her nose.


Attempting to put her
curiosity at bay, she drew her attention to Terrance’s hand fiddling with
something in his pocket. “What have you got there?”


He startled, then slowly
drew it from his pocket to hold out to her. “Here.”


Taking it into her hands,
she found it was the whittled figurine of a deer. “Why, this is lovely,
Terrance. Did you make it?”


He nodded. “I’ve got more
than my looks, you know.”


Chuckling, she held it
out to him. “Well, you’ve some talent, I must say.”


 “Keep it.”


“Why?”


“It was for you, anyway.”


She scrunched her brows
together. “Why?”


“Here’s the manor.”


To her surprise, the
entirety of Phillip’s family was waiting upon the steps before the entry. The
assemblage waved merrily and Meg ran to meet her at the gate. Taking her arm,
Meg started forward. “It was so good of you to come right away! We’ve news, you
see.”


“Oh… what news?” She
could not imagine what kind of news the entire family had to share with her…
let alone the prophet, whom she now recognized was among their number.


“I’ll tell you in a
minute,” she replied with a mysterious smile. “First, we must get up to the
house.”


Upon reaching the steps,
Wynn was swarmed with hugs from every member of the family, at last ending with
the prophet. Linking his arm through her free one, he and Meg, along with
Phillip and the rest of the family, led her into the house.


“Prophet,” Wynn murmured
as they moved down the hall and toward the dining area. “What is going on? Has
something happened?”


“Indeed,” he replied
simply.


Stepping into the dining
hall, her eyes were met with a glowing room, every candle ablaze. Upon the
large dining table was a sizable layered cake in the brightest of pinks with a
single giant candle lit at the top. Surrounding this was a pile of packages
adorned with ribbon. 


Speechlessly, Wynn was
led to the far end of the hall and made to watch as everyone entered to cry,
“Happy birthday to you, dear apprentice!”


She blushed deeply and
felt tears threaten her. “H-how? How did you know it was my birthday? I
had not even realized…”


The prophet tapped the
top of his head. “This mind knows things it oughtn’t.” 


She was then made to sit
down before the table as a package was placed into her hands.


“You must open mine
first!” Meg cried, running about her to wrap arms around her shoulders. “Oh, go
on,” she insisted.


Wynn glanced up at those
around her—all gathered for her. She hardly knew what to think or do, so
she did as told.


“Oh,”
she gasped as a fine leather scabbard was revealed, burned with an elaborate
design. “Oh, Meg, this is… so… I think it may be too much. I can’t…”


“Of course, it isn’t!”
Meg cried. “You are Wynn of our wood, a girl of fine character and sympathetic
heart. You deserve it!”


She wasn’t certain that
was altogether true, nor was she certain Meg could know that in the short time
they’d been friends, though she had by that time dined with them above four
times. Still, she had never owned anything of such quality in her life except
the string of black gems Elizabeth had previously gifted her. Seeing Elizabeth
was now placing a parcel of her own into her lap, she dearly hoped this was not
another gift such as that.


Unlacing the emerald
ribbon, a gown of the deepest green velvet lay in her lap. “Oh, Elizabeth… how
exquisite...” She held it up to herself. “I cannot imagine where I could
wear it, but I will enjoy looking at it.”


“Don’t be silly,”
Elizabeth replied. “You must wear it today for your celebration meal.”


“Here,” Joselyn said,
laying another package in her lap. Wynn caught the smallest of shining smiles
in her eyes as they made contact. It was the first sign of anything resembling
friendship she’d shown since the unfortunate ordeal concerning Sir Rupert.


“Oh, these are lovely,”
Wynn cried as a pair of silver shoes were revealed.


“I thought they would be
pretty with the gown,” Joselyn replied with scarcely concealed delight.


Wynn nodded. “They’re fit
for a lady far lovelier than me,” she muttered, to which all in the room hushed
and corrected her.


From Lady Colten, she
received an ornate hairpin and another exquisite crystal vial of perfume. Wynn
and Phillip exchanged wry glances, recalling their previous run-in with the
fragrance. Still, she offered her sincere gratitude.


Sir Colten pulled a
beautifully bound book from behind his back which he promised would be
intriguing and Terrance reminded her of the wooden deer he’d given her on the
road. 


“Aah,” she said with
understanding.


That then left the
prophet and Phillip who each took one of her hands and helped her to her feet.


“Where are we going?” she
questioned with some dismay. All she had received had been more than enough as
it was. She had hardly reined in the tears as it was. If there was another
surprise, she was certain to reveal her inner turmoil.


“Patience,” Phillip
replied as they escorted her back through the manor.


But with growing
impatience, she pressed, “What is going on?” Instantly, she halted as
her eyes fell upon what was standing in the center of the courtyard. “What… is
that for?” she squeaked.


When no one said
anything, Phillip took her by the hand and led her to the ravishing gelding
Terrance had been led through the forest. “He is yours,” he said, “from the
prophet.”


Wynn gazed into the face
of the gelding, who met her eyes with his gentle expression that spoke volumes
of admiration for anyone who gave him attention. Tenderly, she touched her
fingers to his soft muzzle. When he stepped closer and lipped at a stray curl
at her temple, she broke down. To her utter dismay, she wept. Attempts to
conceal it were made by planting her head into the gelding’s neck, but the feel
of that soft, warm fur against her cheek made her gasp for breath, revealing
her sobs.


“Aw… Wynn,”
Phillip muttered with sympathetic helplessness.


“I’m fine,” she replied,
waving a hand at him as she worked to compose herself. Now that first onset of
tears was released, she could gain control.


It was simply that, from
the first time her eyes had fallen upon a horse, she had longed to have one of
her own. Through the years, she’d stealthily admired the animals tethered
outside inns and those she passed on the road. Her heart had yearned to ride
one until she’d finally discovered a runaway. Stubbornly, she had taught
herself and formed a bond with the animal, only to have it discovered and
claimed by its true owner—a brutish knight. The incident had nearly broken her
heart which had opened for the first time in years. She felt that part of her
heart open once more for the affable creature before her.


Phillip handed her a
kerchief. 


She smiled and thanked
him as she worked to right herself. “Oh, where is that prophet?” she
asked through stuffed-up nose.


“I am here,” he spoke
from behind her.


She considered him, then
whispered into the ear of her new gelding, “A moment, please.” Turning to the
prophet, she encompassed him in a teary embrace. “You’re a terrible, wonderful
old man, you know.”


       “Oh,
I know it,” he replied into her hair, caressing her untamed locks. “But you’re
rather terribly wonderful yourself, you know.”


       She
pulled back to put a finger to his face. “Don’t you dare,” she muttered, “don’t
you dare make me cry any more than I already have.”


      
“Well, the riding equipment is Phillip’s gift,” he defended by casting some of
the blame to another. “Genuine leather of the finest quality, so he told me.”


       She
turned to the lad with a meek smile and pulled him into a hug of his own.


       At
last, she returned to her horse, petting, kissing and embracing the sweet-natured
steed while the others talked among themselves. They made plans to fence in a
wide stretch of land surrounding the cabin, but the prophet put them at ease,
promising he had obtained a horse that would not run away. This was met with a
deal of uncertainty, but in the end, they could say nothing, for he was the
prophet.


At last, she was pulled
from the animal and led into the house by Phillip’s sisters. “Come, Wynn,”
Elizabeth urged, “we must have you dressed in your fine new things.” Turning to
her sisters, she added, “I’ll have her down quick as I can, if you don’t mind.
I’d like a word in private.” The two were distraught but conceded just the
same.


      
 “This is your first birthday celebration, isn’t it?” Elizabeth asked as
they climbed the large case of stairs.


       “Is
it so obvious?” she inquired self-consciously.


      
“Well, most people don’t cry on their birthday unless they’ve been terribly
disappointed. And you didn’t exactly appear dissatisfied.”


       Wynn
laughed. “Not at all. You are all such wonderful people.”


       The
older girl smiled and opened the door for her to enter the boudoir. “I’m glad
you think so.” Sitting Wynn down to look into the matter of her hair, she said,
“You haven’t exactly run a comb through this today, have you?”


       She
blushed. “I didn’t get a chance. When Meg sent the note, I thought it might be
urgent.”


      
“Well, it was! Think of how long we might have waited for you to comb through
this gorgeous mane of crimson.”


       Wynn
smiled meekly. “I cannot believe you’ve all done this for me.”


      
“Well, to tell you through the truth, the prophet originally planned to have
the gathering in your home, but my mother took over. And lucky thing she did
too, for now you’ve enough cake to last the rest of the season if you ration it
right.”


       The
apprentice chuckled, wondering how she warranted a cake large enough for a
grand assembly.


       “And
that garish pink,” Elizabeth continued. “My mother doesn’t exactly do things in
halves. I cannot imagine it is exactly in your taste.”


       Wynn
shook her. “Cake in any form is my taste.”


      
“Well, you are the prophet’s apprentice after all and meant for great things.”
She began twirling Wynn’s hair into a loose bun at the nape of her neck.


       “Oh, I
don’t know…”


       “Of
course, you are or you wouldn’t have been chosen. I wonder… what kinds of
things can you do?”


Wynn blushed. She had not
expected this kind of questioning, especially when the prophet had only just
begun her training. “Er, well, this and that. We’ve just started.”


       “Only
just? Goodness, I’d have had you started that first evening, if you were in my
care.”


       Wynn
lifted a brow. That was an unusual thought. “I wasn’t ready, you see.”


       “Ooh,
I highly doubt that. That old prophet is just a little too cautious for my
taste.” Wrapping the bun with a decorative braid, Elizabeth took a step back.
“There you are, beautiful. And we’ve your gown and shoes on the bed just there.
You must slip into them quickly so we do not keep everyone waiting.”


      
Nodding, Wynn took up the velvet gown, hardly believing she was meant to wear
it and take it home with her.


       “So,
I suppose you’re quite fed up with your situation by this time?” Elizabeth
inquired.


      
Wynn’s brows went up in astonishment. “Hardly. I love living with the
prophet. It’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”


      
Elizabeth’s lower lip drooped. “You poor darling. I don’t suppose you’ve
any idea what you’re missing.”


 “I’m not sure what
you mean.”


       “I
mean, you could live here.”


      
Wynn’s mouth nearly dropped open. What an idea! “Why on Kaern should I do
that?” she asked as Elizabeth fastened her into the gown. 


The girl spun her around
to face her, taking gentle hold of her arms. “Wynnifred, I’ve the opportunity
of a lifetime for you.”


       Wynn
peered into her face, mind racing. Why should Elizabeth’s bright smile make her
stomach toil? Pulling away, she lifted her skirts to slip into the silver
shoes.


       “I
know Maera can come across as an eccentric,” Elizabeth began, “but if you
should take your cues from me, you and I might be the youngest and most
powerful members the SCSS has ever had.”


       An
icy chill went through Wynn as she stared wide-eyed at her friend. Of all the
things for this conversation to have led to, she would never in a thousand
years have expected this. “I-I don’t know what you mean…” she murmured,
starting for the door. But the knob would not budge.


“Hold on a moment,”
Elizabeth called, striding across the room. “I realize your run-in with Maera
was likely strange; she is a bizarre woman. But I was mentored by Arcadias, one
of the most patient and understanding women you will ever meet. And she doesn’t
hold back like some people.”


      
 “Like the prophet you mean?”


       She
nodded. “Exactly. After Maera opened my eyes to my potential, she attempted to
hold me back too, only letting me inch forward enough to keep me amused. But
Arcadias revealed to me how many sorcerers will do so purposefully. Can
you deduce the reason for this?”


Wynn smiled, though her
legs shook beneath her. “Why should I when you can just tell me?”


       She
chuckled. “They do so once they sense the one they’re training might actually
have the capacity to surpass them. Your poor old prophet, bless his soul, is
afraid of what you will become if he is not careful.”


Wynn raised her brows.
Listening to Phillip’s sister speak with such arrogance only proved the prophet
had been correct in waiting until the time was right. One needed to be prepared
before they were trained in the supernatural. Also, they needed to not be
trained in the dark arts by daemon-possessed aids of the Dark One. Indeed, as
she studied the girl’s eyes, she recognized that eerie glow. She could scarcely
believe she had not discerned the corruption so poorly concealed.


Elizabeth smiled. “Now I
have your attention, I will explain precisely what it is I offer. Firstly, a
place under this roof, as one of us—one of the sisters. I’ve seen
how you love Phillip and Meg. You could spend your every day with them, become
family to us all, treated just like one of us. Of course, you would not possess
the standing of apprentice any longer, but you would have our name behind you. 


“However, my family could
never know what you and I are about. While here, I will instruct you until you
have reached equal level with me. After that, we will visit Arcadias until we
have achieved our fullest potential. Then…” Her eyes glowed brightly as she
lifted a brow. “…you and I will proceed to overthrow the Secret Circle of
Southern Sorcerers… that is, after they have accomplished their current
task: regaining control of the southern region.”


Wynn was dumbstruck,
unable to understand how Elizabeth thought any of this would sound attractive
to her.


“Wynn… do you not see
what I am offering you? Along with the most loyal of lifelong friendships with
the most promising of sorcerers, myself, you and I could one day not
only reign over the southern region… but all of Kierelia. I’ve heard how the
other sorcerers refer to your power, how Maera sensed what was in you. Your
throne is already waiting. All you must do… is accept. Accept all that I offer.
In exchange, I ask only for your sisterhood.”


Wynn shook her head.


“I know, Wynn. I felt the
same when Maera offered me but half of what I’m proposing.”


Wynn’s hands tingled for
the blade that should have been around her waist instead of lying across the
settee. Not that she meant to use it. She only wished to grasp it for support.
It pained her to learn this about Elizabeth… Phillip’s own sister. How and when
had this transpired? Maera must have sensed a similar capacity for power in
this girl that she sensed in Wynn and had taken advantage. Oh, poor Elizabeth.
And poor Phillip! To have a witch for a sister, a member of the SCSS!


“Elizabeth…” she began
tentatively, “how long has this been going on?”


Immediately, the girl
shifted as she discerned Wynn’s true feelings. “Long enough. Why must you
know?”


Wynn shook her head. “I
don’t need to know, but… you must speak to the prophet. We must get you
help. The prophet says when you accept anything from a witch, you must loose it
from your soul. You may have daemon sprites to deal with.”


The young sorceress
raised her brows. “You dear, little thing. Heavens, I’m not asking you to save
me. I’m requesting you join me.”


She shook her head. “I
can’t… That is, I don’t want to.”


“Why ever not? I offer
you the moon and you’d rather slum in some grimy little cabin in a disturbing
wood?”


“But what you’re offering
me is work for the Dark One… I would never take part in that. He is all that is
foul in this world. How could you want that?”


 “Firstly, we work with
him, not for him. Secondly, who ever said darkness was such a bad thing? Is not
the evening beautiful? Does not the moon still shine?”


“Evening is
beautiful… but the enemy’s darkness runs so much deeper. The Dark One despises
humanity—loathes the Great One.”


“Oh, who told you that?
Your prophet? And how old is he exactly? I’ve heard tales of him dating back
before Kierelia was even a kingdom. That dear, old man is batty in the head by
this time and you know it.”


Wynn nodded. “He’s
definitely that, but he’s a great deal more than I think you or any of
your cohorts have any idea of.”


She shrugged. “You may be
right by the way Maera speaks of him, but that doesn’t mean he can rightly help
you access the power pulsating through your veins. Doesn’t it burn?”


Wynn considered a moment.
No, she had never felt it burn. In fact, she had never in her life desired
power except to defeat those who would harm her. She had that in
abundance with her blade. Now, she realized, all she really yearned for was to
become only and precisely what the Great One desired. He had seen her for who
she was and he had wanted her, chosen her and placed her in the
care of the sweetest man to have ever tread the surface of Kaern. She needed
nothing more.


 “Elizabeth, I must
tell Phillip.” She turned the doorknob. “I’m sorry, but it’s for the best.”


Elizabeth’s eyes bulged.
“How did you turn that? I had a hold on it. You’re holding out on me!”


Wynn looked on her with
pity. “I just turned a knob, Elizabeth…”


The sorceress scowled and
took a step toward Wynn, looking down into her small face. “I will allow this
conversation to cease for the time being, but you will not reveal a single
item we have discussed to another living soul, do you understand?”


For the first time since
Elizabeth’s unexpected confession, panic flooded Wynn as she studied the face
of the girl standing over her, teeth clenched, eyes wide and glowing. She
glanced across the room at her sword, wishing once more she had thought to put
it on over the delicate dress she now desired to tear into pieces and throw
into the fire. Instead, she took a breath, stepped back and started down the
hall.


In moments, her arm was
caught in the vise of Elizabeth’s hand. “You listen to me, sweet, and you
listen well. If you so much as dare to hint at my secret…” She drew
nearer her face. “…I will hurt everyone and anyone you love.”


Wynn stole her arm back.
“Oh, you wouldn’t dare!” she sneered, no longer pitying the girl, but
perhaps just beginning to detest her.


With a callous brow, the
young sorceress smirked. 


With that indifferent
smirk, she believed her.


“Just… try… me,”
Elizabeth whispered. “You love your little birthday horse? He’ll be gone. Then,
of course, there’s the prophet… which might be a little more difficult, but
I’ve got comrades in high places. Lastly, of course, there’s Phillip…”


“Your brother?”
Wynn squealed in disbelief.


 “Ssssh!”
Elizbeth lunged for her, throwing a hand over her mouth. “Keep quiet or
he’ll be the first. He’s always been an abhorrent nuisance anyway. Would be
like swatting a fly.”


Wynn highly doubted that.
No matter what egotism Elizabeth took in her schemes, she knew Phillip’s sister
was not the heartless, all-powerful sorceress she claimed to be. Still, as
Elizabeth attempted to force her back into the boudoir, she knew it was time to
take action.


She elbowed her in the
stomach and ran.


“Wait!”
Elizabeth cried, gasping and bent over.


Wynn nearly laughed over
the useless command as she sprinted for the stairwell. But suddenly, the
sorceress was behind her, grasping her arm as they reached the top of the
staircase. 


“I said wait,” she
growled, grasping at Wynn’s hair and yanking her back. 


Stars raced about Wynn’s
vision, but her eyes were suddenly opened to the slimy, inky daemon sprites
perched upon the girl. “Elizabeth…” she screeched, “you’ve got daemons on–”


“Quiet!”
she demanded, desperately flinging her backward.


With a gasp, Wynn went
flying and then falling… until she was swiftly caught up into a pair of arms.


“Wynn!” Meg squealed,
looking down at her in Phillip’s lanky appendages. “For heavens, you might have
been seriously hurt! Whatever happened?”


As Phillip put her to
rights, she stole a deep breath and threw on a weak smile. “I’m afraid I’m not
accustomed to long skirts such as this,” she said.


“You fell that far from a
trip over your dress?” Phillip questioned, looking into her face with
suspicion.


She shrugged. “Guess I’m
not fine-lady material.”


Wordlessly, he peered
back at her, clearly reading something in her face she must quickly conceal,
else there would be further questioning… and hell to pay.


“Phillip, I don’t suppose
you’d assist me down the stairs?” she requested. “I cannot bear the thought of
another accident occurring before enjoying some of that cake.” How she wished
this was all she had to be concerned with. 


After the others had
entered the dining hall, she pulled back a moment, allowing the door to close
before her. Elizabeth had just threatened all she held dear. What was she to do
now? Dare she enter and reveal all she knew, hoping she and the prophet could
defend them? Nay, that was a chance she could not take with Phillip and his
family. She must take time to consider the matter later. Now, she must pretend
to relish the remainder of this once beautiful party. Stealing a long breath,
she released it and entered the hall.
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- N I N E T E E N
-


An Unexpected Journey


 


IT WAS SOME DAYS after
the birthday celebration when Phillip found himself astonished by Wynn’s
patience as she tested his skills with the sword.


“I can see you know most
of the basic moves,” she said. “What we must work on is your execution.”


That was a more promising
conclusion than any of his trainers had provided. Yes, after years of attempted
coaching, he had picked up the basic stances. Unfortunately, it was a rare
occasion he ever successfully implemented one of them. 


It was difficult to
imagine Wynn would have been as understanding when first they’d met. It was a
true testament to her transformation since coming to live with the prophet. Of
course, having a home and someone who actually cared what happened to one was
certain to make a difference. But he knew her life in the wood was much more
than that. It had given her purpose.


“I’d like to see that
advance lunge once more,” she directed.


“But I trip over my feet every
time... It gets a little humbling after a while.”


She raised a brow.
“Seeing as how you’re the humblest person I know, I don’t see why that should
be an obstacle.”


A compliment? It was
difficult to tell whether his being meek when he was meant to be valiant was
considered a positive trait, especially to someone like her. “Very well,” he
relented.


Taking his stance, he
awaited her explosive lunge. Instead, her attention appeared to be caught by
something behind him. But when he turned to discover the mystery, she lunged,
lightly poking him on the shoulder. This was his moment. He started forward,
counting the timing in his mind. Yet, he soon found himself tumbling over the
weight of his sword. Next thing he knew, he was falling into her. Instantly,
she lost her footing and went down without a chance to catch herself. A sharp
smack resounded.


He turned to find her
lying unconscious. “Wynn!” He dove to her side. Lifting her head, he discovered
the embedded stone beneath. After a fervent inspection of her crown, he found
it was not bleeding, but it had swelled considerably. “Wynn!” he shouted again,
lightly patting her cheeks and praying to see those lashes flutter open.
Instead, her freckled face grew pallid.


Heart pounding, he lifted
her and rushed into the cabin. But upon throwing open the door and nearly
dropping her in the process, he found the prophet not within.


      
“Prophet!” he tried.


      
Nothing.


Glancing down at her, he
found her whiter. But he could not think while juggling her in his arms, so he
placed her into one of the chairs before the fireplace and stole a moment.
Rubbing at the back of his neck, he studied her, hoping at any moment she would
awaken. His eyes fell to the blue woolen blanket at the back of the chair.
Swiftly, he unfolded it and draped it over her elfin frame.


      
Taking a step back, he deliberated. Truly, he knew not what to do. The prophet
was usually the one he went to for such things and there he stood in the man’s
house to no avail. Smelling salts, he recalled. His mother used them for
Meg when she endured her fainting spells. But scanning the shelf where the
bottles were kept, not a one was labeled with the phrase.


The fire,
he thought. Moving toward it, he found it instantly ablaze. “I thank you,” he
murmured under his breath. At least she would be warm enough… if that did any
good whatever.


       But
what was there for him to do? He knelt on the floor beside her.
Absently, he took up her hand, fiddling with her tiny fingers until he became
aware of what he was about and instantly dropped it. He began fidgeting with
the edge of the blanket until he found it unraveling. Standing to his feet, he
exhaled, hating this feeling, this helplessness. Yet, he knew it, oh, so
well. It was why his fingernails were so often trimmed to bits.


      
“Ergh.”


       With
a leap, he twirled about. She was stirring. Kneeling beside her once more, he
awaited that moment… the moment her eyes would open and she would assure him
that his clumsiness had not left her braindead or ungainly. Then again, it
would be nice to have someone just as bungling as he was around. He cursed the
thought. 


Her eyes flickered open.


“Wynn?” he murmured,
sitting forward.


       She
squinted at him. “Did I… fall asleep in the middle of our lesson?”


       He
nearly laughed with relief. “Not exactly. I… well, I knocked you out.”


       “Did
you?” She raised her brows. “Well done.”


       He
dearly wished to leave it at that, but he had been raised by the servants of
the manor to be forthright. “Er, well… I tripped and knocked you over. We’re
lucky we didn’t have any mishaps with the blades. Unfortunately, you struck
your head on a rock.”


       She
winced upon sitting up, reaching for the back of her head. “Well, curse
that rock. I’m going to fetch it and toss it in a lake.”


       “I
may just do it for you.”


       Ever
so slowly, she smiled as she lay back in the chair. “You poor thing. You
probably thought you’d killed me or something.”


He colored. “Something
like that.”


      
 “Well, little did you know, my skull is made of steel… though I could
probably use a cup of milk.”


      
Promptly, he moved to pour it.


       “And
maybe… maybe some of those jammy biscuits,” she added.


       “You
got it.” He handed her the milk, moving for the basket of biscuits.


       “And
while you’re there, perhaps a spoon of honey?”


       “As
you wish,” he replied, reaching for the jar.


       “Oh, Phillip,
you awful pushover!” she declared with a giggle. “I’m only teasing.”


      
Shaking his head, he arrived with both biscuits and honey. With an impish grin,
she took them both. Seeing she had everything she could possibly need, he took
a seat in the opposite chair.


       “I
had the most peculiar dream while I was out,” she said through her biscuit.


       “Do
share.”


      
“Really? Most people hate hearing dreams.”


      
“Yours was caused by my big clumsy feet. I am obliged.”


      
“Well, it began in the night sky. I was sort of… floating in it. You follow?”


      
“Indeed.”


Wynn had been somewhere
in space, among the stars, when a man unlike anyone she had ever seen appeared
before her, motioning for her to follow. This mystified her until she realized
she was capable of flight. Obediently, she trailed the being over and around
stars, this way and that, until they were unexpectedly soaring downward. Down,
down, down they went until they had landed upon a piece of land beside the
ocean.


The mysterious humanoid-creature
gestured to the sky. There, she beheld a constellation that appeared something
like a conch shell. The being conveyed into her mind she must follow the
constellation’s point to discover a gift awaiting her. It was then she awoke.


“Wynn…” he began, “that
doesn’t sound like an ordinary dream—more like one of your visions.”


She shook her head. “I’m
always having nonsensical dreams like that. Probably has something to do with
the prophet’s cooking… or a smack to the head now and then.”


“Well… are you certain
they’re only dreams?”


 “I hope so,
considering I cannot remember a one of them.”


“But you recall this
one. Besides, I think I know that constellation.”


“It exists? I’ve never
heard of it.”


“Isn’t that more proof
this dream was more than just that?”


“I agree most heartily,”
the prophet interjected from his desk.


The two jumped in their
seats.


“Prophet!” Phillip
shouted. “Where in the world were you?”


The man looked back at
him with wide eyes. “Nowhere.”


“Oh, Prophet,”
Wynn muttered in exasperation.


The man grinned. “You
mustn’t scold me, Wynnie. What I mean to say is, I was not in this world at
all. I was paying a visit—and not to the Greater Archipelagos before you
ask yet again, Miss Wynnie.”


She sat back in her
chair, possibly moping.


“Well, I needed you!”
Phillip chastised. “She was unconscious and you weren’t here to help.”


The prophet rose and
walked over to Wynn, studying her. He then returned to his chair. “Now, what
are we going to do about this vision?”


Phillip sat back in his
own chair and did a little moping as well. After all he’d been through, how
could the prophet not show more concern? Still, he was grateful the healer had
not spotted any perplexities.


“How should I
know?” Wynn asked. “I’m the one who thinks it was but a dream.”


Leaning forward, the
prophet planted his elbows upon his knees. “I think you should follow it—the
constellation.”


“But I’ve no idea where
it leads.”


“My dear girl,” he
reproved, “who does not desire a gift from an elysian emissary? I, for
one, have never received the like.” He appeared to be doing a little moping of
his own now.


“I could go with you,
Wynn,” Phillip offered. “I am well acquainted with the constellation. And if
the journey is long, I know the best inns.”


She huffed. “But my
head…”


 “I healed you when
I walked over there,” the prophet replied without amusement.


“Oh,” Phillip murmured.
Of course, the prophet would have cared for her the moment he was able.


“Very well, you
two,” she relented. “But if nothing comes of it, I’m going to be terribly cross.”


 


* * *


 


That evening, they
assembled supplies, saddled horses and set off under the evening sky. The first
hours were spent mostly in silence. When Phillip’s mare began to weary, they
stopped for a light snack and continued onward. It wasn’t until the following
set of hours had passed and his mare required another reprieve that they
realized Wynn’s gelding had not yet slowed. Rather, he was eager. In
fact, it was the gelding’s pace that was tiring poor Peggity. Each time they
rested, he appeared antsy, looking to the mare as if wondering why she was not
as impatient as he to journey onward.


       “Your
horse…” Phillip began.


       “I
know,” she replied. “He doesn’t tire.”


       “I
wonder how fast he could go unrestrained.”


       “I’d
hate to try it just now. Haven’t ridden in a while.”


       “You
know… I’ve never in my life seen a horse with that combination of lines and
coloring.”


       “Nor
I. Where did you say the prophet purchased him?”


       “I
didn’t. Neither did he.”


       They
looked to one another with small smiles. 


Finally, she asked, “You
don’t suppose this horse… could be from another world?”


 “Would certainly be
worth asking.”


She turned to the animal
who was picking at the grass around them. Instantly, he met her gaze, holding
it. Her breath caught. Yes, there was something about that animal. Seeing she
would not obey his summon to continue on, the horse turned to the bush behind
him. From it, he stole a small berry and appeared to be testing whether he
liked it. When he continued pecking contentedly, it was clear he had discovered
a favorite.


“What a silly fellow he
is!” Wynn cried. “Have you ever seen a horse with the patience to pick berries
from a needled bush? What shrub is that?”


“Juniper, I think.”


Chuckling at the animal,
she stood to pat its shoulder. “This is the first time I’ve seen him really
interested in anything foodwise. We’ll have to plant some outside the cabin.”
Stuffing some of the berries into her saddlebag, she said, “I suppose we should
move on. I don’t want to squander any more of this night sky. It’s driving me
mad not knowing how long we might be away.”


“You worried about the
prophet?” he asked with a smirk.


She raised a brow. “He’s
not immortal, you know.”


“No… but practically.”


She appeared ready to
move on, but he halted her with, “Wynn…”


“Yes?”


“I’ve been wondering… was
the birthday celebration… was it the right thing to do? I mean, did it make
you… uncomfortable?” He had noted a difference in her since that day. Not only
had she been quite emotional over the ordeal, but there had been that horrific
fall down the stairwell. She’d taken enough interest in the remainder of the
party but had been somewhat distant since that day. 


She appeared wounded by
the question. “Do you… regret throwing it?”


 “Not in the slightest.
I was just wondering about you.”


“Well, for your
information…” she began with crossed arms, “it might have been the best day I
have ever spent.”


That left something for
him to chew on. Though he could see she meant every word, there had been a shudder
just at the end. There was a hitch. He studied her, wishing he was capable of
reading minds. “Did I offend you... or perhaps my family said something
to hurt you?”


She unfolded her arms. “Of
course you didn’t Phillip. You are the kindest.” 


He squinted. “My
family...?” 


It was a moment before
she replied, “Your family has always been more than generous with me.”


Again, the hesitation,
but before he could inquire further, she cut him off, “For heavens,
Phillip, you read faces as if you read minds! If there is something I wish to
share, I will share it when I’m ready.”


Hm.
That had not been a denial, though it was an end to his efforts. It bothered
him that she kept something from him. He felt more connection to her than he
felt with anyone but the prophet. Though he was uncertain as to how or when
this had become the case, he supposed it was a combination of the fact that she
lived in his best friend’s home and the various adventures the two had endured
together. Not to mention, he had never fought with anyone but his sisters in
his life and had not realized one could remain friends with someone whom they’d
been so angry with, let alone come out of it feeling closer to them than
before. He was further surprised at how often he found himself thinking about
her and the things that concerned her even when he was not in her company.


“If you don’t mind…” she
began tentatively. “There… is something I’ve been longing to ask you.”


With a smirk, he replied,
“You may ask, but I may just keep my secrets too.”


“Very well, I won’t ask.”


 “Oh, go ahead.
You’ve captured my curiosity.”


She eyed him a moment
before, “I have had to hear about your brother Brodrick from nearly everyone
but you… Why don’t you ever speak of him?”


He raised his brows. Once
again, he was moved with both anger and delight at mention of his brother. But
he felt the former winning over this evening. “He came to see me the night he
left,” he admitted thoughtfully, grinding his teeth a little.


“But Meg said he left
without a word to anyone.”


“I know. I promised I
wouldn’t tell a soul.”


“But you’re telling me.”


“He broke his
word. Promised he’d come back. It’s nearing a decade since he ran away. Would you
still be anticipating his return?”


“No…” she admitted
softly. “I wouldn’t.” Her eyes were filled with sorrow for him. “Why did he
come to see you?”


Releasing a sigh, he
leaned back on his hands. “He told me what he was going to do—where he was
going. He warned there would be much expected of me for a time, but he would
return and all would be well.”


“I don’t understand why
he had to go anywhere. Why not just elope in Nierwood?”


“Yes, that was something
I asked him. It seems the maid he’d fallen for had been to see our prophet, who
had informed her she would discover her true lineage in the kingdom of Bashtii,
just beyond the sea. So, she and Brodrick were to marry, discover what truth
lay in Bashtii and he would return to win back my parent’s approval.”


“Hm...” she murmured,
growing quiet. She did not seem to know what to say. “Well,” she continued,
looking him in the eyes, “I’m sorry he let you down.”


“As am I. He was my hero.
Well… he was everyone’s hero. He could do anything.”


“Except keep a promise.”


He laughed, a surprising
feeling at that moment. “Except that.” He was uncertain why he had
chosen to divulge the secret to her, but it felt good to have broken his
promise to Brodrick, to have it off his chest and to have turned on him in this
small way... even if it did not matter anymore.


“The way you handle a
sword...” he began thoughtfully, “it reminds me of him. You were the first
person I’d ever seen who could fight as he did. Though, of course, he was twice
your size. Yet, he did not have your speed. I am not certain which of you would
triumph in a skirmish.”


“Me,” she replied.


He chuckled. “Probably.”


“Well… I suppose we
should really be going now,” she said, slowly rising.


“Why? You afraid I’m
going to make you divulge a secret?”


She attempted to conceal
her grin as she threw the reins over her gelding’s head. “Maybe.”


“Well, perhaps I will,”
he replied, leaping onto Peggity’s back. 


       As
they continued on, he assumed the conversation ended until she pulled back to
ride with him.


       “My
parents were drunks,” she divulged.


       “I
know.”


      
“How?”


       “The
prophet told me. I hope that’s all right.”


      
“Certainly… but now I have to think of another secret.”


       He
smiled privately, glad she had taken seriously his jest about making her share
a confidence. It was like winning a prize.


       “I
used to talk to trees…” she offered.


       He
rolled his eyes. “Hardly a secret. You still do that.”


      
“Really?” she replied with genuine surprise. “I hadn’t realized.”


      
“Well, I suppose it’s a charming trait… if one doesn’t mind a little lunacy.”


       She
grinned largely. “I suppose you wouldn’t mind it, being friends with the
prophet all these years.”


       “That
may be truer than you know.”


       She
smiled absently, then appeared thoughtful for some time, chewing at her lower
lip as if reliving an anguishing scene. He worked to think of some way to
distract her from wherever her memories had taken her when she spoke suddenly,
“I… I thought I’d killed my parents…” She turned to him. “Did he tell you
that?”


       He
shook his head. The delight he’d experienced at finding her willing to share
something with him dimmed considerably.


       “I
was the one who provided them with the ale that eventually killed them,” she
confessed.


      
Phillip’s stomach turned. Poor, sweet Wynn. How he wished he could have been
there for her when she was a child.


       “For
a long time…” she continued, “I questioned whether I might have done it
purposefully.”


       He
gasped. “How could you think such a thing of yourself?”


      
“Well…” Her eyes shown with vulnerability. “I hated them so… and
loved them. It was complicated.”


      
 “I know you’ve got a temper… and you’re an expert with a sword, but… I
don’t think you realize what a soft-heart you truly are. I cannot imagine you
ever really hating anyone. I think… I think you probably desired to
loathe them. But whether or not you did, there’s no way you wished them harm.
You slaved to keep food in their bellies, so the prophet told me. That came
from a place of tenderness.”


       She
smiled ever so softly. “I know. I recently learned it was a daemon sprite who
took their lives… And you’re right, I was a tender-hearted girl.”


       He
hesitated a moment before, “I think you probably still are.”


       She
appeared to contemplate this. “I suppose you’re right again, though I worked so
hard not to be.”


       He
held her gaze for some time, considering how to respond. It was then they heard
the roar of ocean waves crashing against the cliffside before them.


       “I
knew it…” she moaned. “We’ve reached a dead end. The dream meant nothing.”


       He
leaped from his mare to kneel at the edge of the cliff. Though the height made
him dizzy, he was unwilling to give up so easily. He knew, if she did
not, that something had purposefully led them to this place.


      
“Aha!” he called, peering down the run of the cliff. “There is a path!”


       She
met him at the edge. “It doesn’t look like it leads to anything… not to mention
it runs along the side of a cliff, Phillip. The tide could rise over it.
Wouldn’t be safe to take the horses along.”


       “So,
we’ll tie Peggity to Juniper. The prophet promised he’d never run away.”


       “Did
you just name my horse?”


       “Ha,
I had not realized.”


      
“Well… I like it,” she admitted, leaping from the gelding. “And your plan will
do. I cannot imagine we’ll be apart from them long in any case.”


As they traversed the
precarious path, great fingers of the sea splashed over their vulnerable forms,
sending cold shivers through them. At last, their eyes fell upon the dark mouth
of a tunnel. Wynn tossed a dubious glance his way as she peered into it, but
with a shrug, she entered. 


Though the mouth was lit
by moonlight, darkness soon overwhelmed them. Yet, just as they were forced to
follow the jagged walls with not but the feel of their hands, a dim light wavered
in the distance. Phillip wondered if Wynn was filled with as much expectancy as
he. Certainly, she must now understand her vision had been just that. 


The breaths of the two
were stolen as ruby crystal walls sparkled all around, sending an overwhelming pink
cast through the cave they entered. But almost more astonishing were the heaps
of brittle hair carpeting the entire expanse of the floor, all streaming from
the head and face of a man at the far corner. Phillip watched Wynn scruple over
stepping into the woolly mess as she attempted to make sense of the stranger
who was not yet aware of their presence. In an effort to encourage her, Phillip
made ready to take the first step when she released a gasp.
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- T W E N T Y -


The Crimson Blade


 


WYNN STOOD AWESTRUCK.
In the center of the cavern, surrounded by ill-kept piles of hair, was a
chiseled altar of stone.  Upon it rested a supremely elegant sword,
appearing as crimson as the crystal walls surrounding. It sent her heart
hammering like the dashing hooves of a stallion. She had never dreamed such an
exquisite blade existed. Spellbound, she was summoned thither, her hand
reaching for its gleaming hilt.


Phillip grabbed her arm
and pointed. They had garnered the stranger’s attention.


“Er… greetings, sir,” she
spoke with a wince. She’d sounded like a child. This was not the moment to
appear less than what she was.


Silence commenced as the
two awaited the cavern man’s reply.


“Greetings, little one,”
he retorted in a gruff voice, clearly unused for some while. Parting the
curtained lengths of his hair with his hands, he proceeded to study them. It
was not difficult to perceive his disapproval. “Well…?” he urged.


“Oh, uh…” she stepped
forward with the clearing of her throat. But what was she to say? “I… believe I
was sent here to fetch this fairest of weapons.” There, she had confessed it.
She’d spoken what her heart so dearly yearned was the purpose of her vision.


“Is that so?” he replied
sardonically, proceeding to harvest a sizable portion of golden wax from his
ear. After a fixated examination, he smeared it across his trailing beard,
returning an indifferent gaze to the young people.


She was taken aback. Who was
this repugnant fellow that he should look at her as so insignificant? “I
dreamed of this place…” she replied with nearly concealed defiance. “I
believe I am meant to have that sword as a gift from an elysian emissary.”


He raised his brows, gaze
unnerving.


She humbled. “May I have
it… then?”


 In a low voice, he
replied, “I… have guarded this sword for hundreds of years… and you believe you
have but to inquire and it shall be yours?”


       This
was unexpected. It had seemed so simple in the dream. She would appear and be
given something. Perhaps she was mistaken about what the gift was to be. “In
all honesty… I am not certain.”


He looked her over once
more before breaking into deep, unreserved laughter that echoed feverishly
through the cavern. Ceasing, he turned to her with great solemnity. “Get out
of this place before I strip you of your life, wee lass. I have done so many
times before and rather relish the thought of doing it once more.”


She reeled. This was not
at all what she had come to expect as she’d begun to realize her dream had been
more than a dream. For heavens, the man was a brute—one whom she herself would
not mind putting in his place if she must. But just as her hand began to twitch
for the blade she carried, a new voice sounded behind her. 


“The sword is hers,
Mikian.”


She spun to discover a
puzzling figure who looked something like a man, but his form was faint and
semitransparent. She squinted to view him better but found it did no good.
Still, she thought he might be the being who had beckoned her to this place.


“Truly?”
Mikian replied breathlessly. “I have safeguarded that blasted blade all
this time… and it is only for this humble young woman here, who looks nothing
like so grand a person as I’ve been expecting? Why, I wouldn’t stand for it
except… well, I suppose it’s really none of my affair. I’m free to go… at long
last.” 


 “Who is he talking
to?” Phillip mouthed.


She gestured to the
figure, but his eyes appeared to glide past him.


Mikian took the blade in
all its majesty and carelessly held it out for her to take hold of. Instantly,
the rosy hue of the room shifted as the color in the walls drained away,
leaving only clear crystal in its stead.


But Mikian appeared to
care little for this. “Have your weapon then. I want no more of it! I’ve a life
to return to, though family and friends have long passed. Still… there must be
business for me in this world somewhere.”


       She
noted the great effort it took to convince himself of this. “Were you guarding
it against your will?”


“Aye,” he replied, “but
it was by my own blunder and is my own business.” He thrust the blade at
her.


Bright ruby light pierced
the room as hilt hit hand, blinding her. Surely, the sword she carried had
always been an extension of herself, but this one felt as if it was
her... so destined for her use that it was like a missing piece now returned.
Yet, all at once, it was none of this at all—it was a piece of someone else... 


Chills ran through her as
she found herself in a setting of smoke and sulfur. Turning about, her eyes
could just make out the form of another young woman as she declared, "By
the blood of him who gave himself...” This was all Wynn heard before she
was thrust into a fit of coughing, her lungs burning with smoke. Glancing up,
she watched as the ruby blade was birthed from the stranger-girl’s mouth, as if
formed of her very words, where it flew into the hand of the very emissary who
had directed Wynn to the cavern. With that, she was transported back to the
cavern.


She stood a moment,
panting down at the blade. 


 “Where did you go?”
Phillip queried. “I thought that tremendous light had stolen you away from me!”


Mikian sat hunched back
on his knees, stricken. Blinking once, his expression grew nonchalant and he
sprang to his feet. “That happens with everyone,” he said.


Phillip stepped forward
and took the blade into his own hands. Nothing happened.


“All right… so it happens
with no one,” Mikian admitted. “Well… it seems you are truly worthy, tiny one.”
With that, he began gathering up the folds of his hair.


She rolled her eyes but,
finding the mysterious creature who had declared the sword hers vanished, she
realized this Mikian was all she had to gain answers. Turning to Phillip, she
raised her brows.


       He
widened his eyes as if uncertain what she expected of him, then cleared his
throat. “Er… honorable sir, I do wonder if you would be interested in sharing
your story.”


The man eyed him. “Very
well…” He took a seat upon the bed of hair. “Long ago, I prided myself on my
adept ability to thieve.”


The young people glanced
to one another.


“I know what you’re
thinking. But, truly, I was famed for it—and that is not something easily won.
In any case… one fair day, a destitute king commissioned me to traverse a
curious passage at the top of Kierelia’s highest mountain. It was rumored the
channel led to a place very near the heavens… or perhaps it was that
very land often called Paradise, so breathtaking was it. There, I was to find
anything of worth and return with it. Well, when I came upon this mystical
blade that appeared as if formed of ruby... I thought to myself, ‘Mikian, that
fair instrument might just make a king of you.’ So… I took it.


“I was caught, of course.
Its owner, the one who appeared earlier and a knight of the Great One, carved
this cavern into the cliff and confined me here, naming me keeper of the blade.
To detain me, he cast an invisible barrier on the mouth of the tunnel,
promising its removal upon the day the chosen vessel arrived to claim it.


“Thenceforward, I have
neither eaten nor slept since, sustained by the power of a god I do not care to
know. And all that time, I awaited this ‘chosen one’ for whom the blade was
destined. In the end, it turns out to be you. Well… what a waste.”


Wynn watched as he began
again to gather up his tangles. She wished he was the sort of man from whom one
might garner further details. As it was, he was attempting to abandon them,
though slowly for observable reasons. She considered offering him the use of
her steel sword to trim the masses away, but, in truth, she could not know how
long it had been since his hair had been cleansed and she did not relish
touching either of her blades to it. 


Even so, she would not
allow him to leave without offering up just one last question. “Have you
learned nothing, sir, in all this time? Have you not learned a little something
about the mercy of the Great One?”


       He
dropped his woolly mass. “Mercy? Meh! I have been shown no mercy!”


       “Was
it not a mercy to give you so many years with which to reform yourself instead
of sending you into death to spend eternity in the Nethers?”


He flashed enraged eyes
upon her, but slowly he seemed to catch himself as what she had suggested took
root somewhere inside his fuzzy brain. “Well, now… I confess I have never
thought of it just that way.” He looked on her with new deference. “I suppose,
if I had done as you propose… I might have been freed long ago...” His eyes
bored into hers, though she was certain he saw nothing of her. Rather, he
surveyed the wasted years he’d awaited the appointed hour. At long last, he
blinked. She thought he might be about to utter something stirring, but with a
shrug, he started again on his hair.


She observed his
departure as he tripped over all he was unable to carry. Once he was no longer
in view, she directed her gaze to the ethereal weapon in her hand, recalling
the enigmatic being who had made it hers. So, he had been from Paradise. That
was most intriguing. And the blade… it was not of her realm.


“Well, I thank you,
whoever you were” she murmured.


“It was mine originally,”
the voice from before spoke abruptly.


       She
turned about, searching for him, but found nothing.  “The sword, you
mean?” she asked, half expecting no reply.


      
Phillip looked to her as if trying to determine whether she was speaking to
him. Clearly, he could not hear the voice.


      
“Yes,” the being replied. “It is as fine a weapon as you may ever expect to
encounter. It has seen many a glorious battle and will aim true, unfailingly.”


She did not need to see
his face to know he’d been the one with the girl in her queer, smoky vision.
“Who are you?”


       “I am
Viijelyk, high warrior of the Great One.” There was the slightest moment of
silence before, “This ordeal here is… not the sort of thing I usually
participate in.”


       “Oh,”
was all the reply she could think of. It was a little uncanny speaking not only
to a creature she could not see, but to he who knew the Great One personally,
was in fact a “high warrior.”


“Well, I... I thank you
for this exquisite blade,” she ended, admiring it in her hand.


“It will not be yours
forever, I’m afraid. You must use it well while you are able.”


She could not help
thinking how irregular it was to offer one a gift with the promise it was not
hers to keep. Just the same, she was gratified to be afforded the opportunity
merely to see it… let alone use it for a time.


“I thank you in any
case,” she insisted.


       He
made no reply.


      
“Sooo… you talk to yourself now?” Phillip asked with a glimmer of humor.


       “No,
you dunce, there was someone here… someone you could not see or hear, I gather.
He said he was a high warrior of the Great One.”


      
 “That is a meeting I dearly wish I could have witnessed.”


       She
nodded. “I scarcely saw him at first and not at all at the last. It felt odd…
like another set of eyes within myself found his form. But then, if they existed
at all, they closed themselves up again.”


       “Hm…
that is something to ask the prophet about. What do you say we stop for food in
that last village we passed and then see if we can’t get poor Peggity to see us
directly home?”


      
 “Pity we didn’t both ride upon Juniper.”


       He
smirked. “I see you do not recall the last time we rode two to a saddle.”


      
Laughing freely, she replied, “I had forgotten. I shan’t again. That is
a story for Meg.”
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- T W E N T Y – O
N E -


 A Parting of Ways


 


“THIS IS WHERE WE PART,
I suppose,” Phillip said after the sun had set upon the Enchanted Wood. They
had fixed a slow pace on the return journey so as not to wear poor Peggity.


       “You
aren’t staying at the cabin tonight?” Wynn asked disappointedly. “I thought you
and that fireplace were getting on nicely.”


       He
sighed. “I am needed at home early tomorrow morning, so it is best I stay there
through the evening.”


       “I
see. Well… thank you for coming along with me.” She held out the remarkable
crimson blade. “I would not have this if not for you. I’d never have gone all
that way on my own.”


      
“Well, it was most assuredly worth it. That may be your finest birthday
present.”


       She
shook her head. “I don’t think I could select one as finest. I was given too
many that meant something to me, especially from you and the prophet. This
saddle is remarkably comfortable, by the way.”


       “I am
glad of it.”


       With
that, they went their separate ways. It was nearly the dead of night, but the
moon shone brightly through the tree branches, easing her usual terror of the
forest. Yet, even without the comfort of the moon, she would have been too
distracted by the elegant gift that had been bestowed her to be concerned with
her surroundings.  She was filled with eagerness to reveal it to
the prophet.


Stepping into the cabin’s
clearing, she halted Juniper at the unfamiliar sound of music and looked to the
face of the cabin. What she beheld made her involuntarily release her priceless
treasure. There, standing on either side of the door, were two terrifically
towering specimens, appearing nearly human but for their heads that reached far
above the treetops. Her immediate response was to race back for Phillip, but
she was too concerned for the prophet’s safety to waste such time. Besides,
what could he do?


Swiftly, she leaped from
her steed, reached for the sword and lifted it toward them. “Who might you
be?!” she called with every bit of courage she could muster.


To her astonishment, one
of the giants bent low and offered a winning smile. The magnificence in that
expression startled her. “Do not fear,” the giant spoke in a booming, melodic
voice that reverberated through her core. He then raised his lengthy arm and
gestured for her to enter the cabin.


She was uncertain what to
do. Though there was a small part of her that screamed not to trust this large
being, there had been something in that smile that had won her. It was as if
she’d been ensorcelled into trusting him—to place all her trust in him,
in fact. His stance proclaimed protection.


Looking to the other, the
fierce yet feminine creature appeared utterly unperturbed by her presence. It
was apparent she was far more concerned with guarding over the cabin. But to
what purpose? Had the home become a sort of prison, perhaps? One in which the
prophet was currently ensnared? If so, she had just been welcomed to join him
in his fate. Well, let them plot what they might. She would enter the cabin,
all right, but she would find a way to best them and rescue her dearest friend.
With a curt nod to the giants, she marched defiantly into the cabin.


As on any ordinary
evening, the prophet wrote busily at his desk. But to her utter bewilderment,
it appeared he was throwing a party. It was a celebration of another kind
altogether. All about the main room was an extraordinary exhibition of various…
‘creatures’ was the only word she could think to describe them. Some
were small, others sizable, many wore armor, but nearly all glowed with
something inhuman.


Greeting her ears was a
strange tune from a set of specimens made up of sparkling gemstones. Each gem
appeared to resonate melodies as the creatures moved their fingers over them to
generate an exciting, elysian tune. The resonance was both exquisite and
chilling at once, nearly making her dance along with the pair of small,
giggling ladies who jigged about.  Her eyes grew wide as the flesh of the
petite dancers glistened with thick gold dust that was cast about as they
pranced. It was then it struck her from where the golden dust that was so often
speckled over various parts of the cabin had come.


She gasped, not with
fear, but wonder as she spied an entity shrouded head to toe with feathers in a
variety of glorious hues—most of which she could not put a name to. Even so,
she found she recognized the plumes, for they were similar to the ones always
scattered about the cabin: the ones she had frequently found herself sweeping
up. Hesitantly, she stepped toward the being and it stood at attention, as if
permitting her inspection. It was mesmerizing to witness the feathers continual
flow as of liquid.


As a small gathering of
other specimens moved past, she realized this was not the only plumed entity,
for some had feathery wings, others hair. Some even wore an unconventional
armor made from them, though she could not imagine how it would succeed in its
purpose. 


“Prophet…” she called
faintly, goosebumps coursing over her arms as she roamed the room. It was not
an entirely fearsome bunch. Rather, they appeared as if they were partaking of
an enjoyable evening. Still, she required an explanation.


Raucous laughter drew her
attention to a group of a part animal, part human variety who were gathered in
the far corner… arm wrestling. The creatures behind each contestant cheered
over the results of the round. These entities were, in their obscurity,
magnificent. She found herself ambling that way as if observing a festival act.



Suddenly, a being that
was but a single, massive eyeball cut her off as it whizzed by, seeming to take
in everything at once, including her. She turned to watch after it and was once
again stunned by the spectacle. There were those who appeared to be made of
glass. Another was pure, inexhaustible light, as if a bolt of lightning had been
molded into the form of a living, moving individual. But there was something in
that light that sent her to the floor as it merely grazed past her. She
remained there for some time before feeling able to stand again, so weighty was
the sensation it left her with.


She had no idea what the
prophet was about, welcoming all these beasts into their home. He must have
brought them over from some other world, perhaps through the vanishing door.
Yet, he had told her it was meant solely for her.


 “Prophet!” she called
more vehemently. But he only waved a hand at her as he continued, intent on his
work.


Catching the eye of an
auburn-haired half woman, half doe specimen, the peculiar creature did a
doubletake when she realized she had her attention. 


“You can… see me?”
she asked in a low voice.


Wynn nodded in
bewilderment. “Am I not supposed to?”


The stunning doe-woman
took gentle hold of her arm and drew her over to the table where the
arm-wrestling was taking place.


“She can see us,
comrades. She can see us at last!” 


At last…?
Wynn questioned, the hair on the back of her neck standing on end. Those words
depicted a picture of their having been about when she’d not seen them. The
concept unnerved her as her mind went to the feathers always strewn about. It
must be so… but how?


After those around the
table uttered their heartfelt salutations, they began speaking among themselves
at a rate so swift, she could not make out what was said, could not even break
in with her own queries. Before long, she turned from them, searching for some
creature she might be comfortable speaking with.


One, taking note of her
disorientation, stepped forward to inquire if she was well… But as she noted it
possessed no mouth, the realization it had posed its question into her mind
nearly undid her. Growing woozy, she spotted the water bucket on the opposite
side of the room and started for it. But upon nearly reached it, she detected a
fiery form with stern expression moving directly for her. Though she backed up
to provide room, it continued onward until it had reached her. In the end, it
passed through her form.


She reeled, inadvertently
knocking into the prophet’s collection of spices. With a crash, a single glass
bottle met its end, successfully drawing the attention of the room as it
shattered into a cloud of green powder. 


 “Hachoo!” she
sounded, caught in the haze. “Hachoo! HACHOO!” Her throat growing sore,
she could not stop her sneezing and her body was suddenly weaker than moments
before. 


Directly, two furry
creatures swept up the mess into their coats until every trace had disappeared.


“Oh, no, Wynnie!”
the prophet cried just before the last had disappeared. “You could be sniffling
for weeks with that stuff.”


“Well, why do you
keep it among your spices then?” she shouted between sneezes, eyes watering
profusely.


“These are not my spices.
It is my bottle collection. The spices are merely kept within it. You’ve just
dropped a substance that infects one with a dreadful cold.”


“It gives one a
cold? Surely you mean cures it?” It was not like him to keep an illness in his
home. Then again, she had not thought she would ever walk into the cabin and
find it occupied by a menagerie.


He shook his head. “Gives
it.”


“But why would you have
it in your home?”


“Because it is very
interesting, don’t you think?” Briefly grazing her forehead, he offered an
innocent smirk. With that, the illness fled her.


“Well, what are all
these… things doing here?” She gestured about the room.


“What things?”


Her eyes grew wide. ‘The…
the beasts, for heavens!”


Consequently, the
musicians halted and the entirety of the room turned to her. Thankfully, they
did not seem offended by her terminology as she had instantly feared. Rather,
they appeared both astonished and elated.


The prophet looked about.
“Oooh, yes…” With a large grin, he said proudly, “So, you’ve finally
noticed, have you?”


      
“Finally?” she croaked. “Do you mean…”


“They’ve been here all
along, yes. This is a sort of haven for them, you see, between assignments.
Some do remain with us on a continuous basis, assigned for protection, etc. But
most simply stop in when able and move on as they must.”


      
 “Well… where are they from?”


“Paradise! Angels, many
of them. Others move to and fro, searching for those whose hearts are fully
committed to the Great One. Of course, some of them are–”


       “But
why did I not see them before?” she nearly squealed. Looking about, she was
grateful to find they had taken up their activities once more. “Can Phillip and
Terrance see them?”


       “Oh, no,
only you and me. You see, spirit-beings are concealed by a veil or barrier
between the physical and spiritual realms. But this shroud may be peered
through by those of us with the transcendent eye. I suspect your gift wasn’t
altogether strong enough until now. You’ve had a lot to learn and have endured
great transformation in a short time. But you truly never saw them before
tonight? I thought certainly you would have noticed at least a few by now.”


She nearly laughed and
wept at once at the cavalier attitude with which he approached a subject which
made her feel terribly intruded upon. “Well, I might have... I thought I was
imagining things. Even when I was certain I’d seen indications, heard things, I
put it down to fairies or sprites.”


       “Yes,
many do. Thus, the name of the wood.”


       Now
things were coming together. The fact Phillip and the small fellow, Gong, had
been hesitant to promise there was nothing in the wood to worry over should
have been enough. In fact, she was surprised she had met Gong and Chime, yet
none of these others. They must be different somehow. “So, these… individuals…
are in the woods as well?”


       “Oh,
yes, scattered all about. It is you and I who make the forest a haven, you
know. We keep the spiritual realm of this vicinity clean and comfortable for
them.”


       “As
opposed to?”


“Well, places where they
might have to enter into warfare. Wouldn’t you prefer to rest where the spirit
of the Great One was present and welcome as opposed to somewhere evil sprites
dwell freely?”


She nodded, almost chuckling.
He made it sound so simple, but it was utterly novel to her. He seemed to sense
this as he drew her to one of the chairs before the fire, taking his own. But
the music was too loud, overwhelming her senses with a tune that was not merely
music. It made one feel things… unfathomable sensations she could not
rightly put a finger on.


“It will take some
getting used to from what I remember,” the prophet said, “but just go on as you
have. Wouldn’t hurt to smile at them once in a while, of course. But let them
rest. You’ll find some following you about, but don’t let it alarm you. They’re
all quite invested in your welfare. Many like you a great deal and have been
waiting for your spiritual eye to mature.”


       “The
first night I stayed here…” she began, “I thought I dreamed I was guided to
bed...”


“Yes, I suppose you were.
Some of them are quite nurturing. No doubt they’ve been caring for you without
your knowledge. Many intercede for you without ceasing. The goldies frolicking
about are exceedingly fond of you, so I hear.”


She clutched the armrests
of her chair. Though this knowledge was touching to some extent, the facts did
little to settle her. How had she been walking about all this time without
bumping into them? Of course… they’d been walking through her… and her through
them. What had they thought of her waltzing about, living life thinking she was
alone—having private conversations and speaking her mind so freely?


Well, she doubted she
would ever grow accustomed. Her heart was wounded. She’d believed it was
just her and the prophet. Meanwhile, all these unusual housemates had been
present. Grinding her teeth to rein in the absurd tears likely born of her
overwrought senses, she held her tongue. She wished she felt comfortable
speaking her mind, but this was not the time. The prophet had not meant to hurt
her, after all. If he’d told her from the beginning who was about, she would
not have believed him. Still, as she’d grown to trust him, he might have told
her. But watching him merrily observe the musicians revealed he had had no idea
how she might feel at the discovery. 


She caught herself
grinning over his expression. He was an utterly dear man, really. He could
probably chop off her hair in the night and she would pardon him almost
instantly. Standing to her feet, she bent to lay a kiss on his forehead. “I had
better retreat to my room for the evening,” she informed. “I think it may
help.”


With an affectionate
smile, he patted her hand and bid his dear girl a good night.


 


* *
*


 


Upon waking, Wynn
immediately sat up in search of the supernatural creatures. As it happened,
they seemed to have understood her need for privacy and had not entered her
room that night, though she was certain they’d been there in past. There were
the evenings they had escorted her to her room as well as other times when she
had heard words spoken that she had not understood at the time—namely, from
where the words had come. Now she was aware, she could not help feeling her
privacy violated. Of course, the cabin had been home to many of them before she
had ever come to stay. Still, it would have been nice to know there were
invisible entities lurking about, filling the woods she had so feared.


Yet, having now beheld
them, she understood there was no reason to feel apprehensive. In fact, she
ought to be at ease now she knew she was literally never alone. As for her
previous trepidation of daemon sprites within the Enchanted Wood, it appeared
to be well guarded from them.


Unfortunately, these
truths were not as effective in soothing her as they ought to have been. She
did not personally know these celestial beings, their habits nor their way of
thinking. How was she to be certain a creature of Paradise did not mean
her harm? Yet, deep down, she knew this was not so.


Throwing off her
coverlet, she marched over to the door to face the phantoms who used her home
as a haven. But upon throwing it open, there was nothing and no one to be seen.
Entering the main room, only the prophet was within. She stood speechless. Had
she dreamed it? Had she chased them away? For reasons she could not grasp, the
thought made her lonesome.


“Where have they gone,
prophet?” she asked quietly, recalling the merriment in the room the evening
before.


The old man looked up
tiredly from his chair. “Who, dear?”


       “All
the... the things, the giants and goldies and what not.”


       He
blinked. “Why... they are all around you.”


She searched for anything
she may have missed to no avail.


       He
sighed but smiled lovingly. “You no longer see them?”


       She
shook her head. This would not do. Knowing they were there was one thing, but
no longer being able to perceive them was another. She wanted to be aware of
who or what was around her. Besides, her curious side had planned to spend the
day examining them.


       “I
can only gather your fear has shielded your spirit-eye from seeing them.” He
appeared somewhat concerned but shrugged. “Your vision will return in time, to
be sure.”


“But I don’t like not
being able to see them.”


       He
raised a brow. “Well, that is your affair, not mine. You will work through it
in your own time.”


She squinted as he stood
with some effort and began preparations for their morning bounty. He did not
seem himself. As it was his favorite meal of the day, he was always chirpiest
at breakfast. But this morning… did he look older? 


“Are you all right?” she
inquired, laying a hand on his arm.


“Of course I am, Wynnie.
Only a bit worn.”


“Must be due for one of
your seasonal naps?”


 “Perhaps.”


But she feared it was
more than this. It was more likely he was secretly disappointed she could no
longer see the creatures. Moreover, she had not gained much traction in her
training. He had taught her the basics but said he could not move on until she
had managed to do something with it—heal, grow a plant, clear clouds… anything.
But all this seemed utterly impossible and faraway. 


This setback was giving
her a pounding headache. In an effort to overcome it and work through her
racing thoughts, she bid the prophet eat his breakfast without her and opened
the door where she was she as surprised by a weeping woman with a lifeless
infant in her arms.


“Prophet, come at once!”
Wynn cried. Stepping forward, she peered into the woman’s eyes. Was the child
actually dead or only nearing?


“Oh, please,” the mother
blubbered, her breath catching after each word. “My little Tamsen is ill… I
think he must be dying. Please, oh, please can you aid him?”


Wynn’s heart went out to
her, her own eyes beginning to tear as she felt the woman’s terror at the
thought of losing her child. But knowing what the prophet was capable of, she
looked to him.


The prophet’s face was
unusually solemn as he stepped forward, pulled the blanket back from the babe’s
chest and laid his hand upon it. 


After some time, he
stepped back, emotionless. “Wynn,” he said in his lowest tone, gesturing for
her to step up.


She looked to him with
eyes wide, heart pounding in her ears. Surely, he would not ask her…


“It is in his lungs,” he
said. “Let us see what you can do for him.”


She blinked up at him. He
had never put her on the spot for something this grave before. Surely, it was
of the utmost importance to ease the child rather than leave it waiting in
misery. She could not understand why he did not handle it himself.


“All right,” she
whispered hoarsely, hesitantly laying her hand upon his tiny chest. Feeling
that lagging little heartbeat beneath her fingertips, her emotions
heightened—fear and compassion battling for first. Closing her eyes, she worked
to singly focus on his healing, battling the fearful doubts that plagued her
with every pitiful beat of his heart. Nothing seemed to be happening. She felt
nothing, the prophet said nothing and there was no change.


She opened her eyes and
gazed upon the babe fighting for breath. He was so very pale and miserable. It
was too much. She looked to the prophet with the shake of her head, to which
the mother began to sob once more.


       The
prophet stepped forward and took the child from the mother, placing the
delicate body into Wynn’s shaking arms as she looked up at him with frantic
eyes.


      
“Prophet, I cannot do this,” she whispered to him.


       “With
your whole heart and mind, Wynn,” he commanded.


      
Cradling the infant close to her body, she closed her eyes again and focused on
the child’s need, working to channel the Great One’s power. Fear wrapped her
tightly in its clutches. This baby was dying in her arms, his mother wailed
beyond, and she could not think what to do. This continued longer than she
could bear. She loathed the sounds poor Tamsen made as he struggled for life.


At last, she forcibly
placed the baby into the prophet’s arms and pierced him pleadingly with her
eyes.


A flash of what might
possibly have been anxiety crossed his own. Turning face to the heavens, he
spoke as a man who had nowhere else to turn, “My Great Friend… little Tamsen is
in your hands. He is not my burden, but yours. Heal him or take him as be your
will.”


Immediately, the infant’s
fight for breath ceased… and he began to wail with vigor that only the Great
One could have supplied. Elatedly, his mother tore him from the prophet’s arms,
pressing him against her body.


“Oh, thank you, thank
you, you two wonderful souls!” she cried, her former tears of sadness
transforming to ones of joy. “I do not know how I shall ever repay you for what
has been restored to me.”


The prophet shook his
head, giving all praise to the Great One, and sent her on her way.


“I don’t know what I did
wrong…” Wynn muttered, eyes refusing to meet the prophet’s in her shame. “I
don’t think I can do this.”


      
Taking hold of her shoulders, he said, “You can, Wynn, and you must.”


       The
urgency with which he spoke mystified her, but she only answered, “Yes… I will
keep trying.”


       And
keep trying she did, for every visitor who arrived at the cabin that day, the
prophet left to her. If they required advice or a prophetic word, he observed
as she worked, stepping in as needed to offer direction as she attempted to
interpret the more confusing things she saw. After many instances, he informed
her of the symbolism found in some of her visions. Pointing to a stack of pages
on the far corner of his desk, he told of how they contained the representative
significance of nearly every object, color or scent.


Of course, there were
visitors who came merely for a friendly chat. These were the ones Wynn usually
handled and she did so with ease. But it was those who appeared for healing or
who were in need of a miracle that filled her with growing trepidation, for the
prophet made her attempt to help every one of them. Yet, each time she was put
on the spot, she failed to perform what was needed. A new leg, the replacement
of a lost item, the healing of an illness—failure. In fact, the more she
failed, the more certain she became she would be unsuccessful with the next. It
made for an extremely miserable day.


       She
could not understand why he pushed her so, for he had never done so previously.
Each time, he urged her more forcibly, even sternly. But upon every failure, he
swooped in and provided what was needed… though not without more effort than he
usually put forth. Why did he not instantly aid those who were in such terrible
pain as he always did? But as she came to observe him more closely, she found
he did not perform the miracles with his usual ease … This filled her with
further anxiety.


      
Finally, after restoring a woman’s sight, the two were alone. 


“I do not understand why
you cannot do this!” he shouted.


She was taken aback.
She’d never seen him like this. “Are… are you angry with me?”


With surprise, he turned
to her. “Not at all. But, you see… if I am struggling… you should
not be…”


 “What are you
talking about?”


With the shake of his
head, he took up his rake, opened the door and ambled out to the garden.


She scrutinized him
through the window. What had he meant? Why should she be capable of performing
wonders because he struggled? The thought filled her with dread she had
not felt since the day Joselyn had meant to run away with Sir Rupert.


Quite suddenly, she
watched him pause and look to the sky as if fresh information had dawned on
him. At last, he dropped his rake and returned to the main room.


“Prophet?”


He stirred the meal
within the fireplace. “Yes, my sweetest girl?”


“Have… you discovered
what the matter is?”


“I have.”


She felt strongly he did
not wish her to ask any more about it. Perhaps the following day, when her mind
was refreshed, she would approach him. For now, he was handing her a plate of
pork smothered in thick brown sauce and she was utterly ravenous after the
pressures of the day.


All through the meal, he
hardly touched his food, only staring into the flames with eyes alight, mind
clearly racing. Now and then, she caught him looking up at her with more love
in his eyes than she had ever seen in anyone’s—the kind of love she had always
dreamed of as a child that had been denied her. 


Still… she could not help
feeling he was disappointed in her. First, for no longer being able to see the
creatures and then, for her failures all that day. He was such a caring man;
how would she ever know if he was beginning to lose faith in her? What if
Phillip had been right, that her eyes should have been that piercing green and
she was not the chosen one?


She could repress it in
no longer. “Prophet?”


 “Hm?”


“Have I disappointed
you?”


       His
attention snapped from the flames and he met her vulnerable eyes with
sincerity. “Of course not.”


Though soothed, she could
not help observing he had not responded in his typical manner. He was
distracted.


       “I
can’t...” She swallowed. “I cannot help feeling you may be doubting me...
doubting I am the one who is supposed to—”


“That is the furthest
thing from my thoughts just now,” he said quietly.


      
“Then, for heavens, what are you thinking about?”


       He
dropped into the back of his chair. “Look about you once in a while, Wynnie!
Don’t you see Paradise breaking in all around?”


       She
hesitated, momentarily stunned. “Yes, I—I begin to see it, but...”


“You must try harder.
Paradise has an enemy and if we cannot begin to recognize the signs of heaven
reaching out to us, more will be lost.”


“What do you mean by
that, ‘more will be lost?’”


       With
a sigh, he closed his eyes, appearing wearier than she’d ever seen him. He held
a hand to his head and muttered, “Humanity was once a pure... innocent thing,
you know.”


“Was it?”


      
“Yes.”


       “It
doesn’t seem like it now… does it?”


“That is what I mean.”


      
Finally, she understood. More will be lost.  “More. Is that...
people?”


       He
nodded. “Yes… or humanity as a whole. Where one soul is saved, how many more
are lost, waiting to be led into the arms of Paradise? That is why we do
what we do.”


       “I
thought we did it to make people happy?”


“Of course we do it to
bring humanity joy... but for all eternity or it is worth absolutely
nothing. We do it in the name of the Great One that all might be...” He paused
a moment to exhale, “saved.” Closing his eyes, he stole a shuddering breath. 


       She
leaped from her chair and knelt beside him. “Prophet, what is the matter?”


Opening his eyes, he
gazed into hers, his own more aglow than she’d ever seen them. “I am so
much more than all right, dearest.” He touched his hand to her cheek and smiled
warmly. Abruptly, he stood, breath short, and rifled through the drawers in his
desk. Removing a large book, he offered it to her.


       “What
is it?” she asked almost fearfully.


       He
took her hands and placed the book into them, willing her to grip it. “Take it,
Wynnie.”


       “What
is it for?”


“It is a key... a very
small one, yet very large. It is so much, yet so little compared to all that
really is... but it is the heart of the thing.”


      
“You’re not making any sense.”


      
“Just... read it.”


       “But
you know I hate reading,” she reminded with a teasing smile.


       He
chuckled, winced and caught his breath. That was when she realized just how
much he was struggling.


“Prophet...”
she spoke nervously, almost scolding.


“Don’t ‘prophet’ me just
now. We haven’t much time, I think.”


Gasping, she worked to
restrain a sob as pain seared through her. She refused to grasp what was
occurring.


“Now listen,” he
insisted, “the danger that is to come to Lord Valdren… whoever the tournament’s
champion might be in the end, they will very likely require your aid. You
are the prophet now and you must believe in that if you are to be to this world
what you are meant.”


She attempted to reply,
but he hushed her and continued, “I want you to know, so long as you do not
turn your back on the Great One, so long as you do not compromise, you will
fulfill your destiny. That is a promise, though not from me.” 


       It
was then the light began to emanate from the fingertips laid over hers as she
held the book. That same light shot forth from his eyes, toes and from the
strands of his long white hair until even his shaggy beard was aglow.


With a sob, she grabbed
at his hands, dropping the book to the floor. “What is happening?” 


       She
could just see the smile beneath his glowing eyes as he replied, “I am finally
going home to Paradise, Wynnie.”


       “Going?”
Her mind raced. This was not how it was supposed to be. They were meant to live
in that cabin together forever. He was the dearest thing that had ever been
given her and she would not be without him. She refused. “You cannot
leave me,” she howled. “Oh, please stay. Heal yourself—quickly!”


       “I
cannot, you darling girl.” He caressed her cheek, smoothing away the tears. “I
have lived countless years and my time… has finally come. You… will be all
right. You are in the arms of the Great One and you will do all I have done
and more.”


She shivered as her heart
shattered, her hands clutching his with all their might, holding him there.
“But... I can’t. I don’t want to—not without you.”


He chuckled, his voice
growing stronger, echoing through the room. “But you will.”


      
“Wait, you—you—” Her mind raced for something to hold him there. “You have to
protect me from the angels, from Maera and the sorcerers!”


       But
the prophet only smiled, his big blue eyes glistening at her. “Oh, you very
silly girl… the angels are here to protect you. You will be well
cared for.”


      
Abruptly, the whole of his body was illuminated and she could scarcely feel the
touch of his hands in hers. It was as if his flesh was disintegrating into
light, his spirit tearing free of its carcass.


      
“Prophet, don’t you dare go!” she commanded through a blur of tears.


“Oooh, Wynnie...” he
spoke affectionately. “I love you, my spirited girl. You will be better than I
at being the prophet and I am so glad of it.” 


His voice was now merely
an echo in the lit-up room and she desperately searched for his face, reached
for the feel of his hands. But all that was before her was a great mass of
overwhelming light. She peered into it and felt something larger than ever she
had experienced—understood there was so much more than her human existence, if
she would only let herself look closer. For a moment, she felt she would follow
him there, wherever he was going. And then, frantically, she cried, “I love
you, my prophet! Goodbye! I will see you when my turn comes!” 


       At
the end of her outburst, the light grew larger than life, consuming all in its
path, then snuffed out of sight.
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Dearest Phillip 


IN ANGUISH, Wynn flew upon
Juniper and sent him racing, not caring where he went. She was too full of
heartache, despair and strange energy to think or see with clarity. Eyes open
or closed, all she saw were the aftereffects of that blasted, blinding light.
Her only comfort was to not be left in darkness after having witnessed such
light, but this did little to ease the swollen, aching organ in her chest.


Juniper seemed propelled
by some unseen force, racing past riders, carriages, travelers and towns. It
did not matter how far they went, for she cared not. There was but one desire
driving her and that was to move. Peering at the evening sky, she just
made out the conch shell constellation they had followed in pursuit of the
crimson blade. She could only conjecture Juniper recalled their previous
journey and was following the former trail. But there was nothing for them
there anymore. 


Looking to her right and
left, she perceived angelic sprites racing alongside them. It was then she
understood the unearthly rate at which her horse was moving, for the beings
appeared as speeding blurs in an effort to keep at his pace. It occurred to her
she ought to have difficulty remaining in the saddle, but this concerned her
little. In fact, it was the least of her worries. Something was attempting to
consume her grief. It was that strange energy burning in her veins, beginning
to glow through her skin.


At last, they came to the
cliffside of days before, the late evening sky sparkling with stars. Yet, the
stars appeared to be gleaming not only in the expanse above, but all around,
shimmering green and floating like fireflies. As Juniper drew to a halt, Wynn
understood he meant her to dismount. Obediently, she slid from the leather
saddle and tip-toed along the flow of the floating lights until she found
herself at the very edge of the cliff.


There was nothing in her
mind of jumping nor dying as she gazed out at the dark, glittering sea below,
but an impulse began to stir in her so consuming she could scarcely withstand
it. She felt at any moment the energy holding her together, keeping her alive,
might burst from her flesh and scatter amid the orbs surrounding. So heavy and
consuming was it, she nearly… 


Eyes pressed fiercely
closed, she understood she would fall to her death and wondered what awful,
foolish impulse had driven her to jump. It had been from that sudden eruption
of fearsome energy. But upon opening her eyes, she discovered she was,
implausibly… soaring. As wind whipped fiercely through her hair and clothes,
she found her body change direction at the slightest inclination. Once, she
peered downward and thought she might like a taste of that feral ocean, then
found herself plummeting toward it. With the thought of gaining altitude, she
was yanked from her fall and jolted into an upward soar. It was some time and a
number of stomachaches before she felt she’d fairly mastered the new ability. 


It was satisfying,
exhilarating. She was weightless and free, as if always meant for this. The
energy that had been driving her to move was no longer maddening. Though the
power remained, the pressure released. It was appeased.


She worked to discount
the understanding that this energy and the ability to fly were a result of her
prophet’s death, that whatever power he had possessed had been left to her,
placed upon her as a mantle of anointed power. She recalled how often he’d
struggled to see the things to come, how many acts had grown more difficult. It
was clear what he’d been intimating. From the moment she had agreed to become
his apprentice, she’d been unconsciously tapping the power from him.


With force, she cast
these thoughts into the wind upon which she soared, waving to incredulous sailors
she passed. Spotting a cluster of leaping dolphins, she dropped to run a hand
over their silky skin. The kingdom of Bashtii shown across the water. She had
never left Kierelia nor had she ever desired to. But fleeing the land that held
such sorrow, she continued toward it until it was below. There, she waved to
the few who were yet conscious at that hour. They cried out in response,
possibly mistaking her for a dragon. Over castles and fortresses, she continued
until she came to the conclusion Bashtii was very like her homeland. At a
frantic, unnatural speed, she returned to Juniper’s side. 


Gracefully, she rested
her feet upon the ground. She bent down to rest her hands upon her knees,
huffing and gasping for breath. Slowly and ever so subtly, she began to laugh
in wonderment, hardly believing what had just transpired. But feeling such
exhilaration was curiously painful and unnatural to a heart as raw as hers.
With a great, excruciating gasp, her laughter transformed into a fit of sobs
and she knew not what to do with herself, wishing above all else Phillip were
there. Conversely, the thought of having to tell him the prophet was gone made
her weep all the more.


Something grazed her
shoulder. It was sweet Juniper. Grasping him about the neck, she sobbed into
his mane until at last, she pulled herself into the saddle. He carried her
along the cliffside path until they reached the tunnel. Even then, he continued
onward as she lay upon his neck.


It was inexplicably warm
when they entered the cavern. As her hand inadvertently grazed the wall, she
discovered heat emanating from it, a detail she’d not noted in their previous
visit.  Replacing the piles of Mikian’s brittle hair was a bed of
impossibly soft feathers covering the entirety of the floor. The overwrought
former apprentice stretched out over them and found they were more comfortable
than anything she had lain upon in her life. Almost instantly, she succumbed to
deep slumber.


When she awoke in the
late morning hours, an aroma of wonderfully enticing food wafted through the
crystal cave. Sitting up, she discovered the alter where the sword had been was
now brimming with a glorious banquet and she freely ate of it. Though most of
the array was unlike anything she had seen or tasted, she did not question from
where it had come nor why Juniper appeared so content. She only accepted it all
gladly. As the food melted in the heat of her mouth, tranquility overwhelmed
her and she did not cease dining until every morsel was consumed.


 


* *
*


 


Standing in the moonlit
clearing, Wynn stared up at the cabin, wishing the towering angels who guarded
it were within her vision—that someone, anyone, was there to welcome her. She
dearly longed for the sight of a warm fire glowing through the windows as it
nearly always had and wished that when she entered she would find the prophet
scribbling at his desk. Instead, it was dark and silent. It made her stomach
ache.


She worked to remind
herself of all the times she had spent within it. In doing so, she found, after
all, this was home. When at last she entered the dwelling, it was not so
cold and gloomy as she’d feared, nor was it altogether silent. The cabin had
lit the fireplace upon her entrance. She gazed into it for a long while,
refusing to let her eyes fall upon the desk in her peripheral.


Her stomach rumbled. It
had been some time since she’d enjoyed the meal at the cliffside. After filling
the cauldron with fresh well water, she searched the cupboards for ingredients
to make soup. Problem was, she’d rarely been the one to prepare meals. That had
always been the prophet’s occupation. Even so, she had eaten his food many
times over and felt she could come up with something similar.


Despite the sudden
squeeze to her heart, she gathered a slab of beef, an onion, carrots, peas,
potatoes and corn, along with various herbs, and placed them onto the cutting
board where she chopped them into hardy chunks before tossing it into the
boiling water. That done, she took up a loaf of bread and began slicing until
it was too dangerous to work further with a knife. Realizing she must step away
from her preparations or risk seasoning the food with her tears, she sat in a
chair before the fire, pulled the woolen blanket over herself and allowed
silent tears to fall.


The prophet was gone.
There was not even a body for them to bury for a proper memorial. What would
people think? She must get word to Phillip before anyone else learned of the
prophet’s absence. For that matter, the prophet had family... in another world.
She must inform Iviana of her grandfather’s passing. Of course, that meant she
would have to transport to the Greater Archipelagos. But transporting without
the prophet, could she manage it? Fortunately, it had come easily to her. She
would not worry about it just then.


How she wished she’d been
afforded more time with him. She had never fully contemplated what being his
apprentice meant, that she would one day replace him. But replace him?
She was hardly worthy—nothing like an equal—scarcely an apprentice. No wonder
grew impatient with her in the end. He’d known his time was nigh and she was
nowhere near ready. Yet, he had believed in her even to the end, she knew. Oh,
how he had loved her—had loved her like no other human had. Would she ever find
someone to love her again? Or must she rely on loving others, as he had? But
even in this, she fell short. Still, she would try. She must try... for
the prophet… and for the Great One, who loved her, if none other did.


How quiet the house was,
even with the fire crackling. It wasn’t as if either of them had been
exceptionally noisy. Indeed, some days had been spent in silent solitude. But
somehow, the prophet’s very presence had been rather large, filling a room with
life.


At that moment, the cabin
was probably bursting with unseen creatures. If only she could see them, hear
them or feel them filling the house. Of course, now the prophet was gone, they
may have fled in turn. After all, she was no prophet. She did not know how to
guard the house as a haven for them. Still, there were those assigned to her,
as the prophet had explained. They would yet linger, would they not?


“Oh, please...” was all
she could manage, begging her spirit-eye to reveal them, to prove she was not
alone, that she had not let the prophet down and ruined his precious, heavenly
haven.


       The
mild strum of a lute sounded in the atmosphere.


      
Opening her eyes, she saw nothing but knew what she’d heard. She smiled.


       “Now
then,” she said to those she could not see as she drew to her feet. “I shall
fix a meal as delicious as anything he would prepare and with luck, I’ll manage
not to burn it.”


 


* * *


 


       The
following morning, a pageboy from Valdren Castle arrived to see the prophet.
For some moments, Wynn stood in the doorway, blinking at him. She did not know
what to say. Should she tell him? But if word should reach Phillip before she
could break it to him herself, that would be gut-wrenching. No, it must come
from a friend, another person who understood the loss.


       “He
is not in,” she replied. “But I’ve a message for the son of Sir Colten. If you
could deliver it on your way…”


       He
agreed and she bid him wait while she composed it. Soon, she was bent over the
prophet’s desk, staring at a sheet of parchment, twirling the quill between her
fingers. Again and again, she bent near the paper only to draw back up,
deliberating whether she might merely bid him come to her so she could tell him
in person. But she could not bear the thought of him coming all that way
thinking his best friend would be there.


      
“Gah!” She ran hands through her hair, getting the quill caught up in her curls
in the process. She knew the lad outside was waiting for her but could not help
it. She hated this, loathed the fact she had to write it at all. Why could
Phillip not have been there as he most usually was? Why could he not have
witnessed it for himself rather than her having to write a message she knew
would break his heart? 


 


Dear Phillip,


 


That would not do. It was
not enough. He must feel he had a friend in this world and that friend was her.



 


Dear, dear Phillip,


Dearest Phillip,


 


She stopped to take a
seat upon the chair before the desk, trying to decide how much detail should be
included. Not only did she feel a responsibility to him because he was her
friend, but she was plagued with guilt. It had been gnawing at the back of her
mind… The prophet’s passing sat squarely on her shoulders. She’d been the one
syphoning his supernatural abilities all that time, not even questioning the
moments he struggled. In doing so, had she somehow drained his agelessness too…
the anointing that had kept him alive so long?


       The
pageboy’s knock upon the door drew her to rights and she finished off the note
with a single sentence.


 


* *
*


 


      
Phillip sat at the table with his mother and sisters for the morning meal as he
took the sealed letter from the server. Seeing it was the prophet’s seal, he
predicted it was an errand, though the man had been asking him to handle less
since Wynn’s arrival.


      



Dearest Phillip,


He has gone home
to Paradise.


Your affectionate
friend,


Wynn


 


       He
fell back in his chair, swaying as the room grew cockeyed.


       “What
is it, Phillip?” Meg asked. “You poor dear, your face is ashen.”


      
Muscles aching, all he could manage was the shake of his head as he exited the
room. Arriving in his quarters, he opened the note and read it again. It had
not changed. He could scarcely believe its words. It was so sudden, so out of
the blue. He’d always believed the prophet would give some warning before
passing on, if ever he did. In truth, Phillip had known he would someday
perish, for the man had spoken for years of how long he’d been waiting to spend
eternity with his Great Friend. The lad had understood the day would arrive
sooner than later when he’d been sent to fetch Wynn… But was she even trained?
Was she ready?


       The
last time he’d seen the prophet had been the evening he and Wynn had gone to
fetch the crimson blade. When they’d arrived in the Enchanted Wood the
following evening… oh, how he wished he’d gone home with her. Why hadn’t he? He
spent most nights there, most days even. Yet, he had chosen to return to the
manor that evening and had been preoccupied with his mother’s business the
following day. How had he bid the prophet farewell that last night? He recalled
it, but it was not enough—had not been enough goodbye for a man such as the
prophet had been to him. He threw his hands into his pockets and paced. Why had
he not gone with her that evening, to stay over in the cabin that was a home to
him just one last time?


Running hands through
hair, he released a long, anguished sigh. He must face it: He would not see his
dearest friend again until he himself had passed on. What a faraway thought
that was. The prophet was gone without warning or farewell… the very best
friend who had been more than that: the one person who had always believed in
him, loved him, been there for him—a father who’d taken him in when he’d been
unloved by his own. He would have that haven, that place of safety and
acceptance, no longer. No more nights spent sleeping before the benevolent
fire… It would be considered indecent now the cabin was Wynn’s alone.


       Wynn.



“Aw, Wynn,” he murmured
through clenched teeth. She’d finally found her place… someone she could rely
on. The prophet had been her father too, the father she’d never had… and
now he had gone from her. She was alone in that cabin after having faced the
loss on her own, perhaps having witnessed it…


       He
went for the door.


It took him an uncommonly
short time to reach the cabin. He looked it over, for the first time arriving
with the knowledge the prophet would not be within… but Wynn was. He leaped
from Peggity’s back and stalked across the yard, every muscle in his body
aching from the weight of grief, keeping him from racing to her side as he
wished.


Upon reaching the door,
he threw it open. She was sat before the fire, but she stood the moment she saw
him, eyes rimmed red. At that moment, he knew they were feeling and thinking in
unison. They were each the closest thing the other had to the prophet—the two
he’d loved most in the world. They both thoroughly knew the other’s pain. 


They went to each other,
grasping one another in an embrace like a life line, their final connection to
the man who meant the world to them—their father, friend and confidant. She
sobbed into his arm and it was not long before he had joined her.
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Dragons
and Swords and Things


 


THE TWO PULLED THEIR
chairs side by side before the fireplace and there Wynn told him her story.
Once she’d finished, they merely sat gazing into the flames before them,
feeling like lost little children in a world neither had ever really fit into.
They were each filling the prophet’s place in the other’s lives, accepting one
another for who they were the best they could.


“How did you arrive so
quickly?” she asked.


“I cannot say. I only
rode very hard and did not stop… or fall off.” Silence commenced for some time
before, “I did not realize it would happen quite so abruptly. I always thought
he would give warning.”


She nodded. “He knew
much, but I do not think he knew it was upon him until... it was upon him.”


 “Have you buried
him or… shall I help with the arrangements?”


She bit her lower lip.
“There is nothing to bury.”


He turned to her.


“I told you, he
disintegrated into light… There was no trace of his body left behind.”


     
“Huh…” He turned back to the fire. “He would go that way…”


     
She noted he seemed relieved upon hearing the whole of it. It was a comfort of
course that the prophet had not gone in any pain or real discomfort. She
sighed. “I need to inform his family.”


     
Slowly, he turned to peer into her face.  “What are you talking about…?”


     
Her eyes grew wide. “He never told you… about his great-grandchildren?”


     
“I never even knew he’d been married!” he shouted, leaping to his feet.


     
 “Well… same, until we visited his home world one day.”


     
He froze. “Do you mean to tell me… Kaern is not his home world?”


     
Great. She was making him feel as if he had never known his friend at
all. “Er, well, it is not where he was born… but, of course, you know he’s been
here since before man tread the planet. It seems he’d lived a whole other life
before that, as leader of an entire planet called the Greater Archipelagos.”


     
He dropped back into his chair. “I do not understand why he never told me any
of this.”


     
“He wouldn’t have told me had he not wished me to have his granddaughter as a
sort of contact in case I required aid… She’s a fairly impressive woman, so
I’ve gathered.”


     
“Like the prophet.”


     
“Yes, I think she is like him. Oh! You’ve seen her, Phillip—the day we
went through the back door into that meeting in which I made a fool of myself.
She was the lovely brunette.”


     
“Really? Ha… I’d been in the same room with a member of the prophet’s family
and not known it.”


     
“Yes,
and he has a great-grandson too, though he wasn’t in the meeting. He spends
most of his time here in our world with his wife, Nimua.”


     
“I wonder…” he began, “might I go with you when you tell the news?”


     
She chewed her lip. “I am not certain. I need to transport there and I don’t
think I can just take you along. If I can, I do not know how.”


     
He nodded, though she knew he did not like the thought of parting from her.
Once alone, he would have to face the empty feeling of that loss.


     
“I will not be gone long,” she promised. Closing her eyes, she focused on the
Greater Archipelagos, on Iviana specifically, but felt no change. Opening her
eyes, she found herself yet in the cabin.


     
“You all right?”


     
She shook her head. “It’s not working.” Trying again, she concentrated with all
her might, all her capability… but failed again and again. “I do not understand.
I had this!” A new thought occurring to her, she raced outdoors.


     
“What are you doing…?” he questioned when he stepped through the door to find
her leaping up and down.


     
“I’m trying… to… fly,” she replied, attempting to attain that weightlessness
she experienced the evening of the passing. “Gah!” she roared, folding
her arms and stomping her foot. “What was the point of his leaving if I cannot
do this!”


     
He froze. “What are you talking about?”


     
Wincing, she ogled the ground. “I was syphoning his anointing, his power, all
the time I’ve been here. I think it’s why he passed on... Now it seems it was
for naught.” Why couldn’t she do it? She felt a block—a numbness—when she
attempted connecting with the power. Fuming and frustrated, she was near tears
again, though she had believed them all spent.


     
He took her by the shoulders. “Wynn, you aren’t really blaming yourself,
are you? Whatever happened was precisely what the Great One planned. You have
done nothing wrong.”


     
“But the prophet kept saying how he was unable to do things he could
previously, did not see things he should normally have seen, such as the danger
coming to Lord Valdren. That began when I arrived… The longer I stayed,
the weaker he became. The day of his passing, he could scarcely heal those in
need—that was because me.”


     
“Yes, it involved you… but you were not doing it of your own accord. That was
the Great One. You told me yourself the prophet was exultant his time had come.
He knew what was occurring was the correct thing.”


     
She could receive none of this, at least not fully. She knew what he said was
logical, but her pain told her differently. She ripped away from him and
marched indoors. “All right, cabin!” she shouted. “You are a live entity, are
you not? For once, make that vanishing door appear when I want it and
give me a way to Iviana!”


     
It appeared.


     
“Oh…” She had not expected it to work. “Thank you,” she murmured, temper
subsiding.


     
“I’m going with you,” Phillip announced.


     
She smirked. “You afraid something will go wrong and I’ll throw another
tantrum?”


     
“Kind
of… Moreover, I don’t want to leave you on your own just now.”


     
“And you wouldn’t mind seeing where the prophet comes from.”


     
 “That too.”


     
“Fine,” she replied, finding she was more grateful for his company than
expected. “But no falling for Iviana… I believe she’s taken.” She was a very
stunning and impressive woman after all.


     
“No problem there…” he replied, opening the door and making ready to take a
step.


     
“Phillip!” she screamed, yanking him from the doorway beyond which lay
open sky.


     
He shivered as the two peered down at the land far below, mostly ocean.


     
“Maybe you shouldn’t bully the cabin to get what you want,” he commented.


     
She had to agree as she peered about at the logs that formed the dwelling. Yet,
she could not believe it had intended to harm them… After all, the letter
deeming the place hers had claimed it was “of congenial temperament.”


     
“Well, what do we do now?” Phillip asked.


     
She shook her head. “I’m not jumping, that’s for sure.”


     
 “Me neither.”


     
An enormous green form flew by the doorway.


     
“Uh…” Phillip murmured. “What was that?”


     
“A dragon, I believe.”


     
“Shouldn’t we close the door then?”


     
She shook her head. “The dragons in this world are tame. It’s a long story…
with our dear prophet at the center of it.”


     
The dragon flew by again, slower this time and as gracefully as ever she’d
seen. By the time it had passed a third time, she began to realize what was
expected.


     
“It wants something,” she stated.


     
“Dinner?”


     
 “I’ve a feeling that’s our means of getting to Iviana.”


     
When it flew by again, peering at them and moving slower still, she was certain.


     
“Next time, we jump,” she informed.


     
He laughed.


     
When the time came, she felt her stomach leap into her chest as she flew onto
the solid back of the creature. Turning, she found Phillip behind her. 


     
“You jumped!” she cried in astonishment.


     
“You said we were supposed to!”


She had no time to
contemplate his burst of courage as they soared through open air, wind blowing
wildly through hair and clothing as they gripped the dragon’s malleable leather
flesh. Glancing over the side, she wholly regretted her decision as fear and
lightheadedness took hold. It was similar to riding a horse, but so much worse,
for death would be certain if she fell. And it was worse than when she’d flown
of her own accord the other evening, for she had been in control… and
not in a right state of mind. Now, she had but to trust this dragon and her own
grip on its scales. She thrust her eyes tightly shut.


Still, the beast moved
gracefully and seemed to have an understanding of how to safely convey a rider.
Yet, as they descended and Phillip cried out in delight, she felt as if they’d
traded bodies. Since when did he relish something that terrified her?


       When
at last the dragon landed, it was all she could do to slide her queasy,
trembling body down its side and kneel upon the grassy ground, gripping it into
her fists.


       “You
all right?” Phillip inquired, kneeling beside her.


       She
nodded. “I don’t see how you’re so all right,” she spat.


      
“Neither do I, but, well… that was rather stimulating. I suppose I
trusted your saying we should leap meant we would be unscathed.”


       She
nearly laughed. He most assuredly had more faith in her rash decisions than she
did.


“Wynn?” a woman muttered
from the doorway of a small white building.


      
 “Oh… Iviana,” Wynn muttered as she drew to a wobbly stand. “We actually
made it to you.”


       “How
did you happen to come upon Tragor?” she asked as she ushered them into the
building where they were met by a kitchen table and made to sit before it.


      
“Tragor?” Wynn asked. “The dragon, you mean? Well, he… he appeared outside my
door actually.”


      
Iviana raised her brows. “How very peculiar.”


      
“Perhaps not as peculiar as it sounds… or maybe more so.”


       The
older girl only laughed and turned to Phillip. “Who is your friend?”


       “Oh!
This is Phillip, a… a good friend of the prophet’s.”


       “But
of course! I have heard so much about you,” she told him. “In fact, when first
I was becoming acquainted with your prophet, he could speak of nearly no one
else.”


      
Phillip blushed, but Wynn was grateful Iviana had shared this. After finding
the prophet had kept so much from him, it would be sure to heal any pain
caused. Of course, he must wonder why the prophet had only so recently met his
own granddaughter, but he said nothing. It appeared his timidity had not fled
with his sudden boldness upon the back of a flying monster.


Handing first Phillip a
cup of tea and then Wynn, Iviana looked to her with a smile and sat down. 
“I knew you would come.”


       She
was taken aback.  “How?”


      
 “So did he.”


      
“Who?”


Iviana raised a brow.
“Who do you think?”


       Wynn
raised her own brows in surprise. “The prophet? But how?”


       “He
came to see me yesterday evening.”


       Wynn
and Phillip looked to one another in consternation. As the prophet was deceased
by that time, this could not be.


      
“Iviana…” Wynn began.


       “I
know. He had passed on… but still he came to see me.”


       Wynn
huffed. She could not imagine how this was so… or why he had not come to visit
her and Phillip.


      
Reading their faces, the woman added, “He knew that seeing him again, knowing
he must leave you once more, would have been too much too soon.”


       Wynn
nodded as she took this in. He was right. If he’d returned to her only to leave
her once more… she might never have forgiven him. Still, she wished Phillip
might have seen him to offer a final farewell. The flexing of his jaw revealed
he wished the same.


       She
forced her eyes from him and stole a sip of the honey flavored beverage in her
cup. Instantly, she was at peace. “What have you given us?”


       “Tea,
but the herbs are anointed to relieve.”


“I don’t suppose they can
be found in Kierelia?”


      
 “No, and only a few Healers can spot them anyway. They look too similar
to weeds.”


“Healers? Is that what
you are?”


      
“Among other things.”


       Wynn
nodded. “Well, I suppose you know why I’ve come.”


       “To
tell me of my grandfather’s moving on to Paradise, yes.”


       “But
you already know—indeed, have already received a visit.”


       “Yes,
but he said little. Won’t you tell me how he went? I don’t suppose he was ill?”


       Wynn
shook her head. “I don’t believe so. It was altogether too sudden. One day, he
was himself. The next, he was struggling and eventually seemed to draw further
into himself until I forced him to speak with me.”


       “And
then?”


“And then... it is
difficult to describe. He seemed to disintegrate into glorious light.”


       “So,
he did not die a natural death. I don’t imagine he could if he was not wounded
or ill. The agelessness, you know. He did not age at a natural pace and could
not die from old age either. I imagine he was simply expected home with the
Great One, so he went.”


      
Hearing these words relieved Wynn’s spirit more than Iviana would ever know.
“He was terribly thrilled about it,” she replied. “He’d been waiting ages from
what I understand.”


       “I
can tell you he was no longer in an ancient body when he came to me. He was
free as... well, as free as one can ever be. He was beautiful.”


Wynn smiled and caught
Phillip’s face light up. “Perhaps, one day, he will come to see us as well,”
she said.


      
“Perhaps.”


Wynn studied the woman
before her, some years older than she was, but not many. “Don’t you feel
robbed? You were never able to make up for lost time.”


       “Yes,
but it was time we would never have been afforded if not for the agelessness. I
do not feel cheated at all. It was a miracle we met in this world.”


       “What
did he say to you? Can you tell me?”


       She
looked Wynn over with a knowing smile, brow raised once more. “I was wondering
when you were going to ask. His message was meant for you, Wynn.”


Her heart raced with
longing to hear what he would say to her. “And?”


       “He
said... well, you might at some point begin to notice you’re not aging at a
natural rate...”


      
Wynn’s stomach flipped as this statement set in. It could not mean what she
thought it did. She had misunderstood. “What do you mean?”


       “...because
you’re not. When you inherited his mantle, the agelessness came with it.”


       Wynn
looked to the floor, attempting to grasp what she was being told as she felt
Phillip’s eyes boring into her. “So...”


      
“You’re going to be around for a while.”


       Goosebumps
flooded her arms. She looked first to Phillip, who appeared both alarmed and
concerned, and then to Iviana, all coolness. “But I... I didn’t want that. To
attempt becoming his replacement, all right... but no longer aging—at least not
naturally—that is not what I volunteered for.”


       “I
know... and he knew. However, I do not believe he knew you would gain it or he
would’ve warned you.”


“Is there anything I can
do to get rid of it?”


      
Iviana shook her head. “Of course not. The Great One meant you to have it. I
think, in time, you will grow accustomed.” With a wry gleam in her eyes, she
added, “And perhaps you’ll say hello to my great, great, great-grandchildren
for me.”


       Wynn
peered up in surprise at the woman she barely knew. “That isn’t funny,”
she said a little shakily.


      
“Perhaps not,” Iviana admitted with a mischievous grin. “But Flynn is in the
same position as you. You two should talk.”


      
“Flynn?”


       “You
met him, of course. He is the leader of the realm and… now my fiancé. Oh!
Speaking of, once we’re married, I will gain the agelessness as well, so... you
will not actually be alone in this, I suppose.”


       That
was why Iviana had little compassion for her situation. She was willingly
entering into the same. But if she was engaged… that meant her vision had not
been so incorrect.


      
Iviana nodded. “You were right. I was to be married soon… though I did not know
it at the time. It certainly took us long enough.”


       Wynn
smiled, satisfied to learn she had seen rightly after all.


“You gain it through
marriage?” Phillip interjected. “Seems… a lot to ask someone.”


      
Iviana nodded and with eyes still upon him said, “You could marry someone
yourself, Wynn, if they were willing to join you.”


       She
shrugged. “That’s the last thing on my mind just now.”


      
Phillip twitched.


       “I
see,” Iviana replied with a smirk.


       Wynn
finished the contents of her cup. “I feel so much better now I’ve seen you,”
she said. “You’ve taken it so well, I feel I shall, too.”


Iviana smiled with
understanding and Wynn recognized there was more emotion behind her show of
certainty than she let on. 


But she spoke assuredly
as she said, “Well, if ever either of you have need of a friend, you have one
in me.”


With a nod, Wynn stood to
her feet, feeling the time for their going had come. As Iviana had known about
the prophet, she’d very likely already informed her brother. Their purpose in
coming had been resolved before they’d ever arrived. Still, it had been a
reassuring visit.


“Wait a moment,” Iviana
demanded. “Might I see your sword?”


Wynn peered down at the
crimson hilt of her blade within its sheath. She did not wonder at her wishing
to see it, especially as the woman carried one of her own. “Certainly.” She
drew it out, placing it into her hands.


“How very peculiar…”
Iviana murmured as she surveyed it.


This was not quite the
reaction Wynn had expected. The woman appeared more bemused than impressed.
“What is it?”


Iviana shook her head, as
if trying to work out precisely what perplexed her. “You see, it doesn’t
necessarily look familiar… but it feels it. Indeed, the shape is
altogether too recognizable.” Thoughtfully, she pulled out her own and
held them side by side. “Just as I thought… they are the same in every respect
but color.”


“Really?”
Wynn stepped forward. The likelihood of their having similar blades was quite
slim considering how she had obtained hers. 


Unexpectedly, Iviana,
touched the blades together and a great white light consumed everything around
them. Wynn felt she would scream with the brightness—worse even than the light
that had blinded her when the sword had originally been placed in her
possession—and reached out for Phillip’s hand to make her human again. After
what felt like a lifetime, Iviana separated the swords and the light vanished.


“What in the world…?”
Wynn squealed.


Iviana grinned. “They are
the same blade.”


“You mean two blades
forged identically?” Phillip asked.


“No, I mean it is the
exact same… at two different points in its lifespan.”


“But how can that be?”
Wynn questioned.


Iviana shook her head.
“That I cannot say.” Looking at her own, she said, “The woman who raised me
told me a strange figure appeared at her doorway and delivered this blade to me
when I was but a babe.”


Wynn raised her brows. “I
don’t suppose this stranger shared his name?”


Iviana nodded. “I
remember it well—it was the strangest I have ever heard.”


“Viijelyk?” Wynn
supplied.


She looked up. “Why, yes.
How could you know it?”


“He was the one who made
it mine—said it had been his until it was stolen by a mortal. Then, for reasons
I cannot imagine, it was destined to be gifted to me.”


 “A strange tale,”
Iviana said. Glancing between the blades, she added, “I cannot say why the hue
has changed, but mine is older. It was—is—yours first.”


 “He told me it
would not be mine forever…” Wynn said thoughtfully, “but how should my blade
make it into your infant hands?”


 “My dear friend,
Era, can leap through time. And I believe the Great One’s homeland is in a
realm outside of time. It is not so impossible as one might think.”


Phillip shook his head.
“Had the swords not reacted so, I don’t know that I could believe it.”


“You believe a man can
come back to visit his granddaughter after death, yet this troubles you?”
Iviana asked a little laughingly.


He thought a moment, then
shrugged. “I always believed the prophet could do anything.”


      
“Well, what do we do now?” Wynn asked. “About the blades, I mean.” She was
rather enthralled by the ordeal and could not take her eyes off of the rather
plainer looking one in Iviana’s hand.


       “For
now, you take good care of it for me,” Iviana said with a smile. “Oh, and if
ever you come to discover how it changed… or changes from red to silver…
let me know.”


 


* * *


 


Leaping from the dragon’s
back, Wynn entered the cabin with a gasp, but it was inspired neither by her
flight nor the jump. It was to find someone seated at the prophet’s desk. For
the smallest of moments, she had expected to find the old prophet there, but it
was only Terrance.


Phillip came through
next. “Whew! That was—"


“We’ve company.”


He froze, seeming to
realize the same thing she did as his eyes fell on the visitor. 


They must tell Terrance.


       “You
two been on some adventure through that cantankerous door then?” he asked.


They nodded.


He appeared entertained
by them, as if he knew something they did not, then said, “Well, now that’s
settled, why don’t we move on to the ever-essential matter of a noon meal?”


 “I’m afraid… we’re
left… with my cooking,” Wynn said slowly.


       “Oh.”
Terrance appeared to be rethinking his plans. “But the prophet promised leg of
lamb when last I saw him.”


      
“Terrance…” Wynn pursed her lips together, took a step toward him, then, “The
prophet is gone.”


      
“Well, clearly that’s why we’re abandoned to your cooking, my lady
Wynnifred. But the prophet promised me last week and it is unlike him to break
such an appealing pledge.”


       She
shook her head, mind racing for what to say.


      
“Terrance…” Phillip stepped forward with a gentle tone. “The prophet… has
passed on to Paradise.”


       The
dwarf stiffened. “Passed on as in… not merely visiting?”


       They
nodded.


       He
sat back. “But… he’s the prophet… He doesn’t die. That’s what
they always say. ‘He lives on and on, generation to generation.’”


       Wynn
shrugged and looked to the floor, clinging to the words Iviana had spoken to
keep the guilt at bay.


       “No
man can dwell within a human body forever,” Phillip replied. “It was his time
and he was glad of it.”


Terrance made no reply
and refused to meet their gazes as he bored the ground with his eyes. When at
last he looked up at them, the red strain in his eyes revealed the grief behind
them. Wynn was not surprised. She knew how lovable the prophet was when one got
to know him as Terrance had. It was as if the three of them—Wynn, Phillip and
Terrance—had lost a father. Surprisingly, it made her feel closer to him,
washing much of her old dislike of him into the past. In fact, for the first
time, she was seeing him through the prophet’s eyes and she understood why he
had always taken so much time for the small man.


“One thing I will say,”
Terrance began, gulping down emotion, “is the prophet, nameless as he seemed to
be, was the… well, he was the kindliest, most merciful man I ever knew existed
in this land of ours… and I thank… I thank the Great One I was afforded
the chance to know him as I did.”


Wynn nodded, stifling
tears. “He loved you, Terrance.”


He nodded in turn and
appeared as if his flood of emotion was on the verge of bursting. Still, with a
strained voice, he said, “Well… in honor of that great, wonderful, peculiar
man, I hereby vow never to chase after women Wynn does not approve of—that is,
if she will not have me for herself.”


This had become a running
joke amongst the group. But he was utterly sincere this time… about the former
part, at least. At the sound of Phillip’s quiet, involuntary snicker, Wynn
closed her eyes and stole a large breath, releasing it with a plea for
patience. “That is… a mighty fine vow, Terrance.”


“I will prepare a meal
for us,” Phillip offered. When Wynn raised surprised brows at him, he added, “I
was raised by kitchen staff.”


“You’ve been holding out
on us,” she replied. “That is, if your cooking is any more edible than mine.”


“It is,” Terrance put in.
“Tasted it myself. He’s nearly as good a cook as the prophet... was.”


“Well…” Wynn began, “the
news will have to be revealed soon. I wonder if I should speak with Lord
Valdren… let him announce it to the land.”


“Announce Phillip can
cook?” Terrance queried with the hint of an ornery smirk.


Wynn and Phillip looked
to him in surprise before allowing themselves a good laugh.


The three spent a long
while in fellowship, taking delight in recalling their fondest memories of the
man who had meant so much to them. But at last, when a villager arrived at the
door inquiring after the prophet, Wynn knew the moment had come to visit Lord
Valdren.


Entering the corridor,
she said, “Cabin, I must ask you for a door to wherever Lord Valdren is… and might
we dispense with a jaunt through the castle this time?”


       It
appeared. She could only hope it had acquiesced to her request in full as she
moved to open it. She stopped short. If this happened to lead to a private
room, she ought to knock before entering. Though knocking upon her own back
door, vanishing or not, felt a little ludicrous, she did so.


       A
moment passed before, “Enter.”


       She
grew suddenly anxious. It was rather uncomfortable entering a lord’s study
without the excuse of the prophet having sent her. Even so, she knew he would
be interested in what she would share. Turning the knob, she found him standing
before his desk as he looked over a sheet of parchment.


Swiftly, she closed the
door behind her and watched as it transformed into a castle door.


       “Ah!
If it isn’t our prophet’s apprentice,” he said lightly as he glanced up from
his reading. “Has he more information about the danger to come, I wonder?”


       She
shook her head and gripped her hands together. “I bring news of another
nature.”


       Lord
Valdren set his paper down and offered his full attention. By his expression,
she was certain he sensed what she would say. As she unfolded the irregular
story of the prophet’s passing, his face was unchanging but for the clenching
of his jaw as he attempted to rein in emotion.


      
Unexpectedly, the door was opened and a man Wynn well recognized entered. Lord
Valdren’s young son, Sir Rupert, did not seem to realize who she was as he
began to ask something of his father, but as his eyes fell upon her, he grew
venomous.


       “You!”
He started for her.


      
 “Get out, Rupert!” Lord Valdren shouted through the rawness of
emotion.


       The
younger man eyed her a moment but swiftly obeyed the command. Even so, she was
quite certain he planned to wait outside for her. She only hoped her door would
appear in the same place when she finished.


 “Forgive me,” Lord
Valdren said. “I’ve no patience for my son’s antics just now.” 


She well understood,
though she was uncertain by his choice of the term “antics” that he
fully understood what his son was. 


“It is just that…” he
continued, “I had not realized the man could die.” He looked to her with
a small smile. “Call me naïve, but I grew up thinking him immortal. There were
so many stories.”


She returned his smile.
“I think he nearly was, truth be told.” 


“So, you… are to
take his place.”


She nodded with a gulp.
It was understandable he doubted her capability, though he worked to conceal
it.


“Well, I wish you luck,”
he said. “I… will make the formal announcement of his death and send word to
King Curiel. The whole of the kingdom must know of his passing.”


She nodded as if she
understood, but she’d always found it difficult to accept he was the great
prophet of all Kierelia—well-known among princes and paupers alike. To
her, he was her dear, old friend. Even so, she thanked Lord Valdren for his
kind wishes and bowed, turning to the door. Mercifully, the vanishing one
awaited her.
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- T W E N T Y – F
O U R -


Creatures Unseen


 


AS DAWNING RAYS OF the
sun gleamed through the spirals of ivy outside Wynn’s window, she was slowly
cajoled to consciousness by a set of serene, feminine voices within her room.


“Look, I think she’s
stirring,” one of the voices murmured.


Wynn turned over to view
the speaker, then sat up.


“Oh, she is awake,” the
other said.


“Do… you think she can
see us?” whispered the first as she squinted at Wynn in search of some
indication.


The other sat forward and
peered closely. “Er—can you see us, prophet?”


Wynn stared open-mouthed
at the two gloriously exquisite, ethereal creatures seated on invisible chairs
before her. They were dressed in long, flowing gowns in a hue between white and
silver with dainty beadwork. But their hair outshined the gowns, for it appeared
to be made of long, pluming feathers, combed into silky trains down their
backs—one with brown, the other golden.


The second smiled warmly.
“We do not mean to intrude, dear one. We are only manning the room as usual.”


Wynn dropped her legs to
the floor, attempting to shake the sand from her brain. “Are you my guardian
angels then?”


“Not necessarily…” the
first answered, “but in a way, yes. That is, we are your Carers. We work to
keep the house tranquil and well maintained... spiritually."


“Sometimes physically,”
said the other, likely hinting at the prophet’s messes.


“Now, introductions! I am
Laleidiannan.” This was from the brown-plumed lady.


“And I am Fancii,” said
the golden-haired.


“Of course, we know who you
are, Miss Wynn.”


Wynn only nodded, suddenly
full of elation she was actually seeing, hearing and speaking with them after
hers fears of having lost the other-worldly creatures forever. She had thought
herself unworthy of their company and incapable of living as the prophet had…
but here they were. These, at least, had not abandoned her.


All at once, she leaped
forward to embrace them, overcome with gratitude they had not abandoned her
because she was not the former prophet. But upon reaching them, she found
herself tumbling into the wall beyond.


“Oh, so sorry,
dear one,” Fancii said. “We do not typically appear in a physical state on your
plane. This is done in an effort to avoid your bumping into us when your eyes
do not perceive us.”


Sprawled across the
floor, Wynn chuckled at herself and drew to a stand. It was then she noticed
another set of beings across the room, a far irregular duo in comparison to
these Carers. “Oh,” she murmured, startled by their girth and intensity.


These entities were a
force in themselves, a whirlwind of power and energy, always moving, it seemed,
as if wind continuously blew about them. Furthermore, they were ablaze like the
rays of the sun with impressive battle array that glowed of itself. In a way,
they reminded her of Viijelyk. He had called himself a high warrior of the
Great One, but he’d been plainly dressed, at the time at least. These two were
clearly warriors as well, but their attire conveyed a level of potency she had
never witnessed.


Their expressions were
indisputably fierce. They took notice of her but did not move to speak.
Instead, they stood vigilantly alert in a stance that suggested their unceasing
preparedness for any threat. She sensed their deep concern for her, but it was
very different from that of the Carers.


It was Laleidiannan who
explained their presence. “These…” she spoke in a momentous tenor, “are
your Guardians.”


The Guardians made little
movement to acknowledge the introduction, but she sensed it meant much to them.
Yet, their vigilance was unwavering. Her eyes fell to their armor, a dark
silver adorned with intricate etchings. She perceived these engravings did not
appear for mere ornamentation.


“You note the
inscriptions,” Laleidiannan spoke. “They have a deeper meaning, indeed. It is
the story of your life from its very beginning, when your great, great, great
grandmother received her promise, until the very day of your mortal body’s
end.”


Wynn spun to face them.
“My great, great, great-grandmother’s promise? What does it have to do with
me?”


“She was a close friend
of the Great One, but her children had turned their backs on both him and their
parents. So, she interceded on behalf of her descendants that they would return
to him. In response, the Great One appeared to her and promised one day her
descendants would be used for his purposes as none other had. You, Wynn, are
the first to enter into that promise, as she knew you would from your very
early childhood. She has been watching from a portal in Paradise.”


Wynn’s breathing grew
labored as emotion stirred. She’d had no idea anyone in her family might ever
have cared for her. "But… how could she have known it would be me?"


"Your heart. It
reminded her of her own… though stronger."


She recalled the days and
nights working for and serving her selfish, ungrateful parents, wishing there was
a soul in existence who cared for her, and now she learned someone had seen her
labor. And her grandmother had thought her heart worthy of the fulfillment of
that divine promise—had believed in her.


“You’ve spoken with her?”
she inquired breathlessly.


Laleidiannan nodded.
“Many times. She watched as you accepted your destiny, for every one of your
ancestors between her time and yours had denied it.”


“You mean… they were all
meant to have become the next Kierelian prophet?”


“Not necessarily,” she
replied laughingly, “but they were each meant for great things. However, every
mortal is given a choice at various points in their lives: to race toward
their purpose… or from it. Your family, as it happens, fought it with every
fiber of their beings until you came along. You, dear one, were a blessed
enigma.”


Wynn could not fathom
what had made her different, what had made her willing to accept her
calling… to try to become the prophet of Kierelia. Looking over her Carers, she
wondered if they understood her doubt this would ever be the case… that she
would ever become anything like the prophet. Yet, it struck her… If the
creatures—other than her Carers and Guardians—had remained, she was already
doing something right.


Excusing herself to the
impressive beings within the room, she moved for the door, hoping beyond hope
upon opening it she would discover a house filled with entities of another
world. Turning the knob, she glanced back just once more toward her Carers and
found them nodding to her in anticipation, as if reading her thoughts. 


Upon her first step into
the hall, she discovered a greater plethora of spirit-beings even than before
filled the home with laughter, music and dancing. She sighed with emotion,
feeling the closest to her old prophet than she had since his passing.


The entirety of the room
turned to her with a variety of expressions—including many unreadable ones from
some fairly obscure faces—and hailed her enthusiastically, some in her own
language, others in foreign tongues and various idioms. So full of joy over
regaining her spiritual sight, she was nearly prepared to join in their dancing
when she observed a peculiarity about the room: It was clean—arranged
just as she had always wished it to be.


“Who… did this?” she
asked, looking about for signs of Phillip or Terrance.


“We did tell you we
sometimes maintain the cabin in a physical sense,” said Fancii, who had
followed her into the main room, along with Laleidiannan and the two Guardians.


“Do you mean… you tidied
this place in the span of an evening?”


Fancii appeared
affronted. “You do not understand the realm of time in which we exist. We could
have this clean in the blink of your eye if we chose.”


Laleidiannan smiled.
“However, I must convey it was not merely us who did so, but every creature you
currently find here. They all wished to contribute to the small gift of a tidy
home. Of course, we had always wished to organize before, but the former
prophet did not care for our cleaning.”


“Claimed he liked it as
it was,” Fancii added with the roll of her eyes.


Grinning, Wynn knew
precisely how they felt. But she could scarcely believe these exotic,
extraordinary creatures had been willing to clean her house for her—would care
to do so at all. She considered them as they played, danced and sang, discussed
deep matters she could not begin to comprehend and exchanged stories. She was
awed by them and admittedly uncertain of their eccentricities. But she knew
beyond the shadow of a doubt they meant her no harm… and they truly
cared for her.


Glimpsing an intriguing
sight outside the window, she stepped through the front door. There, she found
the wood filled with even more creatures than had been in her little home.
Amidst the green of nature were beings she would once have feared. Now, she
very nearly understood them, for she knew from where they came.


To her right and to left
were the giant Protectors who’d so frightened her that first evening when she
had perceived them. Truthfully, they did so at that moment, no matter how
affable their greeting nor how large and striking their smiles. Furthermore,
she could just see the light of her Guardians trailing behind as she moved. She
understood they would very likely follow her wherever she went… as they had
apparently been doing for some time. These sorts of ominous, protective beings
would take some getting accustomed to.


Pulling her from these
unsettling though strangely reassuring realizations, a merry sea of translucent
green luminosities twinkled across her vision and landed upon a patch of
wildflowers. She drew near to watch as the tiny glowing figures landed upon
fresh buds, appearing to tend them, nourishing them with life, beauty and
vigor. Kneeling down to peer more closely, she witnessed one of them step out
of a previously vacant bud, as if it had moved through it from another
place, similar to her vanishing door. Continuing to observe, it grew clear
these creatures used blooms as entries to other places.


After surveying them for
some time, she made ready to stand when a small phantom of another kind landed
upon one of the tallest buds, working to gain her attention. She at first
identified the dainty creature as a mere butterfly until it waved with what
resembled tiny human hands. It did unquestionably appear human-like but for the
colorful wings of a butterfly attached at its back. As she waved back to the
friendly creature, it swiftly floated to perch upon her pinky, clearly thrilled
she could see it. It then shifted positions to brush its wings together,
sending tender music from them that filled her with such freedom she found
herself laughing.


       Soon,
as if in response to her pleasant retort, there were dozens of similar darlings
floating about and landing upon her lap, head and shoulders. They each played
various parts of delicate music that, all together, became an incredible
crescendo. The profundity of feeling within the resonance drew both laughter
and tears from her. Unable to control herself, she knew if anyone happened upon
the clearing at that moment, all they would witness was a young woman giggling
and sobbing while whispering friendly hellos to the air.


Surprised by a satisfied
nicker from Juniper somewhere behind the house, she drew herself up and the
gathering of glowing orbs and musical butterflies floated and swarmed about her
as a symphony of color, light and music. They trailed behind her as she
approached her horse to better examine the peculiar creature who appeared to be
grooming him. Upon closer inspection, she found the being lulling her sweet
horse was an extremely unique entity, with eyes set upon its brawn chest while
its mouth was nowhere she could locate. Moreover, it possessed no head
whatever… at least, none she could identify. Even so, she heard it give her
welcome.


      
“Juniper has been anxious for you. He’s longing for another adventure.”


       Her
brows sprang up and she moved closer to coo over her gelding as she studied the
truly obscure stranger. “I cannot simply come up with adventures to take him
on, now can I?” she commented good-naturedly, though speaking to it was a
little unnerving.


       “Of
course, you can. You are the prophet. You will always have much to do.”


       She
received the intimation and nodded slowly. “We shall see.”


“We shall,” it said
simply. “Delias will wish to see you.”


“Delias?”


The glowing orbs and
winged creatures started as a stream into the Enchanted Wood.


“They will show the way.”


She nodded and patted
Juniper lovingly before going after them. 


The deeper into the
forest they traveled, the more interesting the creatures—the very ones who had
inadvertently given its name. After all, they had not been quiet in all the
time they’d been there, nor had they always been imperceptible. Assuredly,
they’d not been aimless, for these had been the ones who often led lost
travelers to the prophet’s doorstep and guarded over the spiritual plane of the
vicinity.


       She
was startled as faces appeared upon many of the trees. Some of the smaller ones
even walked upon their curled roots. Just as they had made for stunning
saplings to the natural eye, their movements proved elegant and graceful,
especially the willows along the river. It was ironic that, as her fears of the
forest had begun to dissipate, she’d begun to take pleasure in it… and to
admire and climb many of its trees. Here, she found not even they had
been what they seemed. In a way, she was grateful her spirit-eye had been
previously smothered. Now, instead of fearing all she perceived, she was could
appreciate their wild beauty. As fluid beings stepped from rivers and
waterfalls—for these were also used as portals—they appeared with grace and
elegance that alluded to another, far freer and more magnificent world. These
waved to her and it was all she could do to rein in her enthusiasm at
encountering such utter splendor. 


A number of
semi-transparent, childlike entities suddenly darted across her path, chasing
one another about and playing just as human children did. As they giggled, she
desired to meet them, but the stream of music and light continued onward,
leading her through a celebratory gathering of various creatures. It was quite
similar to the parties she had seen twice within her home, though another sort
of enchanting music was played here. Instantly, it made one wish to dance and
weep at once just as the winged creatures’ song did. In all, it was a merry
woodland celebration that even the natural creatures seemed to perceive and
react to.


Finally, she found
herself before an extraordinarily tall, old oak. Upon its trunk appeared a
wooden face observing her approach. Though awed by the towering tree, she could
not help but smile. For, this oak she had claimed as a favorite long ago. She
had felt akin to it—attached. It had seemed a friend who lent an ear to her
every care. Now, she knew why.


       “I am
Delias,” the oak announced.


       “I
had not realized you… had a face,” Wynn said clumsily, feeling quite awkward
before it.


       The
tree smirked. “I know.”


       “What
are you… exactly?”


       “Mmm,
I am most often referred to as a dryad in this world. I am Guardian of the
Prophet’s Forest.” 


Wynn nodded her
understanding. “There are a great many things I have not seen until now.”


“We are all present
because of you, my prophet. It is you who draws us—your anointing, that is.
You, like me, are a true guardian of this forest, just as your prophet-friend
was.”


       Wynn
found herself once more near tears and worked to contain them, but with a
sudden sob, they were spilling over. “Oh, pardon me,” she muttered. “I
had not thought—had not dared to hope that I, of all people…”


“What did you expect from
the Great One’s chosen one?” the dryad interrupted. “Did you think he selected
the incapable and then left them to wallow in their inadequacy? Nay, you are a
vessel filled with power you have not dreamed of… That, in some respect, is why
I wished to speak with you. For, the moment you greeted the wild beings of
another world with such fervor, word spread like wildfire through the forest.


       “You
have entered our world and I wish to congratulate you on this feat and to inform
you that we are here to stay, to aid you in any way we can. The
responsibilities on your shoulders are endless, powerful one, and you would
find it difficult to carry without us. Therefore, we are your support, your
protection and we submit to your bidding as you command.”


       Wynn
stared up at the illustrious guardian of the wood, in awe of the words that had
just been spoken to her. “Me…command you?”


“Indeed, dear prophet. As
a child of the Great One, you are far more powerful and significant than you
realize. You were formed in his image and by his son were you filled with his
power. You… are capable of moving mountains. Though, in truth, that is rather a
trifling feat in my world.”


       Wynn
brushed the tears from her face and accepted the fact that the astounding
speech just spoken would not find entrance into her heart at that time. All
Delias inferred was too overwhelming to comprehend. Though it sent shivers
through her, it would likely take some time before she was truly able to step
into all she was meant. 


Even so, she felt
supported and protected—cared for—in a way she had not since the prophet’s
passing. Indeed, possibly more so than before. The great many creatures who
greeted her as she made her return journey to the prophet’s cabin were full of
affection and she sensed such sweet acceptance. She felt as she had that
evening when she had cried out her “yes” and it had seemed so many creatures
from various realities held her together as she nearly fell to pieces upon the
floor. The sensation brought wholeness to her spirit. 
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- T W E N T Y – F I V E –


The
Shaven Lad


 


“COME, PHILLIP! We
both know you can do better than this!” Wynn cried as Phillip parried. They’d
been practicing for hours and though they were weary, she knew the toll the
Champion’s Tournament would take would be far fiercer. After all, the appointed
day was not far off. 


      
“Perhaps you know, Wynnie. I have yet to be convinced.”


       She
threw his sword from his hand as he fell to the ground. “Phillip… can you not
see how far you’ve come in these last weeks. Why, if your family could see you
fight as you do now they would think twice before looking down on you again.”


      
 “But I have yet to win against you…” he said dubiously, drawing to a
stand.


       “Yes,
but that’s me. Besides, you bested me the other day.”


He rolled his eyes. “You
let me win.”


“Well, I almost didn’t
have to. You were nailing it. Trust me, there are plenty of men you could best
by now. And we’re not finished training just yet. I think if you could believe
in yourself, you’d be surprised by what you could accomplish. Not to mention,
we’ve yet to draw out your true fight. You do have something like a
temper in there somewhere, haven’t you? Or have years of patiently enduring
verbal jabs from your family numbed it?”


He shrugged. “Not that I
fancy bringing it up, but there was that day I acted a brute to you,
blaming you for what happened with Joselyn. But what does me having a temper
have to do with sparring?”


       “Oh,
that hardly counts. You may have been upset, but you by no means lost your
temper. You see, it helps to locate the fighter in you. When we spar, you are
performing the moves without passion. Add in a little of the warrior and I
think we’d really have something. As we just covered, you were angry over the
Joselyn ordeal. Try channeling that.”


“But I regretted blaming
you almost immediately after. That anger is long gone.”


“Hm…” She worked to think
of something else, looking him over in search of some hint as to what might
trigger him. For the first time, she realized how seriously he had taken her
advice about the strength training. His lanky form was filling out. Rather than
appearing awkward, he was beginning to look something like an ox. That, in
itself, would aid him in the tournament, for it would intimidate many of his
opponents. Additionally, she realized she could not recall the last time he had
tripped over his feet or done any number of the clumsy things he usually did.
The training must have helped him grow better acquainted with his body and
finally find that balance he’d long been lacking. “Well, we’ll get there,” she
said at last. “Let’s go again.”


With a sigh, he readied
himself and they began. “Oh,” he said as they continued. “I nearly forgot I am
to invite you to dine with the family tomorrow evening. Though, I warn you, my
mother has half a mind to adopt you now the prophet is gone. She can’t bear the
thought of your living out here on your own.”


She nearly grimaced at
mention of adoption. It came too near the offer Elizabeth had made when she’d
tried to convert her to the SCSS. That, of course, reopened the relentless
argument she’d been having with herself for some time: whether or not to risk
telling Phillip the truth about his sister… whether or not it was, in fact,
dishonorable not to tell him he had a sorceress living under his roof.
But whenever she came close to spilling it, she pictured his own sister taking
his life. Wynn simply could not bear risking it. The loss of the prophet was
too fresh. Thus far, Phillip and his family were safe. She did not wish to
alter that.


Mention that Lady Colten
wished to soothe her now the prophet was gone made her recall the days since
the news of the prophet’s passing had been announced. The people deeply
mourned the loss, stunned he had actually left them after all the stories
they’d heard how he never aged and never died—generation to generation, he had
been there. The one they were accustomed to turning to… was gone.


She, being left in his
stead in the face of such sorrow, feared becoming an utter disappointment. Many
who had regularly visited previously had already ceased their calls. But there
were those who accepted her willingly, in faith of the prophet’s judgement.
Moreover, some merely transitioned from the old prophet to the new as if it was
a regular occurrence. She was the prophet now and that was that. They
did not understand how “these people” were chosen, but they received them with
grateful hearts.


Unfortunately, she yet
struggled with performing miracles as the prophet had. Bewilderingly, she also
excelled in it… but not in a way that could be readily shared with others. For,
there were some evenings she awoke from dreams in which she had accomplished
strange feats. Then, she would receive some piece of news and learn she had
actually accomplished them… in her sleeping life. It was as if the spirit of
the Great One was possessing her, using her at will while she was unconscious.
This was discomfiting, to say the least, and it left her questioning why he
would do such a thing.  Moreover, she wondered why her abilities were yet
blocked in her waking life. She questioned if it was not her own doubt, fear
and anxiety, perhaps even sorrow, that caused it. Therefore, the Great One
merely used her when and where he could… while she was asleep.


The first time this
occurred was a great shock to her. In the dream, she’d appeared within a
disheveled village in the mid of night. She sensed in her spirit it had
recently endured some hardship with a failing crop because of draught.
Therefore, many had grown weak and weary, so the town had been left in
disrepair.


Before she knew it, she
found herself breaking into one of the homes. The building was dark and grimy
and she heard coughing sound from various rooms, a sign of illness. As it was a
bitterly cold evening, she knelt before the empty fireplace and, noting the
single piece of old, nearly spent coal, she touched her finger to it. Next
thing she knew, the hearth was filled to brimming with coal. 


Clearing most of it into
a bucket, she stirred the coals within the fireplace about. The old embers
burned and the new coals were glowing with heat. Before long, a satisfying fire
was ablaze, swiftly filling the home with warmth of a comforting, otherworldly
nature. In fact, the coughing soon ceased and she discerned the anointed heat
from the unique coals was healing their weary bodies.


Turning to the kitchen
cupboards, she found scant remnants of an old loaf of bread, a single jar of
preserved peaches and a moldy potato. Very nearly against her will, she lifted
the squelchy potato and peered at it with purpose.


“Multiply,” was uttered
from her lips. Reaching to her mouth in response to the inadvertent command,
she watched as the vegetable became fresh and whole again, increasing in size.
Soon, there was a pile at her feet. Now understanding what she was capable of,
she turned to the old hunk of bread and spoke, “More.” With that, a dozen
steaming loaves lined the table.


An enchanted giggle
escaped her lips and she turned to the empty cupboard once more, seeing the
preserved peaches. “Oh, so much more,” she whispered. Subsequently, the
cupboards were brimming with a wide variety of scrumptious bounty.


She stepped out of the
home then and marched to the center of town to proclaim, “Expect love, love and
more love!” In her spirit, she sensed a shift and understood what had just
occurred in the previous dwelling was repeated in every home.


“But that won’t do,” she
said. But the comment was not her own. The Great One had more for this
village. Turning to the sky, she shouted, “Eat and drink, for I hear a mighty
rainstorm coming!” With that, she awoke and found herself sweating in bed. 


The following afternoon,
Terrance appeared at the cabin to see how she was faring.


“Have you heard about the
Meadowlake village?” he asked upon taking his first bite of their meal.


       She
shook her head.


       “But
you had heard about the terrible draught they endured this past season—how the
lake dried up and their crops failed, leaving them destitute?”


      
Something in the mention of that draught caught her attention and she sat up in
her chair. “No, I had not.”


“Ah, well, it seems they
were on the brink of starvation. The surrounding villages had refused to aid
them, as they were struggling themselves, though none so terribly as
Meadowlake. Lord Valdren had sent provisions, but it seems they never arrived,
likely stolen by vagabonds along the way. Anyhow, there is talk of a miracle
having transpired last evening, for they not only awoke to the sound of pouring
rain, thereby ending the draught, but they discovered oodles of coal and food
to keep them warm and fed for the remainder of the season.”


Her heart pounded in her
chest. “H-how has this happened?” she asked, awaiting some valid explanation.


       “No
one knows, but they’re certainly having a celebratory time of it, hallowing the
name of the Great One for his kindness and all that. They’re even sharing their
bounty with the villages who previously refused to help. It has become a
township of cheer, so they’re saying.”


Following this visit, the
odd dreams that were not truly dreams continued. But in her waking life, she
found herself nearly incapable of anything like what she accomplished in her
sleep, plagued by doubt and mortification. Indeed, the more visitors who called
in hopes of a miracle, the more she dreaded the visits. Though there were cases
when those she’d touched received their healings much later, no one was ever
certain if it had actually come through her. 


      
Thankfully, she did see success in one area of her giftings and that was the
very gift from which her namesake came. She was growing in the prophetic,
seeing and interpreting visions as the prophet had taught her. Though in the
beginning she had sometimes been told by the receivers she had seen
incorrectly, she had pressed on through the shame and discomfiture until she
began to differentiate the voice of the Great One from her own. Soon, word
spread that she was, despite everything else, at least capable of this.
Therefore, there were often lines formed outside her door, as if she was now
meant to catch up on all the matters that had been plaguing them since the
prophet’s passing.


“Oh, Phillip,” she
cried as she tossed the sword from his clutches again, “you’re not even trying.”


      
“That’s just it! I am… This has just never been a strong area for me.”


      
“Well, it will be before the day of that tournament arrives or I am not
the prophet of this region.”


       “Dear
me, do not barter your position over my ability or neither of us will get
anywhere.”


       She
shook her head. His heart was not in it. He was a peace-loving man, full of
kindness and compassion. Combat was not in his nature. But every nature, no
matter how saintly, was capable of anger… and that was what she needed to
inspire.


       An
idea striking her, she demanded they go again.


“Phillip…” she began as
they dueled. “I wonder why your brother has not returned after all this time.”


       His
sword met hers with force not previously displayed. 


“I cannot say,” he
replied. “For all I know, he’s dead.”


       “But
that isn’t very likely, is it?”


      
 “Not really...”


       “I
wonder why he did not care to keep his promise to you?”


       His
movements grew fleeter and his body moved on instinct rather than premeditation
as he matched her swing for swing.


       “He
may yet,” he murmured.


      
“After all this time?”


       At
last, he was on the offensive and it was all she could do to defend. She had
unearthed his trigger and unlocked a man far more capable of battle than he or
his family had likely ever dreamed. She hated to do it, but she troubled
herself to take it a step further. “I suppose… little brothers never mean as
much to their elder brothers as they would wish.”


      
Moving entirely on impulse, he nearly struck her square in the chest. They drew
apart, breathing hard. She sensed both his pain and shame.


       “I am
so sorry,” he murmured through breaths. “I don’t know where that came
from. I would never wish to wound you in any way.”


       “Don’t
be sorry. It was instinct. In no longer overthinking, you bested me. I knew you
could do it.”


He shook his head. “I
didn’t like it.”


       This
shamed her. “That is because… you reacted from the rawness of your pain. It was
my doing, I’m afraid, and I am sorry for it.”


       “You
mean… you pressed me about my brother on purpose?”


       She
nodded, though she did not like to. “I just had to find that fighter. Now
you’ve connected with it, that won’t be necessary anymore.”


      
 “Well…” he began, raising his brows, “thanks. I suppose I won’t be an
utter disgrace to the family after all.”


       The
authenticity of his appreciation soothed her. “Far from it,” she replied.
“Shall we go just once more?”


       He
nodded almost eagerly. Even so, once they began, she found he no longer gave
his all. Now his anger had dissipated, he was overthinking again. 


       “Oh, come
on, old man!” she shouted. “You can do better than this!”


      
Something flashed across his face: a surprising vulnerability. In a flourish,
he knocked her to the ground, her sword flung across the expanse.


      
“Ho-ho!” she cried delightedly, holding out her arm for him to pull her up.


       His
face remained solemn as he lifted her. “I’m not much older than you are, you
know,” he said plainly.


       She
chortled. “Old enough!” Hardly believing he had bested her twice over, she
dearly anticipated the day he would be revealed as the skilled man he now was.
It might just knock the wind from his disparaging parents.


       “Old
enough for what?” he questioned.


       It
startled her to find him so distraught, taking no delight in his victory
whatever. “I don’t know… old enough to be older than me, I suppose.”


       He
peered into her face a few moments, something of that vulnerability yet in his
eyes. Then, he huffed and turned his back on her, marching from the clearing.


      
“Where are you going?” she called after him, utterly bewildered.


       “Home!”
he shouted back.


       She
was left blinking and utterly astounded by his response to her teasing. After
all, he could only be something in his mid to late thirties, could he not? That
wasn’t anything to be ashamed of. Of course, there was a youthfulness about his
personality that often made her forget their age gap. When first they’d met,
she’d thought him much older, but she had learned better since.


      
Still, she felt uncomfortable as she watched him go. He never called the manor
home. And there had been something in his tone, his solemnity and needing
her to know, that made her almost ache. Though she could not put her finger on
just why, it made her fidgety.


 


* *
*


 


As Wynn readied herself
for the supper at Sir Colten’s manor, she dreaded the occasion for a number of
reasons. Firstly, Phillip had been incomprehensibly upset with her when last
they’d spoken. He had not been by the cabin all day, though he’d come every
other day since the prophet’s passing. 


Secondly and foremost,
Elizabeth would be there… and Wynn had yet to determine how to manage the
situation. By keeping the knowledge to herself, she was beginning to feel
herself a traitor to Phillip and his family. If only she had told the prophet
of this trouble before he’d passed. She’d planned to tell him, of course, to
ask of him what she was to do… but she’d thought she had all the time in the
world. 


As it happened, she had
stopped by the manor even before the prophet’s departure in order to speak with
Elizabeth. She’d hoped to encourage her to abandon her daemonic inclinations,
but the moment they were alone, the elder girl clutched her by the arm, holding
a dagger to her neck.


“Have you told him?” she
barked into her face.


Wynn worked to wrench her
arm away, finding the grasp surprisingly steadfast. “Told who?”


“What do you mean ‘who?’ How
many people have you told?”


“I haven’t told anyone.
I’m fairly certain you’d know if I had.”


“But have you told the
prophet?”


Wynn considered lying, if
only to see what she would do, but that would be foolhardy. “I have not. You
said you’d harm anyone to whom I revealed your secret.”


Elizabeth glared into her
eyes, working to read the truth in them. At last, the corners of her mouth
curled into an icy smirk. She released the hand and removed the dagger. It was
more pleasing than Wynn would admit to witness Elizabeth’s surprise when she
noticed the sword pointed to her gut.


“That would have
been foolish,” Elizabeth said coolly. “My comrades would have avenged me and
then where would you be?”


“I have no desire to harm
you, Elizabeth! I came to help. Clearly, you are a gifted woman or the
SCSS wouldn’t have sought you out. But you were made by the hands of the Great
One. He is the one who designed in you the capacity for great things.
Are you not curious as to why?”


Almost surprisingly, the
elder girl’s face softened. Something in her understood this wisdom. But in the
next moment, she slapped Wynn across the face. “If you ever try to convert me
again, there will be far more where that came from.” With that, she
disappeared.


It had been a setback, to
be certain. But the words had reached her; the seed had been sown. All Wynn
must do is wait… and perhaps that seed would take root.


         
Now,
as she slipped into the green velvet gown Elizabeth had given her, she loathed
herself for wearing it. But for good measure, she threw on the string of black
gems. Yes, these had been gifted her by a sorceress who threatened all she held
dear. But she could not bear the thought of the sisters making her over
again. She had come to the realization their fixing her up was really something
of an insult, an insistence she was not enough as she was. She knew dear Meg
merely liked making a doll of her, but she garnered it was Lady Colten who put
the idea into the girl’s head.


She attempted to style
her mass of red hair, managing to tame the curls and pin back one side with a
dainty clasp she’d found in the attic. True, she was not nearly as elegant as
Phillip’s sisters, but she felt confident it was enough for their table.


       After
a stroll through the creature-filled forest, she appeared before the manor,
working to brush aside her anxieties. Thankfully, she had dined with them a
number of times now and did not feel so uneasy as in past. In fact, she had
always been made quite welcome. After all, they had thrown her a lovely
birthday celebration—the first of her life. This place held many more positive
memories that far overshadowed the disagreeable one with Elizbeth... right?


“You’re here already?” a
voice spoke from behind her.


       Upon
turning, she was taken aback. “Phillip?” Could it really be him? But he
was shaven! Always, he had hidden behind that mask of beard. Now, here he was
with a clean face and he hardly looked himself. It called all the more
attention to the changes in him since they’d begun training. All of a sudden,
he was a rather healthy-looking giant of a clean shaven, admittedly handsome
young man.


“You really are my
age, aren’t you?” she admitted with astonishment.


       He
smirked, clearly satisfied by her realization. “Well, I am a few years
older,” he teased.


“Sure… but not a decade or so like I
thought…”


“I know…” he said with a
meaningful smile. She could tell he was pleased she saw him for what he was. It
made her feel terribly foolish that after all that time getting to know him,
she had been so very incorrect in this.


“Well, it is not my fault you
covered half your face with hair,” she defended, “and have the
personality of a grandparent.”


He laughed easily. “Do I? So much time
spent with the prophet, I suppose.” His eyes sparkled as a giddy little boy and
she knew precisely why he had shaved. It had been to prove her wrong.


      
“Well… let us go in and get this over with,” she said, starting that way.


      
Catching up to her, he asked, “Are you not looking forward to dinner with my
family?”


“Er, no. I mean, yes…”
She could not tell him his eldest sister wanted her dead now she would not join
her cult. “I mean…”


       “I
know… They can be a bit much sometimes.”


       She
shook her head. “That’s not it. It’s just… well, there’s something I need to
tell—”


      
“Wynn!” Meg cried as she raced out to her. “Good gracious, you look beautiful!
And do you even recognize our dear Phillip? Who knew there was such a
fine-looking man beneath all that beard and bone? Did you recognize him?”


       Wynn
laughed. “Only just.”


       “Phillip,
mother would like to see you a moment before supper,” Meg informed. “I’ll take
care of dear Wynn.”


      
Thrusting his hands into his pockets, he submitted, though Wynn sensed he did
not like leaving her. She, too, wished he would remain. It occurred to her how
vulnerable she felt knowing Elizabeth was about. Even so, she was perfectly
capable of taking care of herself.


       “But
truly, Wynn, is he not the handsomest man you’ve ever seen now? I am so proud
of him for finally having shaved that forest critter away.”


She could only laugh. For
the first time, she grasped why Phillip’s mother and sisters were always trying
to get her to notice Phillip… Because he was not actually the older man she had
supposed him. Moreover, she knew how they felt about her position, first as the
apprentice and now as prophet. Even so, she discerned the matchmaking would
cease, if not now that he had grown so handsome, then after he had proved
himself in the tournament. For, if they’d had previous trouble finding him a
bride, they would have none after.


The moment she entered
the receiving room, his mother made certain she was sat beside him. Moreover,
she seemed to be watching for signs Wynn had noticed the change in her son.
Evidently, Lady Colten had no idea how much time they spent together outside of
her home, for Wynn had been noting the transformation even before he had
shaved. Not to mention, she had already thought him the finest, kindest person
she’d ever known. Thankfully, he had not properly seemed to take notice of his
family’s efforts to push them together, else the present situation would’ve
been utterly unnerving.


       But
she had little time to think on this as Elizabeth sat in a far corner,
pretending to read while watching her every move with a mischievous smirk. Wynn
was disappointed there did not appear to be any change of heart since last
they’d met. But for the moment, she was more concerned for herself. She felt
certain the girl had every intention of making trouble for her. She must be on
her guard at every moment. She knew Elizabeth’s weakness was to keep her family
from discovering who she truly was. That easily worked to Wynn’s benefit. With
Meg around, it would not be difficult to avoid being alone with the young
sorceress.


       At
last, they were seated before the dining table. A sumptuous meal had been
prepared, even grander than previous ones now Wynn officially held the title of
Kierelian prophet… or so Phillip whispered when a fine stag was brought to the
table, fully roasted and towering over the dinnerware. His mother had ambitious
taste.


The central topic of
conversation proved to be the Champion’s Tournament as it was due to take place
three days from then. Somehow, she had not realized the occasion was so very
near. Her mind raced over their last training session as she determined whether
he was ready. In the end, she felt just as she had before: he was about as
prepared as he could be. She did regret not having put him up against other
swordsman that he might have experience with other methods. But as she was more
than talented herself, she supposed it could not hinder him too much. Still,
her stomach turned in knots. He must do well, not because she had taken
the time to train him, but because he was dear Phillip… And she longed
to see the look on his family’s faces when they saw how greatly they had
underestimated him.


       When
Phillip nudged her knee with his own, she realized Sir Colten was speaking to
her.


       “Of
course, as far as we have understood it,” he said, “prophets have always come
from families of the best bloodlines, though they do live so humbly. I suppose
that is so they might reach even the poor. It is very good of you, of course,
but I am curious from what vicinity you heralded before coming to live in our wood.”


       Wynn
felt Phillip’s eyes on her. Of course he knew the truth about her past and he
was as aware as she precisely what his father was attempting to learn… He
wished to know what fortune she might possess.


“I traveled for years
before I came to live here,” she replied simply.


“Why, how grand for you,”
Lady Colten said. “I had always wished my father would send me away to gain a
little culture, but it seems I’ve been cursed to live in the country all my
days. You must tell me of the places you’ve seen.”


       Wynn
set down her fork and smiled. She, of all the people in the world, had seen
many things and many places… but of late, she had seen much more. “I have
traveled to the Greater Archipelagos and to the kingdom of Wysteria upon the
planet Morgus. I have ridden on the back of a dragon and breathed freely
beneath the surface of water. I once treated the broken arm of a spoiled
princess and have met the leaders of entire planets…”


       The
table looked upon her with utterly split expressions. The younger end was
enchanted, with the exception of Elizabeth. Their parents, however, appeared
terribly bewildered until at last Sir Colten began to chuckle.


       “Very
good, lass, very good!” he said. “But truly, I wonder what kind of journey your
parents mapped out for you and if it had any influence on your current role as
prophet.”


       “I am
afraid my parents did not send me at all,” she replied easily. “I was orphaned
and had nowhere to go.”


       The
couple appeared greatly concerned by this, though concerned for her, she
did not believe.


       “But
did not your father make certain provisions were made for you upon his death?”
Sir Colten queried.


       She
shook her head.


       “But…
certainly something, some country manor or other, had been left you.”


       She
shook her head once more. It was against her wishes to give them what they
wanted, for though no longer ashamed of her past, she sensed her answer would
irreversibly alter her welcome. 


 “Oh, Father,”
Elizabeth spoke in a chastising tone. “Can you not see she does not wish to
disgrace this table?” She turned to Wynn with a pitying expression, concealing
what Wynn knew to be vengeful mirth. Somehow, some way, the sorceress had
plotted this. Perhaps she had put the question into their minds or perhaps she
had cursed the situation in some way. Either way, Wynn had no idea how the girl
could know anything about her past.


       “Poor
little Wynn was raised by parents who provided not but a rat-infested shack in
which to live, were unemployed and penniless until their little girl grew old
enough to hire herself out for work,” Elizbeth explained. “Then, of course,
they relied upon her to deliver their evening ration of ale to see them
through. Eventually, the pair died of it. So, you see, the dear girl is to be pitied…
not so much admired.”


Wynn could not peel her
eyes from her plate. Stomach turning, she knew what would come. It was not as
if she so desperately required their acceptance, but to have Phillip’s parents
utterly reject her to her face was not an occasion she longed to endure. Her
mind raced for how Elizabeth could have learned such details. She must assume
the sorceress had used dark arts to learn her background. Perhaps the duo of
daemon-sprites whom she and the prophet had driven from Jaefra had sought
revenge. They may very well have called upon the SCSS of their own accord.


       A
hand under the table reached for hers—Phillip. With that show of support, she
worked up the courage to peer up from her plate. Looking first to him, she
found a warm smile there, eyes glittering. But from his parents, she was met
with horrified consternation. The pinch between poor Lady Colten’s brows could
not have been tighter. And how astonishing to witness Sir Colten’s austere brow
rise so very high.


       “But…
surely you had an uncle, a cousin or someone of admirable standing…?” Sir
Colten probed, grasping for something to mend the situation of this girl in his
home.


       Wynn
shook her head and stole a moment to gather herself. After all, she knew who
she was. She was a chosen vessel of the Great One. “To my knowledge… my family
have always been quite destitute.”


“But… how came you to be
the next prophet?” Lady Colten asked, her voice rising an octave, revealing how
stricken she was. After all, she had been working to arrange an engagement
between her and their heir. “Do they merely pull you people from the ditches?”


       “Mother,”
Phillip gasped with a blend of censure and disbelief.


      
“Well, I am sorry, dear, but if we are to look up to these people, ought not
they to come from good families in fine standing?”


       He
stood to his feet, pulling a stupefied Wynn up with him.


“No matter who her family
was,” he said, “certainly you have witnessed what an estimable person she is.
She was selected by the Great One, after all. Surely, he understands her worth
better than anyone else.”


      
“Well… the old prophet was getting on in years,” Sir Colten said thoughtfully.
“They say he was beginning to dwindle. It is very likely he got a few things
wrong in the end.”


      
Phillip physically recoiled. So insulted on Wynn’s behalf was he, she hardly
felt need to be offended herself. Though he had endured such treatment from his
family for years, it was apparently too much to find them so callous toward
her.


“We’re leaving, Wynn,” he
stated, starting for the door with her in tow. Before exiting, he turned back
once more. “A person should be esteemed for the kindness and compassion in
their heart, for their spirit and courage… not because of their standing in
this confused, tumultuous world!” Stealing a few calming breaths, he continued
quietly with, “Nor for who their parents were. I, for one, am more
ashamed of my own than I ever dreamed I could be.”


With that, he led her
through the manor and out of the house, soundly slamming the door behind him.
“I am so sorry, Wynnie… I never dreamed they would treat you that
way. They were so enraptured with you; I never thought to question why. Of
course, they would not have been so appalled had they not been taking such
effort to see us wed.”


      
 “I had not realized you’d noticed,” she said with a smirk. “But, for
heavens, why should I care for the good opinion of people who have looked down
on you so? Clearly, they’ve no taste. And truly, it is of no consequence
how they see me… so long as I am never bidden to dine here again, of course.”


      
Slowly, his strained expression gave way to a small smile. “Well… that has been
proven more than obvious tonight, has it not?”


      
“What?”


      
“Their lack of taste.”


       “Oh.”


       “But
I do not understand why Elizabeth should have presented your life story like
that. It was as if she knew precisely what she was doing. And it was dreadfully
dishonorable of her to reveal what you’d shared in confidence.”


       “I
never told her.”


       “Then
how—”


       She
gasped at the searing heat about her neck. Yanking off the beads, the sensation
moved to her hands before she flung them to the ground.


       “Are
you all right?” Phillip cried, looking to the ring of singed flesh
around her neck. “How in the world—? Isn’t that the necklace Elizabeth gave
you?”


       With
a nod, she stared down at the gems, appearing perfectly innocent as they glared
back up at her. Now, she understood why they’d been gifted her. Elizabeth had
intended to spy on her comings and goings... not that it had done any good
until that moment. More grateful than ever was Wynn that she had not worn them
before this evening. By some enchantment, Elizabeth had heard them, had burned
her through the necklace to keep her from revealing what she knew


      
“Wynn…” he began hesitantly, “does my sister have something against you? I
mean, I know it sounds silly, but—”


       “I
must be… allergic,” she snapped, knowing Elizabeth yet listened. “I… should be
going. It’s getting late.”


      
“Allergic? But I saw them glow…”


       She
shrugged. “Probably a trick of the light.”


       He
did not appear entirely convinced but sensed she would speak no more about it.
“Well… I’ll see you home,” he replied. “I cannot bear the thought of returning
here tonight. I think I’ll stay at Terrance’s.”


       She
nodded, well understanding his feelings considering she did not intend ever to
set foot in that great house again.


      
Crouching low, he reached for the gems.


      
“Leave them!” she nearly shrieked.


       “But…
don’t you at least wish to sell them?”


      
 “Let Elizabeth find them in the morning. I’m sure they’re far more
precious to her than to me.”
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Tournament
of Champions


 


WHEN AT LAST THE long-awaited
Champion’s Tournament was to take place, the green grassy field before Valdren
Castle became a mess of tents. Some very large and fine, others hardly more
than a raggedy coverlet and sticks. There had been weeks of this moving into
the field before the appointed day had finally arrived. On this day, the ground
was overwhelmed with people: those competing, those who’d come to be with the
competitors and those who were merely there to spectate and enjoy the festivities.
There were various vendors providing spiced sausages, warm potatoes, steaming
roasted meats, sweet pies, rolls and cakes. Others brought trinkets and
jewelry, while still others provided flags and ribbons to wave and wear to show
support for particular contenders.


All this surrounded a
large section of the field that was sectioned off by long wooden polls adorned
with brightly colored ribbon. Other than these few, scarce poles placed every
few feet, the border was really made up of the people who crowded around three
sides. The final side was comprised of a platform where Lord and Lady Valdren
were seated along with a few nobles—some competing, others there to observe.


       Wynn
and Phillip took all this in as they made their way through the mess of vendors
and tents, each making plans to return for the fragrantly roasting sausages and
sweet breads. Appearing before the table to which Phillip was to report his
attendance, she watched him hesitate.


      
“Don’t tell me you’re doubting yourself.”


       He
shook his head. “I was just thinking how unfair the stipulations for entry are.
Is it not foolish that I should compete when the woman who trained me is at
least twice the swordsman I’ll ever be?”


      
 “Little do you know, she’s dearly looking forward to watching your
progression in this tournament, so if you don’t hurry up and put your name
down, she’ll make you.”


       He
raised a brow. “Very well then.”


 


 


Some hours later, he stood in the center
of the arena. Wynn had no way of knowing what he might be feeling, but her own
heart pounded. Why had she not tried him against other swordsmen in their
training? He was accustomed only to her methods. Then again, she should be
grateful this was not a tournament for all weapons. The blade was a prized and
glorified weapon in the kingdom of Kierelia and had been since its beginnings.
Therefore, most every tournament was built around it, if not the only weapon
tested. As it was, this was the only one he knew how to use and it must serve
him well.


With the blast of a
trumpet, the match commenced. Phillip moved more swiftly than even in their
training, driven by nerves and adrenaline. Slow down, she urged, anxious
he might trip over his feet. But in the next moment, the crowd was cheering and
she did a double take. His contender was on the ground, swordless. Had he truly
prevailed so swiftly?


He turned to the crowd,
searching for someone. When his eyes found hers, he grinned and released a
relieved breath. She waved proudly, full of elation and looking to the stand in
search of his parents. She was not disappointed. Sir Colten’s mouth hung agape.



It had been but Phillip’s
first round, yet he’d won with ease. His opponent had not been very skilled,
but Phillip had already proved himself a true contender and not one to be
overlooked.


 


* * *


 


Days later, Phillip found
himself the talk of the tournament. His parents had spread the news far and
wide of how their fine son had been holding out on them all these years and
mastered the blade in secret. This was not the case, of course; they knew he’d
been training with Wynn of late. They’d simply not expected it to do any good. 


Yes, he was doing well.
In fact, he had made a name for himself… and he could scarcely believe it. He’d
entered this tournament with but one goal: not to shame his family. Of course,
by the time the competition had commenced, he had come to care very little how
he made them look. They had already disgraced him the evening they’d
criticized his dearest friend.


From his first round, he
had surprised his family, himself and even Wynn, or so she had claimed. In
fact, when he’d realized his opponent had fallen weaponless before him, he’d
lauded the Great One for that moment of precious luck. With such heightened
nerves, he scarcely recalled the ordeal. But with every man he defeated since,
he recalled more and his nerves lessened. He’d discovered he… was capable.
More than that, if he dared admit it, he was gifted. 


For years, he’d been
considered a vast disappointment in comparison to his elder brother, considered
incapable of replacing him in any way. Now, he was looked to as if he was
him… or very nearly. He did not possess Brodrick’s poise and charisma. Still,
it was rewarding to be considered useless no longer.


Every bit of credit went
to Wynn, of course. He would never have become the swordsman he was so
astonished to find himself if not for her patience. He now compared himself to
the man he’d been when first they’d met and could scarcely believe how
different he felt. He was yet bashful with unfamiliar ladies, but he felt
stronger and more attune with himself.


The way young ladies now
behaved with him did not hurt matters. If he did not hide himself away in his
private tent, he was most always surrounded by a gaggle of them. But though it
boosted his self-esteem, it was utterly discomfiting. Moreover, it kept him
from having the utter freedom to converse with whom he truly wished: Wynn, Meg
and Terrance. Even so, the three appeared entertained by the spectacle of him
attempting not to stumble over his tongue when among admirers. Very often, the
three were found snickering among themselves from afar. It was at those moments
he wished himself hidden away with them so he
could feel himself again—to be comfortable and inconsequential. Therefore, he
would excuse himself to whomever he was with and speedily make his way to them.
They would then purchase a banquet of delicacies sold by the merchants and hide
away in his tent. 


Nevertheless, it was not
unusual for the remainder of his family to drop in and spoil the fun. Worse
still, his mother often brought young ladies along, hoping to garner his
interest in one of them. But it did little good. Try as he might to be polite,
they did not appeal to him. His interest was in… his friends.


Terrance mentioned something
one day which made him dreadfully uneasy. The dwarf had inquired whether his
feelings had wandered from the pretty prophet to one of the finer lot now vying
for him. Phillip was not only affronted by the question but mortified and more
than grateful Wynn had not been about.


It was the very next day
when his mother was introducing him to another set of ladies that he overheard
Terrance teasing Wynn along the same lime. Was she not terribly jealous of all
the attention Phillip had garnered now she’d transformed him into an estimable
swan? Her face blushed to match her hair, but she denied any idea of what he
inferred. And, to Phillip’s astonishment, she insisted Phillip had always been
the man he currently was. He merely knew how to walk and use a weapon now. 


“Do not ye worry, lass,”
Terrance replied with a smirk. “If push comes to shove and you lose him, you
can always have me when you’re older.”


That, of course, was the
very reason Wynn often complained about the dwarf. He could not help teasing
her, nor would he cease feigning to woo her. Then again, none of them was ever
certain if he was not a little serious about his offers of marriage. But it
mattered little, for she would never have him. Even so, Phillip was startled to
find himself suddenly infuriated by the jesting. Though the small man had
altered much of late and had at last abandoned most of his flirtatious
inclinations, Phillip loathed the very idea of him ever succeeding with her. If
she was to be with anyone, it must be one who had the ability to appreciate her
qualities. Terrance had never been rightly appreciative of anything. But,
though Wynn was Phillip’s friend, he had no rightful say in the matter if
anything ever came of it. He had but to hope she would remain as wise as ever.


As far as the tournament
went, most wagered it would be down to Phillip and the nameless knight—the one
who refused to reveal his identity. There were other names in the hat, of
course, but it seemed Wynn’s training had unlocked talent in Phillip no one had
ever dreamed. Wynn inquired what he would do with himself should he win, but
the thought was entirely far-fetched. There were a great many gifted,
far more experienced competitors and he was glad of it. Having witnessed the
talent of the nameless knight, the thought of facing him was not pleasant. The
mysterious stranger would have him off his feet before he’d raised his blade
and the holiday from his family’s ridicule would conclude. Thankfully, the
likelihood of this confrontation was diminutive.


 


* * *


 


When Wynn had aided
Phillip in connecting with his inner warrior, she’d unlocked more than she
could have dreamed. All the training he’d ever received had finally connected.
It was like watching one of the old prophet’s miracles unfold.


After a number of triumphs,
his family found themselves eating their words… to her utter satisfaction. Sir
Colten, especially, was suddenly heard boasting of his exceptional son, with
the girth of a bull and swiftness of a fox. Yet, whenever Phillip was with his
family, she observed not a feeling of acceptance upon his face, but disbelief.
It was apparent they’d never at any moment treated him so—excluding Meg, of
course. Meg had the great pride of pronouncing she had always known he was
capable of greatness, despite the beliefs of all others.


Wynn watched on in pride
as Phillip became one of the most esteemed participants. But his being followed
about by throngs of women was an unexpected turn. She could not help feeling
irritated when all she wanted was a few private words with her friend and he
was so often busy entertaining others. Nevertheless, watching him blush and
bumble out meek, unconsciously charming remarks was something of an
amusement. Besides, there Wynn was in tunic and trousers, hair in an unkempt
knot at the nape of her neck. Yet, every time Phillip found her nearing him,
relief crossed his face.


At long last, the
contestants had been reduced to the very best of the best. The testing and
battling from that point was arduous. Yet, the number of tents on the field did
not diminish. Rather, they increased. For this tournament had become one of the
most stimulating and intriguing competitions of recent years. In fact, it was
so often spoken of across the whole of the kingdom that in the final week, King
Curiel himself arrived to witness the outcome.


A hush fell over the
whole of the field on the day the king was found upon the platform reserved for
nobles. After all, King Curiel did not venture into the southern region often,
nor did he sit among them and gaze upon the same entertainment they enjoyed.
After some moments of silence and then of quiet whispering, there was a
profusion of applaud and cheering.


Yet, all was not
celebratory for Wynn. On one of the final days, she was surrounded by a circle
of Phillip-admirers when a group of older men and women approached, led by a
large man she only vaguely recalled. Breaking into the conversation, he cried,
“Why do you people waste your time with a one such as our new prophetess of
the wood? I personally do not consort with false prophets and I tell you this:
she is no true prophet such as the old prophet who recently passed.”


The Phillip-admirers grew
silent, as most had not even known who she was aside from Phillip’s peculiarly
dressed friend. But there were those who were aware of what he spoke, namely
the group which had approached with the accusatory man and had heard the same
rumors: she was not a true prophet.


      
 “I do not know what has warranted this criticism,” she replied, reining
in her temper, “but if we could speak in private, you may voice your concerns
to me.”


The man balked at her,
self-assured to a fault. Unfortunately, he was something of a village leader in
Nierwood and people were often swayed by his opinions, including those angry
faces who stood with him. It was very likely because of this he felt it
necessary to speak against her in such a public approach.


“I’m certain you
would like that, young woman,” he replied, “that these good people would not
become aware of what you are.”


       She
did not fear this at all. “Say what you would,” she invited.


“This woman,” he told the
crowd with a pointed finger, “enticed our good, old prophet, who was capable of
many miracles, to take her in as his apprentice. But I say she is no such
thing. I have heard word that many times she has tried for a miracle and
received naught. Her ‘words of wisdom’ have led many astray and have even
caused pain to certain individuals. She uses this title ‘prophet’ as a means to
manipulate and pass judgement. I tell you this, she is no prophet and if she
calls herself one, she is most assuredly false.”


A number of the
Phillip-enthusiasts dispersed, not wishing to be associated with one who was
viewed as such, but a few remained—some to listen, others to defend.


       “It
is true I am not always successful,” she began tentatively, “but I am learning.
I am still very early in my walk and the prophet lived a very long time before
you knew him to be the powerful man he was. He had centuries to become all that
made him legendary. And, in actuality, I do not call myself a prophet, for I
feel such titles needless. Moreover, I would never claim to be anything
really like the prophet, for none could be, I believe. Even so, I do what I
can. As for these other accusations, I haven’t a clue what you are talking
about. I give only plain wisdom or words I receive from the Great One.”


“The Great One does not
use words to harm his people,” someone shouted out.


       “I
have never wished to hurt another since I have come to know the Great One,” she
explained. “If I have, it was not purposeful. Take me to them and I will right
it if I can.”


       “You
mean to say you did not use your authority to forbid every woman hereabouts
from courting Terrance the dwarf,” voiced her accuser, “a known hero for having
saved Lord Valdren’s youngest son when he was but a lad? I would like to hear
you deny it, for I have heard the account many times from reliable sources.”


Terrance, who’d
apparently caught wind of what was being said, approached the group. “Now,
Jawn, I think I may be able to clear that up. You see, Wynn is a woman of high
morals. She’s decent, you know, and I am not. I confess, I have taken advantage
of women in past and she did not like seeing it. Now, I did not much like
what she did, but… she was right.”


       Wynn
peered down at him, astounded by this moment of great decency—even chivalry.
She’d never heard him admit to his own wrongdoing, let alone in the presence of
a crowd.


“Terrance, I’ll thank you
to keep out of this,” Jawn said with annoyance. “I’m only defending your name
and what’s your business is your business—not hers.”


       “Nor
is it yours,” Terrance countered with a laugh.


       “Yes,
but—”


“But nothing! I’ve heard
you accuse me for my flirtations plenty, though I’ve seen you do the same and
worse. And now you attempt to use my circumstances against this lady. She may
not be the old prophet, but she is good and she does all she can—far
more than you have ever done for another, certainly. Furthermore, she
has kindness you’ll never possess, for you’re too caught up in your own
ill-conceived doctrines and secret transgressions.”


There was much agreement
from those who surrounded. Jawn exited the scene cursing under his breath and
tossing Wynn a solid glare to make clear his estimation had not altered. She
shrugged him off and thanked Terrance for his words. But he insisted it was
merely his duty to a friend. 


“I don’t much like seeing
those I care about spoken of so ill when they are so terrifically undeserving,”
he said with a grin.


       Though
the crowd seemed to have taken her side in the end, she knew Jawn’s accusations
had not been his alone. Indeed, she was aware her being a false prophet had
been spoken often from some who knew her, though not from those who knew her
best. Nevertheless, she could not help considering whether the faultfinders
might not be… correct. It was true she struggled to do all the prophet
had. Moreover, her eyes were not that accursed green they were meant to
have been, which was something that haunted her more than she liked to admit.


This thinking made her
head ache and tears prick at her eyes. If she was not destined to follow in the
prophet’s footsteps, she did not know who she was at all. And with all this
uncertainty, how was she to carry on with what she had believed her calling?
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- T W E N T Y – S
E V E N -


The Great One


 


IT WAS EARLY MORNING on
the final day of the tournament when Wynn walked through the Enchanted Wood on
her way to the grounds before Valdren Castle. This day, Phillip would be one of
the few who were yet afforded the opportunity to compete for the title so many
had worked to attain. In truth, she could scarcely accept he had been so
successful, yet she had watched his abilities grow with every match. She had
previously been aware of his intelligence, though he had struggled to reveal
it, but his mind seemed to have been unleashed. With every step he took in the
competition, he learned, absorbing everything he faced. She could no
longer take full credit for his abilities, though she did for having unlocked
them. Moreover, she had taught him her approach. He did not quite have
her swiftness, as he was so large, but he possessed her cunning combined with
his brawn.


Despite her friend’s good
fortune, she traveled with a heavy heart. Upon waking, it had occurred to her
just how satisfied the prophet would have been to see his dear lad at
last become the man he was meant. To be sure, Phillip had not shed his shyness,
but he walked with conviction. She’d begun to see the change in him almost
immediately after the prophet’s passing, though she could not say just why this
should be so. She supposed it stood to reason that experiencing such a loss had
forced him to become acquainted with formerly unrealized strength. Even so, she
would have given almost anything to have the prophet with her at that moment,
on their way to witness the outcome.


In addition to these
wishful thoughts were Jawn’s words as a thorn in her heart, continuing to
fester. Since the start of the tournament, few had asked anything of her as
prophet of Kierelia, for all were absorbed in the occasion… But she was feeling
her failures afresh when faced with such doubt. She knew, to most, she was not
the new prophet; she was the imitator.


Funny thing was, Wynn was
not even certain she truly… wanted it. She had accepted, yes, and she
wished to make both the prophet and the Great One proud, but did she desire
this life for as long as she lived? After all, with the prophet’s agelessness
upon her, her aging process had slowed… Her life would be a long one. What was
she to fill it with? She had the home she’d always longed for and though she
had lost the prophet, she still had Phillip—even Terrance and Meg. But was that
enough? After all, they would age and one day pass on and then what was she to
be left with? 


      
Caught up in this deep-rooted thinking, she suddenly found she’d inadvertently
led herself to the far edge of the forest where the land was cut by a sharp
drop—not quite elevated enough to be considered a cliff, but high enough if one
were to slip off, they might very well perish. All beyond was beauty, but the
view brought little joy. For her mistake, she would be late for the beginning
of the day’s festivities—something she could not afford to miss.


She made ready to turn
around and correct her path but found herself frozen. She was reminded of the
day Phillip had found her within the cliffs near Valdren Castle. He was not the
only one to have changed. She felt… so altered. The bitterness
had worn away, given to softness, tenderness. She’d experienced the love of
others, of a father-figure, and had been given not only a home but a place in
the world. She should be content. And usually she was. But today… the blanket
of grief was stifling. The block from her supernatural abilities was suddenly
unbearable… and itchy. 


“I don’t suppose you plan
on leaping,” asked the voice of a man behind her.


She turned about, feeling
almost caught. Of course she had not planned to leap—though she’d been guilty
of such an act before—but she had been moping. But he did not appear to
have noticed. Instead, he looked to her with an amused grin, clearly pleased
with his introduction. 


She studied this stranger
in torn, holey garments which appeared to be made from the furry hide of a
bear. His nut-brown hair was thick and fairly unkept, but his eyes were a
bright, glittering gold, the very hue of her own. They stood out from his dark
features like dazzling balls of fire. He was, she supposed, handsome, despite
his tousled exterior, but it was not his appearance that enchanted one… It was
the unhindered-ness of his countenance, the candor in his step, as if he
floated. Moreover, there was a familiarity that endeared her to him.


       “Can
I help you?” she asked.


He nodded, looking her
over so thoroughly, it was as if he gazed into her soul. “I think…” he began
thoughtfully, folding his arms together, “you had better forgive him.” 


She blinked back. Was he
unhinged? “Who?” 


With a smirk, he replied,
“The prophet.”


She reeled. How could
this stranger know what had been filling her thoughts? How did he know her
at all? 


“Forgive him?” She
had nothing whatever against the prophet. He was the dearest soul to have tread
the planet. "That is ridiculous.”


“Forgive him for leaving
you.”


She raised an affronted
brow… But was he right? Had she been holding unforgiveness toward the prophet?
She replayed the events of that long-ago evening in her mind when he had left
her for Paradise. Emotion swelled afresh. Yes… she blamed him, though
unknowingly. After all, he might have insisted he remain, perhaps may even have
healed himself. But he had wanted to go… had wished to leave her. She
took a step toward the man.


“You are rather sure of
yourself, aren't you?” she said.


He beamed back at her. “I
have every right, if I may be so bold."


What a terribly smug
fellow he was. “Who are you anyway?”


“You don’t know me?” He
dropped his arms as if her lack of recognition pained him.


She scrunched her brows
together. Did she know him? Thinking through her life, she searched for
his face. It felt as if she’d seen him everywhere and nowhere. He was
familiar. 


A breeze surged around
her, caressing and embracing her, whispering the truth to her… making her see
him in her past and in her present. But it could not be so.


“I’m sorry…” she replied.
“I cannot say just who you are.”


His shoulders fell, the
brightness almost wholly abandoning his eyes. “It is all right,” he said with
understanding. “I will let you be on your way.” He turned then. She watched him
take a step and then another. Her heart pounded in time, sounding deeply in her
ears. She knew him…


“Wait!” she called.


He halted but did not
turn around.


She felt his dare in the
breeze around her. Goosebumps flooded her skin. Taking a few steps in his
direction, she turned around and ran. In moments, she had leaped from the
cliff. In a few more, his arms were around her. He had followed her, had leaped
after her, and suddenly they were soaring on the large ebony wings that had
sprouted from his back.


“You're crazy,” he
cried with a quirked brow.


“I had to know,”
she replied breathlessly as they soared over the landscape.


“Know what?” A smile
confided he knew precisely what.


“Who you were...” she
said, “if you were who I thought you were.”


"Am I?” he asked
with raised brow.


"I think so…” she
admitted, not yet wishing to speak her deduction lest she be incorrect and look
a fool. “You are not what I expected..." He possessed Bell’s warming eyes,
Gong’s mirthful smile and Chime’s magnificent wings. But of all the names he’d
previously given, which was the true one? Or, rather, which did he prefer?


"You can call me
H.S.” he provided with a beaming smile.


"H.S.” She
hesitated, on the verge of at last admitting her true belief. “…Great One?”
Could it really be so?


Landing upon the cliffside
once more, he placed her feet upon solid ground. “One and the same.”


       She
gasped, scarcely able to breath. Bell, Gong, Chime and now H.S.—she had been
speaking to a god: the very Great One himself. And he was not at all
like she had come to expect. In fact, he had been of entirely differing natures
each time she had faced him... but she had loved them all as if the very depths
of her soul recognized what it had always longed for: his perfect acceptance.
There it was in his sparkling eyes as he stood looking at her, watching her
mind race, likely following her every thought. There was nothing like that
acceptance, that adoration. It was unparalleled.


Yet, she was certain she
did not see nor understand the half of his entire character. But this glimpse
was more than anyone she knew had been afforded. She, Wynn, was
with the Great One. It left her winded. She recalled the gray-haired
lady visitor who had acted like a princess—the first to have arrived at the
cabin on her initial day there—how she had spoken of her true love with such
yearning. Wynn felt she understood what the woman’s heart had longed for: the
very one who was everything and had created everything. The one the
prophet had so often described in the most moving of words, yet it had been nothing
to what he actually was in this form and the ones he had previously revealed to
her. He was personable, lively, amusing, humble, considerate, undomesticated,
magnificent, illustrious in his goodness... a friend.


Fully understanding just
who stood before her, something unlatched inside. Her world opened up and in
moments she was taken to a series of places, transported to a dozen realms. The
sorrow, the block, her unforgiveness toward the prophet: it all lifted. She was
weightless... literally. When she was returned to the cliffside, her
feet floated just above ground. The power previously bestowed had awoken in
full force.


       She
looked to H.S. with eyes wide, heart racing. He merely stood back, planted
hands on hips and laughed. “So, you have found Miss Wynn at last!”


       “Have
I?”


 “You might lose her
a time or two… but she is never far,” he said with a wink. “She is the one in
whom I take great pride… the one for whom I have mapped out a story worth
living. You will nevermore be alone nor will you be homeless. You are found
and will be loved by both myself and mankind unto the rest of your days. Your
giftings will be dispersed among your descendants and as they follow me, they
will be used greatly within my schemes. Your future is vast and beautiful,
but I warn you…” He raised a daring brow. “…you will be busy.”


      
Utterly overcome, she knew not how to respond, but he continued.


       “Now,
I will tell you something you mustn’t forget, you understand?” Holding his
hands out to her, a burst of sparking light appeared. “I hold the power of life
within these hands…” He looked into her face. “…and I am more than happy to
share it with you, provided you make use of it.”


       The
statement bewildered her. He had already anointed her with great power, even
agelessness through the prophet’s mantle. What precisely was this he was giving
her? “I will try,” she promised almost meekly.


      
Grinning, he laid his hands upon her head. In an instant, she collapsed and the
world became a canvas of wondrous color before all went black. When next she
was conscious, he was nowhere in sight.


 


* * *


 


Wynn arrived at the
tournament grounds as if floating upon a cloud… just in time to be met with a
myriad of scoldings. Apparently, she’d missed all that morning’s matches and it
was now down to the final two.


“Where on Kaern have you
been, Miss Wynn,” Lady Colten cried. “How can you expect him to compete at his
best on this auspicious day when he’s been worrying after you?”


“Truly, young woman, I do
hope you’ve adequate justification,” said a fine gentleman whom Wynn did not
know, likely a friend of Sir Colten’s.


Her stomach dropped. “Has
he lost?”


“He has not,” Meg said
with a considerate grin. “He is among the final two.”


“Even so, how dare you
have neglected this most important day?” Sir Colten chastised.


Wynn felt badly… but not too
badly. She had been a little busy with the Great One, after all.


       “He
has been terribly worried since you did not arrive at your usual time,” Joselyn
informed as she and Meg took her by the arms to rush her through the crowd.


       “But
he did perfectly well, in any case,” Meg soothed. “I am completely certain Wynn
would not have missed out if she could’ve helped it. And now she has arrived in
time for the conclusion.”


       Joselyn
nodded. “He is up against that nameless knight… but can you believe he
has come so far? Surely, you must have performed one of your special miracles
on him.”


       Heart
soaring, Wynn shook her head. He had made it… but up against the
nameless knight? That knight had been the one participant she’d questioned even
she could best. Still, this was Phillip. He had astounded everyone, including
her.


       The
sisters pulled her up the steps to the platform where the gentry were seated.


      
“Wait… what am I doing here?” she questioned uneasily. “I can’t be here.”


      
“Technically, you can,” Joselyn said. “You are the prophet of Kierelia.”


       “And
even so,” Meg began, “we could never have got you before those throngs of
people and Phillip must see you.”


       Wynn
looked out to find Phillip already in the arena. It was clear he was terrified,
his face pale, hands shaking. When Meg called to him, he instantly turned to
the platform. With a beaming grin, he waved to Wynn, anxiety transforming to poise…
possibly even a trace of cockiness. It astonished her that her presence was
capable of this effect. Overjoyed, she waved back and took her seat among the
nobles. None who saw her shabby clothing looked to her as if she did not
belong. This could only mean she truly was meant to have enjoyed the tournament
from the platform. Well, she had preferred her place with Terrance, among the
people in any case. But now, she was grateful to be afforded such a view when
it mattered most.


Lord Valdren greeted her eagerly,
calling out from his own seat. It was then the others looked her over,
attempting to gauge why he esteemed her so. She was uncertain herself as she
responded with a meek smile. Either he was even kinder than she had already
deduced… or he was rooting for Phillip as well. Likely, both. After all, no one
knew who this nameless knight was and Phillip was the son of his friend… as
well as a likable fellow in his own right.


Phillip and the unknown
knight met in the center of the field. Once they had begun, it was as if every
swing of the sword worked to tip the scales of destiny in its wielder’s favor,
so true did they aim. It was only by the skill of each that every blow did not
mean death to one or the other. Even King Curiel sat on the very edge of his
seat, the fingers of one hand digging into his knee. Initially, there was much
cheering for one or the other, but as it was shown how very close was the
proficiency of each, the entire field grew silent, as if they no longer knew
for whom to root.


In all actuality, the two
were so very well matched, the encounter began to appear as a lively dance.
Though both were well armored so neither of their faces showed, one might have
imagined a large grin upon each face. Body language conveyed how they reveled in
the stimulating confrontation. Their revelry ceased, however, as time passed.
While one might have supposed they were utterly drained by this juncture, each
was fueled by adrenalin and determination—both desiring to put an end to it.


Wynn’s fingernails dug
into her palms as she sat forward in her chair, stomach swirling with anxiety,
expectation. She was utterly bewildered by the similarity in their fighting. In
fact, they both battled in an approach eerily similar to hers. It made sense
Phillip should do so, but this stranger? 


Across the field and
among the bystanders, a creature of Paradise worked to gain her attention.
Receiving it at last, the entity pointed to a petite young woman in a bird’s
egg blue gown who clutched her hands so tightly, they were as pale as her face.
With a blink, a vision of the girl in maid’s attire, waiting upon Phillip’s
family in their manor house presented itself to Wynn. In the next moment, the
woman was standing in the crowd again. She looked to the nameless knight, a
look in her eyes that made clear she was well acquainted with the
contender—was, in fact, quite in love with him. But Wynn wondered why the maid
in the vision was now dressed so elegantly.


It hit her.


The nameless knight
toppled to the ground, his weapon flung far from his hands. He had lost.
Phillip had won. The crowd roared, chanting his name. Wynn was overjoyed… but
her heart clenched. She wished to race out to her dear friend but was unable to
move. How would he take it?


      
Reaching a hand to his opponent, Phillip pulled him to his feet. It was then
the unnamed knight removed his helmet, looking to none but the victor with a
look of uncertainty... an apology. Seeing them together, the resemblance was
glaring. They were large, taller than most, both very handsome with an heir of
decency.


      
Phillip stood frozen as the chanting continued. But in the next instant, he
reached to embrace his brother. Certainly, most in the crowd had no idea what
transpired, but they did not seem to care. Phillip’s name continued to be
wrung. It was clear Brodrick was surprised by his younger brother’s response to
his sudden appearance, but he did not know Phillip—at least not the way Wynn
did.


Joselyn and Meg screamed
their brothers’ names with tears of joy. Wynn absently wondered where Elizabeth
had been, then had a faint memory of her sitting with her parents at the other
end of the dais. With a smile, she imagined what the three must be thinking but
would not spare a moment to witness their reaction. She refused to peel her
eyes from Phillip, attempting to decipher what he might be thinking. Was he
truly all right?


 


 


 


* *
*


 


Wynn sat staring out a
window at Sir Colten’s manor. The room was filled with people celebrating the
outcome of the Champion’s Tournament, celebrating Phillip, the Champion of the
Southern Region. The family professed it was no surprise he had won. They had two
gifted sons, after all. Even so, it was clear with the return of their eldest,
the cherished one, Phillip was once more overshadowed in their eyes. It made no
sense to her. Phillip had bested his brother, the one they’d so favored. Yet,
the younger was once again an afterthought.


Brodrick reveled in the
attention. Even those outside the family favored him. He was charismatic and
charming, not humble and meek like Phillip. But she found Phillip’s ability and
willingness to become second-rate far more admirable. He gladly stood aside as
all celebrated his brother’s return. It was clear how he’d grown up forgotten
in the shadow of his estimable brother. Certainly, she knew there must be something
in him that disliked the situation, but he was too overjoyed to have Brodrick
returned.


True, there were those
who yet rejoiced over Phillip’s achievement. And for him to have gone from
useless to extraordinary in the span of a tournament was a feat of itself. His
true friends glowed with pride for him. Even his new sister-in-law, Bella, took
personal joy in his victory now she had met him, even though her own husband
had lost. And though Wynn disliked Brodrick, she could not help being fond of
his wife. The woman was even accepted by the family. After all, it had been
discovered she was a distant descendant of the royal family of Bashtii and, in
so being, had inherited a fortune. It was with that fortune they had lived
within that kingdom during the disappearance. In that time, she had become
acquainted with her homeland as well as the family members she’d not known she
possessed.


As it happened, Brodrick
had no real excuse for not having returned sooner. It seemed he’d merely been
distracted with their new life across the sea, had become consumed in that new
world with his new wife. When word had reached of a peculiar tournament being
held in the south of Kierelia very near where his home lay, he at last had a
mind to return, to compete and to surprise all he’d left behind with his sudden
reappearance.


“Do you always keep so
much to yourself?” a male voice inquired as he sat beside her.


       She
startled, then cringed upon realizing it was the very man she’d been thinking
of. True, she had no personal reason to detest him. After all, Phillip
himself adored him and would wish her to feel the same. But she simply could
not respect a person who had abandoned his entire family for so long without
due cause. His departure had sorely affected Phillip’s life. It had only begun
to be put right when this brother had swooped in to somehow garner all the
glory for himself. It made her skin crawl.


       “Not
necessarily,” she replied. Truth was, she loathed being in that house with that
family, but she had been invited along for Phillip’s sake and for his sake she
would remain.


      
“Well… I can only suppose you must be very proud of Phillip,” he said in a
friendly, tentative tone, “now he is Champion of the Southern Region.”


       “I
was more than proud enough before,” she said.


“I do not doubt that. I’d
known since he was a boy what a success he would make, but it was his openness
of spirit and feeling heart that always delighted me. Noting the thoughts and
feelings of others and understanding them does not always come easily to me.”


       She
squirmed. “Oh, but you have so much more going for you,” she replied
resentfully.


      
 “That I do.”


       She
snorted.


       “I am
fortunate the family does not appear to hold my absence against me,” he
continued. “It is more than I could have hoped.”


      
“Assuredly,” she replied with the private roll of her eyes. She could not help
herself. He too cheerfully accepted his old place back, including the demotion
of Phillip. He may have a tongue swift to compliment, but actions spoke louder
than words.


       Even
so, she could not help recalling the way he had fought. Why was it so very
similar to hers? Though it pained her, she heard herself ask, “By whom were you
trained?”


       “Oh,
many instructors, but the one from whom I learned the most was Sir Reginald of
Castlehaven, a knight of King Curiel’s personal battalion.”


       That
was it. She had been taught by the same master of the blade.


       This
realization must have been clear, for he said, “So you are the one he
spoke of.”


       She
turned to him, working to keep the interest from her face.


      
"Once he’d completed my training,” he began, “he sent me off with the
assurance I could best every opponent I met but one fiery, little redhead he
would never forget. Of course, he had not considered that girl might become a
trainer herself."


She smirked joylessly.
She would not be drawn in.


"He is the most
gifted swordsman in all the land, so they say. And he's only trained but two
people… That's you and I."


She raised her brows. So,
the knight had made an exception for her… poor little wretch though she had
been. Well, she thought kindlier of him and was honored by the realization of
what a gift he had given her. Perhaps, one day, she might call upon him to
offer him thanks. But she let none of this show on her face, reveling in the
awkward silence that followed.


      
“Look…” he said at last, “Phillip has told me much about you. I mean a lot… and
I’ve only been back but half a day. I mention this to say… I understand
your intelligence.”


       How
generous.


       He
leaned in close to whisper, “You and I both know this is wrong: me garnering
all the favor for myself in what ought to be his hour of glory.”


       She
turned to him in dubious confusion.


       “Yes…
you see it as I do,” he continued. “And you recognize that I allow it to
transpire. I understand how that must appear.”


She raised her brows.
“Just what are you getting at?”


       “I
know very well what my parent’s expectations can do to a person. I grew up with
it all my life until I left. That being the case, I knew nothing else. I could
handle it. And, yes, I suppose I very often gloried in it. I like
winning people’s approval. 


“But… Phillip’s not like
that. This isn’t what he wants. He does not wish to be heir of my parents’
fortune, made to enter tournaments he’s no interest in to garner honor for the
family name… Do you see what I’m trying to say?”


       She
hesitated, crinkling her brows together.


       “The
thing is…” He searched for words. “I’m back… for good. It was not my
intention when we returned. I like my life in Bashtii. But I can also
thrive here. And if Phillip is no longer expected to be the golden child, to
fill my shoes and be ‘worthy’ of the heir’s inheritance, he will once more be
overlooked… and free to be whoever he chooses. Life in this house… is
not what he chooses.”


      
 “And you know that from the space of a day, do you?”


       He
shook his head. “I garnered it from watching you all during the tournament. The
moment I recognized him that first day, I realized I no longer knew my brother.
I had missed the remainder of his childhood… and I lamented it. Therefore, I
observed him… I watched him with my parents, with the gentry, with all the fine
ladies set before him… And I watched you.” With a teasing smirk, he
continued, “I’d wager I know precisely what he wants. And I’ve the power
to see he has the freedom to win it… if he has not already done so.”


Her brows drew together
as she worked to understand what he suggested. Coming upon it, she felt herself
blushing more deeply than ever she had in her life. “I… I think you are
mistaken…” she replied with the shake of her head.


       But
his grin only grew larger as he stood to his feet. Looking beyond her, he
called, “Terrance! We have much to catch up on, my friend!”


       The
dwarf scoffed just as he had been since the moment he’d discovered Brodrick’s
return. “Friends don’t keep away for a decade and expect to be welcomed
back so warmly by those who knew him best.”


      
Brodrick raised his brows at Wynn. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ve another gem to
win over. You think about what I’ve said. I have a feeling we would make fine
friends if you could get over my, shall we say… magnetism.”


       She
scoffed and turned in search of Phillip, who grinned at her from across the
room. She knew he inquired what she thought of Brodrick. He wanted her to like
him. With a nod, she found herself smiling. The elder brother had claimed he
did not have Phillip’s gift for reading people, yet he had read her quite
thoroughly. Well, he was still an insufferable attention hog… but it was more
than apparent how much he cared for Phillip. That was something she
could not dislike him for.


A new form sat beside her
on the bench. Turning to find yet another sibling of the household she did not
much care for, she began to feel like a sitting duck.


“Come with me,” Elizabeth
murmured. She started toward the library.


Wynn sat a moment. She knew
she ought not to follow… but curiosity pulled at her. What if—hard as it would
be to believe—this was a cry for help? Perhaps the girl wished to change her
ways. She stood, shuffled her feet a moment… then started that way.


But upon entering the
library, she discovered what a naïve decision she’d made. Not only did
Elizabeth sit back in a chair, glass of wine in one hand and a nasty smirk on
her face, but Arcadias and Deviant appeared before her, throwing the door
soundly shut.


She had a decision to
make: cry for help from those who likely had little capacity to aid her or
boldly confront what was before her? It was a moment before she threw on a
carefree candor and asked, "Where is the beguiling Maera? Is she too timid
to appear before me?" 


But the three merely
laughed. Elizabeth said, “Maera,” and the elder sorceress appeared, though
utterly surprised by the summons if her irriation revealed anything.


"I was in the middle
of a very important conversion with a possible convert,” she said. “Really,
I'll never get my eyes back at this rate." 


Wynn had to admit she'd
like it if the woman had eyes.


Maera looked about the
room, pausing when her eyes fell upon the redhead. "You brought me to her?”


“Why ever not, Maera,
dear?” Deviant asked, though the single raised brow revealed he knew all.


The sorceress pressed her
lips together as she searched Wynn. The woman was truly apprehensive to stand
before her, but why? For the first time since Wynn had known her, she seemed
not to know what to do about the situation at hand.


“Wynnifred of that blasted
prophet's wood, join us now,” she demanded like a mother chastising her
child. “The thirteenth throne is ready, it is expectant and it is useless to
persist this show of denial when it knows you are meant for us. You, my
dear...” Here she paused, considering her next words. “…will lead us.”


Wynn watched the daemon
sprites lined across her shoulders, clasped over her back and speaking from
within her throat. It was admittedly frightening—not merely because of what
they were, but for what they wanted. Her. Maera knew it too. As badly as
the circle needed Wynn to complete their number, Maera feared she would lose
these sprites, likely the source of her power. 


The sorceress stepped
backward ever so slightly. Wynn was obliged.


“Oh, Maera, you
know what must be done,” Arcadias scolded. “You must relinquish some of them or
we won't have our thirteenth. Without her, the circle is not truly complete and
we are vulnerable.”


“Do we really think we
ought to be revealing such details to her?” Elizabeth asked with haughty arms
crossed.


“Discretion is futile at
this point,” Arcadias answered. “We need her in order to become all
we are meant.” The enchantress stepped forward, sending a trail of glitter into
the atmosphere with her movement. “Wynnifred, I ought to have come to you
myself to begin with, but now I see you are nothing but repelled. Therefore, we
must take matters into our own hands. Deviant, grab her. Maera, stay right
where you are.”


Before Wynn could react,
she was seized, not by his hand but by his spell. His eyes held hers—sparkling,
welcoming.


“Maera, go to her,”
Arcadias directed. “They will know what to do.”


“You can't do
this!” Wynn shouted, fear and rage growing the longer she worked to free
herself without success.


But Maera did as
instructed, taking a few steps toward her. Immediately, the daemons flew to the
tips of her outstretched fingers, hungry for this fresh vessel. 


Wynn was horrified, but
she was also incensed. “You cannot do this!” she roared. “I do not
receive them!”


Maera hesitated.


“What is it now?” Deviant
cried with irritation. “Go on, witch!”


“I... cannot,” Maera
murmured. “Her words... the verbal rejection—it keeps me from continuing.”


Wynn raised a brow.
“Neither do I receive this spell!” 


She was released.
Immediately, she withdrew her sword. The moment it was unleashed, it began to
glow, searing through the room, or so she assumed when she heard cries and
hisses around her. When the light decimated, she was alone.


Or so she thought.


      
Smirking over her chalice, Elizabeth yet sat in her chair in the far corner.
She stole a sip of the fragrant beverage in her hand.  “Are you certain?”


       Wynn
twitched. “Without a doubt.” 


The girl’s grin grew
larger, appearing similar to her eldest brother’s… though far less winning. “Be
ready, then, pretty prophet.” With that, she stood and vacated the room without
offering another glance.


       Wynn
had half a mind to follow, to discover what she planned, what the SCSS
planned… but that was precisely what Elizabeth wished. Wynn almost regretted
not pretending to go along with their plans for the sake of learning what they
meant to do, but the memory of those repulsive sprites vying for her put her to
rights.


Like a bolt, it occurred
to her what Phillip’s having won the champion’s title meant. The entire purpose
of the tournament had been to discover who would defend the south from what was
to come… That person was now Phillip. Like a lamb led to the slaughter, he had
unwittingly presented himself as an enemy to the SCSS… and his own sorceress
sister.


Oh, why had she
not informed him of his sister’s secret? She could not fool herself; she’d been
afforded a number of occasions to relay it. But she had let Elizabeth’s threats
affect her too deeply. Well, no more would this be the case. Those she
cared for now faced the danger from which she had wished to protect them. She
must make her move and soon.
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- T W E N T Y – E
I G H T –


The Plot Unfurls


 


PHILLIP
COULD SCARCELY ACCEPT the fact he’d won. And in doing
so, he had bested Brodrick, the one to whom he’d been sorely compared for so
long. The only avenue by which he could come to terms with it was that it was
the bewildering favor of the Great One. There was no other way. Perhaps the
Great One had even presented Wynn as a friend so he could begin to believe in
himself. And to think all he had desired was not to make a dunce of himself.
Now, everything had changed… and nothing.


      
For a short time, his parents had valued him. Their eyes had sparkled as they
recognized him as something to take pride in, someone who would not muddle what
he would one day inherit. Those sparkling eyes… had terrified him. To see it
gone from them was more blessed even than having his brother back.


Brodrick assured he was there to remain
and would not leave him with the bulk of the family expectations again. Phillip
believed him… mostly because he wanted to, but also because his brother had
changed. He was yet the flighty, amiable, slightly self-centered man he’d been.
But he was also the one who looked upon his younger brother as if he had worth
that went beyond what honor he could bring to the family. He was proud of
Phillip for utterly selfless reasons.


Not only did Brodrick not mind he’d been
bested by his younger brother, he delighted in it. The elder maintained
he’d won more than enough tournaments and it was time Phillip took over… that
was, if he wished. He had stated this with a wink, as if he knew precisely what
Phillip truly desired. But how could he understand the workings of Phillip’s heart
after having been away so long? Phillip hardly knew his own heart…
though he knew it better than he liked to admit.


It amazed him that his brother had
returned at all, especially from the sounds of what his life had been like in
Bashtii, all the wealth he could ask for with the freedom to do precisely as he
pleased. That he should abandon such a life was… well, it was proof of his
transformation. Phillip had always looked up to him, but it was easier to respect
him now.


      
Wynn had seemed to like Brodrick, though Phillip had not been afforded a moment
to speak with her since he’d won the tournament. She had left late the evening
before, but as he had been pulled this way and that by the congratulators, he’d
been unable to spend time with the one person he actually wanted. After all, she
was the true reason for the day’s celebration. Moreover, she was his dearest
friend. 


Though he knew she was pleased with his
success, she did not appear any prouder of him than before. It was as if she’d
picked up where the prophet had left off. She saw value in him that he himself
could not. That she, of all people, had seen it had been enough to fill
him with the assurance he needed. In addition to the training, he was certain that
had been the bolstering he needed to do well in the competition.


Throwing on his cloak, he made ready to
visit her. They had made no plans, but now his brother was back, his family
would have no use for him. Thus, he was at leisure to do as he pleased and that
was to do as he always did: visit the cabin that was more home to him than any
place in the world.


      
Upon opening the door, he was met by Terrance. 


      
“Quickly!” the dwarf shouted as he started for the stables. “You must come with
me!”


      
“Where are we going?” Phillip called incredulously.


      
“I’ve heard people from several villages talking. They mean to confront Lord
Valdren about Sir Rupert… and I do not mean peaceably. They’ve battle in their
eyes. You must get word to him, for I could not gain entrance to warn him.”


 


* * *


 


      
Wynn’s nightmares did not bode well. She had attempted to wake herself over and
over, but every time she awoke to discover she yet dreamed. In the dreams,
she’d been haunted by both sorcerers and daemons. But most horrifying of all
had been watching Phillip die… over and again in various, heartrending ways.
She awoke once more, gripping her sheets, praying this time she had truly
awoken, that she had returned to her own reasonable world. Sweaty and
teary-eyed, she looked to her Carers.


      
“You’ve been freed at last,” Laleidiannan said. “We’ve been trying for hours.
You were greatly cursed this night. There has been much warfare in our realm.”


       “Who
has done this?” Wynn asked as she wiped exhausted tears from her eyes.


       “Who do
you think?” Fancii asked.


       The
SCSS. “But surely they have attempted to curse me before
now?”


      
“Indeed, but never with such vigor. Moreover, you had the prophet alert day and
night, available to intercede on your behalf when needed. You would surely be
dead this night if not for us.” She gestured to herself and Laleidiannan as
well as to the Guardians who stood over Wynn on either side of the bed,
appearing as if they truly had been in battle all the evening long.


       But
why should the Secret Circle of Southern Sorcerers have come after her with
such vigor on this particular evening? She threw off her coverlet. She must
warn Phillip what his sister was as soon as possible. If they were after her,
what might they have planned for the southern champion? She dearly regretted
having let the matter slide the evening before, but he had not had a moment’s
peace from his congratulators. Now, she must tell him all and together they
would find a way to stop their enemy’s plot.


       “A
storm is brewing,” Laleidiannan informed.


 “Is it? How near?”


The Carers turned their heads a moment as
if listening for something in the atmosphere. 


“Mmm, not far,” Fancii muttered. 


The intensity in their expression filled
her with apprehension. She stood to peer out the window but saw nothing of it.
Even so, she knew better than to doubt them. Whether or not she saw the signs,
it was out there, somewhere.


      
“I will see what this is about,” she said, marching for the door.


The ladylike creatures nodded and the vigilant
Guardians followed after. Making her way through the house, she noted most of
the creatures appeared as cheery as usual, conveying they either did not sense
what the Carers spoke of or it was simply none of their affair. Yet, there were
those who looked to her with solemnity and offered a nod of understanding. She
could not be certain what it all meant, but it furthered her trepidation. 


Stepping outside, she found the towering
Watchers standing stoically at attention, looking to the sky. Closing her eyes,
she took a breath and stole the moment to intentionally connect with the Great
One’s spiritual ream. Opening them, she discovered the world anew. The sky,
formerly bright and shining but a moment before, was deepened in hue as clouds
moved swiftly overhead. The colors of all below were muted, but it was the
dense, murky atmosphere that tipped her off to the understanding this was no
ordinary storm brewing. Rather, it was something of another nature… something
she had not yet encountered. Whatever it was succeeded in affecting the weather
of the physical realm. But why she’d not seen it before, she could not say.
Something had blinded her, perhaps placed upon her by the sorcerers’ curses.


      
Starting down the path, she was met by a fluttering wave of bright green orbs
and melodic-winged sprites. They proceeded to cling to her body as if offering
protection. She thought to brush them away but feared offending them. As she
went, the butterfly-like creatures stirred their wings to a tune that spoke of
what was to come. It alluded to a momentous confrontation. 


Stopping before Juniper, she considered
taking him along but thought better of it. She knew not what to expect this day
and preferred to keep her treasured gelding out of harm’s way. He whinnied after
her as she continued on, calling for her to take him along, but she commanded
him to remain. He obeyed, but his eyes spoke volumes of inner turmoil… an
emotion she had not thought an animal could rightly experience.


Slowly, she made her way through the
Enchanted Wood, glancing here and there for signs of the angelic creatures, but
there was a stark lack of the usual dancing and frolicking she’d come to
expect. Instead, the mysterious beings stood silently, watching as she passed. 


At last, she was before Delias, dryad of
the wood. The music ceased. It had not been her intention to come to this
place, but she understood her feet had meant to take her there from the moment
she’d passed through the door.


      
“Greetings, prophet,” Delias said.


      
Wynn nodded. “Do you know what transpires?”


Delias’ branches shook and Wynn understood
this to be like the shaking of the head. “I may be able to find out for you.”
The dryad’s branches continued to quiver, casting leaves into the air. Wynn
could not make out what the oak intended until it was shooting toward the sky,
trunk expanding until it was a great tower in the sky.


      
Waving about in a wind that ripped through its branches, the guardian stood
tall, scrutinizing the landscape. “There,” Delias’ voice boomed down like
thunder. 


Before Wynn knew it, the trunk was
shrinking until the dryad’s face was before her once more.


      
“You must go to the golden field before Valdren Castle,” Delias said solemnly.


      
Her stomach turned. What could be happening there? As the tents ought to have
cleared out by then, it should be unoccupied. “What is it?”


“I could not altogether tell. There is
some disturbance. The Great One… invites you to attend.”


The small creatures who’d been clinging to
her scattered and fluttered about, going where, she did not know. Biting her
lip, she regretted having left Juniper behind. In order to arrive as swiftly as
possible, she must see if she could fly. There would have been little hope of
this had she not met the Great One the day before.


Bending at the knees, she leaped… and
found she rose weightlessly until she’d broken into open sky. The sensation was
both petrifying and exhilarating. The ripping of the wind through her hair and
clothing was real enough, and though she was not so fearful as she had been
upon the dragon, she could not help feeling a little ill. Nevertheless, she
flew so hastily, it felt mere moments before she was gliding down to a secluded
place near the field.


She just made out the wild frenzy
surrounding a figure in the center of the expanse. Dashing toward the chaos,
her stomach dropped when she made out Phillip’s form as part of a ring of
defenders surrounding Lord Valdren. To her surprise, Terrance was among them.
From what she could tell, they were striving to protect the lord from a crowd
of mere villagers, maddeningly desperate to get their claws into him. Her
concern doubled as she made out the drawn weapons of the defenders while few of
the villagers carried anything close to battle-worthy. If this commotion should
take a turn for the worse, it would be a bloodbath. Even so, the blades were
the only defense against the enraged mob.


She attempted to press through the crowd
to inquire of her friends what the trouble was, to offer assistance, but
failed. But through the shouting of the throng, she learned their purpose. It
seemed many had endured the wrath of Lord Valdren’s son, Sir Rupert, in varying
degrees. She, of course, had a very good idea of what their trouble was, having
encountered him herself. In fact, her confrontations had been quite trivial in
comparison to the grievances she heard. Their cry was if Lord Valdren could not
control his own son, protect them from him, they no longer desired him as
overlord. From what she could tell, this talk had been transpiring for some
time.


She had, indeed, heard many stories of
Rupert’s ill behavior toward a number of the servants who came from the
villages, but she had not realized it was severe enough to spark a small-scale
rebellion. She even caught insults flung at Phillip, cursing him for not
standing with them as their champion.


There began to be threats of assassinating
Lord Valdren along with any who stood in their way. With each passing moment,
what should have been a mild commotion grew bleaker. More villagers arrived to
join their brothers and sisters on the field. And these arrived with weapons
not only for themselves.


In a grievous turn of events, there
appeared a large group stomping over the far hill, while from the gates of
Valdren Castle came every knight and soldier in defense of Lord Valdren. Her
stomach twisted fiercely as she realized what might have played out as a
horrifying though swift skirmish was transforming into a massacre. Not only
were the villagers yet outnumbered, they were outskilled.


But how had this affair come so far? She
recalled her meetings with Lord Valdren, the kind, feeling man she had met but
three times, the last instance at the celebration for Phillip. He had
approached her then and inquired how she’d been faring since the loss of the
prophet. He had been thoughtful when he did not have to be. It was his nature.


As the wheels in her mind turned, she
realized this gathering of the southern region for the Champion’s Tournament
had provided the very means by which the main aggregators had rallied these
people to physically pursue Lord Valdren. Yet, it had to stem from more than
that. This, she knew, had been stimulated by the sorcerers. This
was their revenge on Lord Valdren, their way of ridding themselves of an
adversary. Somehow, with their curses, they’d turned half the southern villages
against a good man… and they had done so through his own son.


Like a bolt of lightning,
it came to her who their vessel had been, the one who would prove the undoing
of their enemy. She could almost pity Rupert; he had not stood a chance. They
had attempted to make use of his elder brother, but his character had saved
him. Rupert’s weak one had not. Nevertheless, it was not likely he would have
become such a monster if not for their having selected him as a lodestone to
garner hatred for his father.


Tossed this way and that
by the growing ruckus, she watched as each line of reinforcements drew nearer.
They meant to meet in the center of the field where Lord Valdren, his knights
and her best friends stood in the crossfire. Something must be done. Should
battle ensue, must she take a side? If so, which? Peering down to her hip, she
withdrew the crimson blade only to stand staring at it, uncertain how it should
be used. 


A voice broke into her spirit,
almost as if audibly spoken. From the very mouth of the Great One came the
words, “Let down your sword.” 


This bewildered her. Why
had he led her to the weapon if not for the good of his people in perilous
situations such as this? Though relieved she was not expected to harm anyone,
this must be stopped. What was she to do?


There was roaring and
clashing of weapons. The melee had commenced. She looked to Phillip and he met
her with misery. Both sides of this encounter were his people. But now
it was growing clear that what the prophet had forewarned was emerging, what
was the appointed Champion of the Southern Region to do?


At a sudden gust of wind,
she turned face to the sky. Curling, ferocious clouds trundled overhead. A
torrent of rain pelted all below. Undoubtedly, it was no ordinary tempest and
the drops that descended no commonplace precipitation. But even as she observed
this, she knew there was yet more she did not see: something her own mind
refused to perceive—had been refusing to accept from the moment she’d arrived.
Pressing her lids shut, she refocused herself to hone deeper into the spiritual
atmosphere. Opening them, she discovered the far more tumultuous battle that
ensued.
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- T W E N T Y – N
I N E -


Veil Between Realms


 


SOME WHO HAD AT first
appeared as mere townspeople and soldiers were morphing into grotesque
creatures before her eyes. She was struck with terror not because of their
girth (though some were quite large), but for their sheer repulsiveness in its
profoundest measure. They were vile, iniquity oozing from their pores as mucus.
Strings of saliva dangled from their mouths while their teeth were sharp as
daggers. These were used as a weapon not only against the people (which
resulted in stunning effects in the natural realm) but also the angelic
creatures she now realized were present and waging war against this unseen
enemy. She had seen daemon sprites in a small number of varying
appearances… but these were of a whole other sort. They were bloodthirsty, feral.


Noting how
enthusiastically they snickered, she perceived this was a moment for which
they’d prepared well in advance. For years, they in their unseen form had been
digging fang and claw into the villagers, whispering thoughts and schemes in an
effort to rile them against Lord Valdren. The south had been a fine frenzy for
these creatures before the lord had arrived and worked to bring peace,
kindliness and honor to the region. These abhorrent entities wanted the
vicinity back and they would use not only the sorcerers but the common people
to do so. And there were so many of them, not only battling the
creatures of Paradise, but perched upon the backs of those from each side of
the skirmish.


A curious, decayed
webbing drew her gaze upward. It appeared as a dome sprouted from the outskirts
of the fighting that extended itself to cling to a shimmering, nearly
transparent veil overhead. That veil, she recalled, must be the barrier that
concealed the spirit realm. It had seemed an impossible concept to fathom when
the prophet had explained it, but it became clear now she saw it for herself.
Yet, this vine which hung from it did not belong. She searched the fringes of
the frenzy for its source. Forming a wide ring around the mayhem were the
members of the Secret Circle of Southern Sorcerers, uttering
incantations to affect and bolster the atmosphere, as well as conjuring this
disturbing dome.


Now she saw all,
she was alone with no idea of what was to be done. What was the use of a
prophet if she had no way of explaining what she witnessed to those who were
distracted by the throes of battle and would think her mad? These thoughts left
her feeling helpless, alone and desperately needy for her prophet-friend’s
wisdom. Had he known what she would face, would he have left her on her own in
this world?


A deep, penetrating voice
as flame or ocean called out to her. Turning about, she found one of her
Guardians in the midst of feverish combat with a number of daemons attempting
to reach her. But even as he fought, he gestured to her neck. Peering down, she
squealed and leaped about. A loathsome sprite clung to her, its claws digging
deep into her flesh as it whispered lies to inspire self-doubt. But when she
attempted to swat it off, her hand merely passed through it. It existed in a
plain she could perceive but not physically reach. 


Outraged by the foul
thing, a portion of her old fury experienced in battles past returned. The true
warrior whom she’d thought tamed climbed out of hiding. Pulling the crimson
sword from its scabbard, she recalled from whom it had come and realized its
capability.  Carefully, she moved to slice through the sniveling creature,
but it fled the moment the weapon gleamed in her hand.


“III seeee yoouu, little
prophet,” Maera sang from across the field.


Wynn turned, hands
clenched into fists. “How dare you, Maera!” she roared, striding toward
the woman who appeared rather becoming in her spidery gray gown. Her face was
not so youthful as she might have liked and her veins yet bulged, but she had
fine, full hair… as well as eyeballs. This meant she had succeeded in gaining
some convert in one form or another.


“How dare I what?”
cooed the smiling face. “Look around you, girl! You think this is us? Was it I
who just pierced that man's leg, or that woman’s shoulder? Nay, I stand here
speaking to you.”


Wynn drew before her.
“The daemon sprites…you brought them.”


“Some of them, yes.” She
nodded. "Others, these people brought with them.”


Wynn ground her teeth.
“After you released them.”


The sorceress smirked. “True...
but do you not see? We release daemonkind to impact... to inspire. They
cannot force these people to do as they do. They whisper truths, lies,
ideas... Mankind is then given a choice: to receive it or not, to act upon
these notions… or not. The chaos you see here, is all caused by the everyday
man—these men and women with their wild, unruly roots and generational
maledictions. Yes, I grant you, we took advantage of their weaknesses, each of
them in kind. But they ultimately made the choice. It is the way of things.”


“All right, I
understand you!” Wynn shouted, losing patience. “My, how you relish the sound
of your own voice.”


The sorceress froze a
moment, then threw back her head in girlish laughter. "I can see why he
liked you, the old prophet. You speak precisely as you see things. Well, answer
me this... how do you plan to stop this… this mess, I think you would
call it? Do you think you can control the actions and decisions of these
people—something even your god will not do, if indeed he can?"


Wynn had to admit she
made something of a point. In the physical realm, the people had made their
choice. But it was by the spiritual realm they had been affected. That was
something, as she had seen modeled in the prophet, she could disturb...
something she could touch as well as see. She had not fully grasped how to
affect the spiritual realm with mere words, but she knew full well how to use a
sword. And hers had been born of that sphere. Raising a brow at the witch, she
turned from her.


Her Guardians warred
around her, alongside the Guardians of those upon the field in the midst of the
tumult. But there were other creatures of Paradise, many of whom she recognized
from her cabin, who stood eagerly at attention as if awaiting a summon to
battle. This, she supposed, was something she could manage. Uncertain of how it
ought to be done, she threw up her sword and called, “For the Great One!”



With a mighty roar, they
answered and with fresh vigor, they raced into the scene. These glorious
creatures appeared in an array of sunlight, fire and fog, releasing mighty
elements into the atmosphere. To her surprise, the tiny, winged creatures of
the wood danced overhead, playing a magnificent tune that sent energy and power
into the creatures of Paradise below. Not only did any trace of fear flee her,
but she felt a kindred spirit with these fellows in arms. She was far
from alone.


Gripping the treasured
sword, she selected one of the largest daemons as target and charged. The vile
sprite turned to her, first with surprise, then humor and lastly astonishment
as her ethereal blade met its flesh. She turned the blade in its body and just
as the creature would have reached her with its talons, it vanished in a haze
of black smoke. In amazement, she stood back a moment, then promptly shook
herself and moved on to continue slashing at every daemon she passed. She did
not stop to see what damage was done. She was merely satisfied to find the
sword reached them in their realm as no other physical weapon in the hands of a
human could.


Finding this method more
than effective, she continued the exercise, despite bewildered glances received
from the people who fought around her. Surprisingly, none thought to harm her.
Or if they did, the daemons who instructed them to do so were slain by the
Guardians who followed. But soon, the enemy’s spiritual reinforcements arrived.
It was vital she rid the field of them before they had a chance to affect the
humans.


She froze as lightning
struck beside her, sending the hairs on her neck on end. Certainly, she had
been hearing the rumblings of thunder for some time but had been too distracted
to take heed. Now, her attention was ripped from the turmoil as another
terrifying sound reached her ears, ferocious and roaring.


Turning on her heals, she
peered into the sky beyond the battle to witness the gradual formation of a
twister. Formed of more than clouds, it sparked with flamboyant fury. Maera
stood upon the field before it and with the gestures of her hands, wind and
rage were extricated from the dense atmosphere to be laced into its
composition. That very rage, born of the combatants’ actions below, had been
gleaned into the sorcerers’ rotting dome. With these elements, the vortex was
formed, greedily grasping for ground. 


This… presented a whole new
stratum of evils.


Immediately, Wynn
attempted to call the peoples’ attention to the danger, but they would have
none of her. Some even attempted to attack her, but they swiftly regretted this
course as she rid them of their weapons with her gifted movements. Infuriated,
she pressed through the fray, knocking out any who came for her until she was
at Phillip’s side. Taking hold of his sleeve, she worked to draw his attention
to the oncoming maelstrom.


“You must get Lord
Valdren away!” she shouted.


He turned to her as if
she was mad. “Do not you think that is our aim?!”


Adrenaline kept him
going, but she knew wounding others was not in his nature. She felt for him but
was filled with pride that he had no spirit for killing and satisfied he
continued on in any case. But she shrugged off these thoughts and pointed into
the distance. “The tornado, it is meant for us!”


       He
glanced to where she gestured, but it was clear he had no idea of what she
spoke.


       “Do
not you see it?”


He searched once more, drawing
his brows together. “You see something we cannot!”


She worked to comprehend
this. Why couldn’t he see it? Was it not of a physical nature? What was its
objective? She could only imagine. After all, twisters were horrific enough in
the natural. Whether physical or spiritual, it could only prove devastating.


 “We were wrong!”
Phillip shouted.


But she could not grasp
his meaning and soon he was battling another duo of attackers. As swiftly as he
was able, he returned to her with, “The tournament was a sham and we got
the wrong champion. You are the prophet now. You must do something!”


She turned from him and
was caught by the sight of a figure in a dark cloak: Elizabeth… coming for her.
The young sorceress had witnessed what her blade could do and meant to stop
her. But she had no time to face-off with the girl when this windstorm had to
be dealt with. She must get to it before Phillip’s sister got to her.


Racing forward, she
slashed at every daemon she could reach the talon of her blade into. But with a
jolt, she was ripped back. Elizabeth clutched her hair. In moments, she forced
Wynn to the ground. The older girl’s eyes glowed down through the darkness
beneath the hood. Wynn fumbled for the tiny daemon compressing her throat,
manipulated by the hand of the sister. Only her sword might have saved her
then, but she had released it in the fall. With darkening vision, her mind
raced for an answer. Great One, she cried in her mind as her eyes
pleaded with the girl.


Wynn screamed as purple
flame raged over her. But with its appearance, the sprite dwindled into a pile
of ashes down her front. Sitting up, she ascertained the fire had not affected
her. She rose to behold Juniper rise up on hind legs, whinnying with fervor.
Landing, he offered her a nod, then started into the battle, kicking about and
breathing violent flame upon the daemons. In wonderment, she watched, astounded
by her evidently other-worldly steed… until she realized Elizabeth, though
stunned, was not finished with her. But looking beyond her, Wynn spied Phillip
racing for the young sorceress, whose identity he could not know.


       “Go!”
he called. “I’ve got this!”


      
Though it made her stomach ache that he unknowingly raced for his own sister,
she ran. If she did not stop the maelstrom growing larger by the moment, they
would all perish. But try as she might to race on, she turned back in time to
find him wrenching Elizabeth back by the end of her cloak. The girl dropped to
the ground and he raised his blade.


       “No,
Phillip!” Wynn screamed.


Weapon in midair, he
looked to her in bewilderment.


“Remove the hood!” she
shouted.


With the tip of his
sword, he pulled the covering away from Elizabeth. Physically, he reeled at the
sight of her, eyes large, wounded and confused. He glanced to Wynn, but his
eyes returned almost involuntarily to Elizabeth. At last, he murmured
something, his face appearing as it had when he’d discovered his brother at the
conclusion of the tournament: full of grace. To Wynn’s amazement, the girl
appeared softened by his words. 


In a tumult of dust and
cloud, the vortex struck ground. Directly, it started forward. Confident
Phillip had a handle on the situation, she turned from them, mind racing for
what could be done. She had hoped to distract Maera in an effort to prevent its
completion. Now, it pursued them. She had no way of impeding it. She had but to
warn the people, to urge them to run from something they could not see... They
would not listen. All the while, they slaughtered one another. She must
reveal what truly transpired around them… but how?


Noting the way dust flew
as the maelstrom ravaged the land, she understood it was a physical
whirlwind. Upon keener scrutiny, she noted for the first time the luminous
gossamer threads sparking throughout. Following these lines to their source, it
was evident Maera had appropriated fibers from the spiritual veil into her
configuration. This was why the people could not see the storm for what it was.
The sorcerers were hijacking the power of the barrier to conceal their creation.


Her mind raced as she
scrutinized the shroud itself. If she could just reach it…


Of course.


With a leap, she ascended
until it was before her, but her hand passed through it. It was a spiritual
veil; her physical body could not reach it. Yet, this inkling was all she had.
She must penetrate it.


Juniper whinnied below.
In his mouth was her blade. She dropped beside him, accepting it with
gratitude. Ascending once more, she examined the shroud more closely. It had
been knitted by the Great One. Was it correct to rent it? Was it even
possible? Would he approve? Well… he was the Great One; he could stop her if he
chose. She raised her weapon... and pierced the shroud.


With a thunderous burst,
the energy released from the opening thrust her backward. Soundly, she landed,
the air knocked from her chest. Struggling for breath, she watched as it
continued to tear. Both light and shadow burst forth, a contrast of brilliance
and darkness, illuminating the spirit-beings below. Almost immediately,
physical combat ceased, substituted by horrified shrieks.


       “Yes,”
she whispered. They could see it all now: the creatures of Paradise and
of the Nethers battling around them, the daemon sprites clinging to their
bodies. They perceived what had been manipulating them. It made little sense
and they were horrorstricken, but they had stopped. That was all she
desired. That… and to draw their attention to the cyclone.


       “Rrrrrrrraaaaah!”
Maera’s animalistic howl filled the expanse as she raced for the one who
exposed their dealings. With the rapid movement of her hands, she sent a
monstrous phantom upon a man near Wynn. 


“You!”
he shouted to the young prophet. “Your witchcraft has brought about this
turmoil.” 


As he raised his weapon,
she rolled. But it was futile to attempt escape after the impact of her fall.
In an instant, the dagger came down, but it was not her flesh it struck.


“Noooo!” she
shrieked, crawling out from under Phillip’s slain body. She searched his face
for signs of life. Finding none, she examined how the steel had twisted into
his heart. He had passed almost instantly. He had died to shield her.


      
Another cry sounded, this time from Elizabeth as she flung out her hands,
casting Maera across the field where the woman landed with force. The sister
raced to her brother and threw herself upon him, sobbing over his body,
muttering regrets.


Clutching Phillip’s hand,
Wynn gaped down at him with stricken eyes. It could not be. It had been too
swift, too impossible. No. No, no, no. First the prophet and now… Phillip…
the only ones who loved her, whom she loved, all the family she had. To lose
sweet, darling, caring, utterly endearing in every way Phillip… How could she bear
it? How was she yet existing when her heart seethed so venomously?


      
Terrance placed an arm around her. He spoke, but she could not absorb his
words. He worked to soothe her, but also to warn, to draw her attention to
something. Gradually, he reached her...


       “I
know how you loved him, Wynn. I know it. This is so wrong. But
it’s coming and no one’s moving. It’s too large and we have but our feet to
escape.”


She peered up through wet
lashes. A ring had formed around Phillip’s body, staring down at their beloved
champion. Beyond were the people who observed the approaching vortex which she
could no longer hear above the thrashing of her heart.


How could the Great One
have given her so much and then ripped away the most significant and priceless
of gifts? Yet, she knew it had not been his doing. As Maera had said, it was
man. And beyond man, it was daemonkind. Dropping Phillip’s limp hand, she
stood. Fire glistened in her strained eyes as she found the form of Maera
reeling in her storm like a malicious fisherman. Finding Wynn’s eyes on her,
she appeared frightened. 


She had reason to be.


Startlingly, melodious
laughter sounded over the plain. Squinting into the monstrous storm, Wynn
perceived a spirit of another kind soaring about. But rather than aiding their
enemy, the phantom laughed into its ferocity as if it was an insignificant
demonstration of fabricated might. In glorified, dancing color, the very spirit
of the Great One revealed himself. At sight of the magnificent one whom she had
met but the day before, all she had felt and understood in that encounter awoke
in full, raging through her in furious uproar.


The winds pulled at her,
but she found incomprehensible strength in that laughter. Yet, she could not
fathom why he should be laughing with all these people dead upon the
field—her Phillip included. Her mind raced. The Great One was not
malicious. He was kind. This laughter signified there was a means to bring all
this misery to a close. That was nearly all she desired: for this havoc to be
over and for her heart to stop burning.


“In the name of the
creator of all…” she began intently, voice hoarse with fury and pain.


       “No!”
Maera screamed. “After her, my comrades! Stop her! She is but a girl!”


       “Nay!”
Wynn bellowed. “I speak to your circle, depart!”


Instantly, they vanished.


It was just Wynn and
Maera… and the seething vortex. “Now,” she began with a brow raised in her
enemy’s direction. Raising the ruby sword, she pointed its tip toward the
sorceress and shouted above the maelstrom ready to consume them in the next
moment if she did not— 


“In the name of the
Great One… I cancel the existence of every curse ever cast from the conjurer of
this vortex, along with its originator…”


With the blinding pulse
of her blade, the spectacle… froze. Instantaneously and almost gracefully, it
curled in on itself, reeling in its maker despite her screams. Together, they
snuffed out of sight.


Not sparing a moment,
Wynn returned to Phillip’s side. Elizabeth had disappeared; she knew not where
until she recalled what she’d commanded of the sorcerers. She was uncertain
precisely what her words had accomplished and only hoped she hadn’t just cast
Phillip’s sister into the arms of the Nethers.


With a reminder of the
words the Great One had spoken to her the day prior, she knelt beside him, the
dagger that had struck him now removed. Tenderly, she brushed his sweat-matted
hair aside. Before she had collapsed from the touch of the Great One, he had
gifted her with the power of the very life he held in his hands. He had made
her promise not to waste it. Pressing her own hands upon his temples, she let
her spirit guide her words. 


“Phillip…” she whispered,
“come back to me.”


He heaved an eager
breath.


She fell upon him,
giggling madly as she embraced him like a child’s toy.


Gasping and choking, he
sat up, clearly bewildered. Even so, his arms went around her. “Did I just…
die?”


She sat back and merely
laughed, aware of how senseless she must seem to him. Some in the crowd laughed
with her and helped the two to their feet. All seemed to have the unnerving
desire to touch them: their champion, who had given his life and their prophet,
who had raised the dead. Shrugging them off, she scanned the field to discover
most of the daemons had fled while the remainder were being dispelled by the
creatures of Paradise. The former apprentice was duly satisfied. With the
malevolent sprites eradicated, Lord Valdren and his people might just be able
to settle their dispute without further warfare. In fact, they must or
she would have to step in… and she had just discovered precisely what she was
capable of.


Startled, her eyes fell
upon a small man with one of the remaining daemons on his back. He ran after
Lord Valdren, dagger in hand. “That man—” she murmured, as if to gain someone’s
attention that they might do something. Stopping herself, she pointed her sword.
“That is enough!” 


A blast of nearly visual
power escaped her, hurling the assailant to the ground. From there, an angelic
warrior peeled the wretched sprite from him. Stealing a great sigh, she felt
certain that, at last, all would be well. The bedlam was concluded.


The act was not, however,
for in a large, glorious school of light, the green orbs of the Enchanted Wood
swirled over the field, caressing her face. Grinning, she bid them do as they
were meant and, in another swirl, they danced around the people, this way and
that, at last landing upon the entirety of the golden field to conceal it under
their glimmering light. The music-winged creatures followed suit, flying
overhead with an intricate song of triumph that produced atmospheric
alteration, healing every soul from the trauma of the day. The beautiful
ethereal creatures upon the plain danced a wild, triumphant jig, ringing an
anthem of admiration to the king of all things.


It was not until the
glowing orbs rose as one that the real gasping and astonished laughter sounded,
for the grass upon the golden expanse had been restored to the emerald green it
had been before the Champion’s Tournament. But far more significantly, the
formerly fallen and wounded now stood, completely whole once more.


The people upon the field
gasped and cheered along with the curious beings from another world, but Wynn
understood this comradery between realms would not last long. The tear in the
barrier gleamed as, ever so slowly, it mended itself and the other-worldly cast
of light began to diminish.


Unexpectedly, Phillip
took hold of her arms to search her eyes.


       “For
heavens, Phillip, what is it?” She rubbed at her face, certain it must
be smudged with dirt.


      
 “It is only… your eyes are green—the fiery shade
they were meant to have been when we met… the very hue of this field.”


She raised her brows and
wished she had a looking glass, but the change mattered not. Though it
certainly obliterated past doubts as to her identity, those fears had already
been more than vanquished this day. Indeed, she knew no one—not a single daemon
sprite nor condescending villager—could ever make her question who she was
again.


“I, uh... ha, I think I’m
ready to accept this Great One now,” Terrance said as he drew up behind them. 


Yet, when Wynn turned, it
was not Terrance at all, but a true giant of a man, taller even than Phillip.
“Who—”


       He
sighed and threw his hands into his pockets, tripping over his feet as he took
a step forward. “It is I, Terrance…”


Squinting, she studied him...
It was true.


“What happened?”
Phillip asked.


The former dwarf
shrugged. “Wynn broke all Maera’s curses, so… I’m this now.”


She raised her brows.
“Your mother’s tale was true, then…”


He nodded and took
another step, but it was clear he found it difficult to maneuver in this new
gangly body. Wynn and Phillip bent over with laughter.


“I know it, I know it!”
he shouted. “I’m Phillip now, and how I used to tease you! Well, if the
two of you could manage not to make fun, I might just manage an
apology…”


But the two continued
mercilessly, Phillip patting him on the back. “We’ll work on it, my friend.”


“Oooh, you laugh,
but how am I ever to find a woman to care for me now?! Who would have this
gawky tree-man rather than the adorable little dwarf that I was? And here, I’d
been thinking it might be nice to marry and settle down, after all!”


 
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- T H I R T
Y -


A Proposal of Sorts


 


“I SUPPOSE YOU ARE wondering
why I have come,” Lord Valdren said as he sat in one of the chairs within the
cabin, warming himself before the fireplace.


      
Wynn’s eyes darted to the blue woolen blanket and she nearly laughed when she
imagined herself placing it over him for additional warmth. “Of course,” she
said instead, taking her seat across from him.


       “I…
know it has been some time since that day on the field. I ought to have come
far sooner, but I have been busy mending bridges with the people of this
region… as well as with my cousin, King Curiel.” He paused a moment, then
smiled. “He wasn’t altogether pleased I ‘lost my grip’ on the people to such a
degree. We have fairly differing concepts of governing.”


       She
felt certain she understood to what he alluded. King Curiel would see the
people punished for their treason. But Lord Valdren was a man of understanding.
And after all, the villagers had a right to be distraught over the abuse from
his son.


“At any rate, I’ve been
meaning to come here and thank you for the incredible… shall we say ‘work’ you
did on behalf of all present that day. I must say, it was like a nightmare
playing out before my eyes.” Shifting in his seat, he appeared mildly
uncomfortable. “I… had not realized how bad Rupert had gotten. Rather, I would
not and I have no excuse for that. I regret matters escalated to such a degree.
Of course, as everyone there witnessed, much was stirred by that spiritual
world you revealed. That is, of course, not a thing any of us very
readily understands…”


       She
cleared her throat. “You are right. And I am certain all beheld what became of
the sorceress, Maera. I am not certain anyone noticed her ring of sorcerers
chanting curses over the battle, but it was they who had been working for this
confrontation since before Rupert’s birth. They selected your son as the tool
for your destruction. Rupert didn’t stand much chance of becoming a decent
man.”


The expression on Lord
Valdren’s face altered with every revelation. He was angered by what had been
done to his son and he pitied him. At the same time, they both knew it did not
change the way things had played out. Whether or not Rupert had been cursed… he
had committed the crimes. Unfortunately, it would not be forgotten, whether or
not it was forgiven.


       With
the regretful nod of his head, he said, “And yet… he has been sent to prison
beneath the capitol fortress of Kierelia to serve sentence for his
wrongdoings.” Looking into her eyes, he searched them and at last confessed,
“As his father… I ought to have seen it. That is, I ought to have known when he
was turning out so differently from his elder brother…”


       She
shook her head. “Rupert was predisposed to weakness. I understand as a parent,
you had a responsibility. Had you been aware such a thing could occur, you
might have done something… but you were not.”


He raised a brow. “I
wonder if this is a thing that might not be taught.”


       She
contemplated the suggestion, wondering why the prophet had not thought to do
it. But perhaps it had not been his calling. She began to feel it might be
hers. “Perhaps.”


      
“Well, as it stands, I have begun to see the light of day with my people,” he
said. “Sending Rupert away has demonstrated that I have taken responsibility. I
think it may do some good to give him time to think over all he has done.” He
looked to her with hesitation. “I wonder if you might be willing…”


       She
nodded. “I will visit him.”


      
Releasing a satisfied breath, he appeared hopeful. “Now, the reason I came was
not merely to thank you. It was to apologize. You see, when the former prophet
passed and you were to replace him… I did not believe you could fill his shoes.
Not that I did not like you as a person, mind! I only… well, you are awfully
young, you know.”


       She
nodded her understanding.


“But seeing what you
accomplished was a wonder unlike I had ever witnessed the former prophet
perform. So, I wanted to express my regret and to profess that I believe in
you. And… I would like your help. It would be an honor if you would join my
personal council, to help me see nothing like this ever occurs again.”


       She
was dumbstruck. After all, she had not believed in herself. No one could
blame him for feeling the same. That he should esteem her enough to give her
leave to offer counsel was a lofty privilege.


       She
nodded. “I cannot promise my experience will aid you in many ways, but… where I
can be of service, I would be greatly honored.”


       He
nodded and sat back in his chair, appearing satisfied. “Well, that is settled.”


       A
knock sounded at the door.


       “Yes,
yes, on my way, Laveen,” he called with the roll of his eyes. “My sentinels do
so loathe when I am afforded a moment off my feet,” he said with a wink.
“But it is they, you see, who keep me accountable.”


Her eyes sparkled in
reply. She could not help being fond of this man and was more than grateful the
sorcerers had failed in their mission to ruin him.


       He
took a step for the door but turned to her once more. “I wonder if you would
not come by some time for an evening meal. I would very much like you to meet
my eldest son.” With a raised brow, he said, “I think the two of you would… get
on very well.”


       She
blushed, certain she must be incorrect as to his inference. He was not really
hoping to match her with his heir. “I am certain he would make a fine friend,
from what I’ve heard,” she said.


       He
grinned largely, clearly charmed she had actually attempted to thwart his
matchmaking. But after all, she knew she was but a drifter turned prophet.


“I understand,” he
replied. “Still, you ought to join us some evening when he is
about.”    


She merely stood frozen
as he departed. The lord of the region had all but offered her a chance at his
son. That was an honor beyond even his former offer. She raced to the door,
realizing she ought to have seen him out. But as his steed cantered away, Phillip
rode up upon Peggity.


       With
an impressed whistle, he dismounted and met her at the door. “Since when do you
entertain such noble company within this humble cabin?”


       She
grinned. “Careful what you say about the cabin. It is ever so slightly alive,
you know.”


      
Nodding, he showed himself in. “I do love this pile of logs,” he
assured, patting the wall. “It is my favorite place in the world.”


       She
was pleased to see him so carefree. Upon realizing Elizabeth was missing, he’d
searched far and wide, anywhere he could imagine the sorcerers might have been
sent. As it happened, she turned up of her own accord, explaining they’d ended
up in the kingdom of Bashtii. She’d had but to gain funds to sail across the
water and she had made her way home.


The moment she was able,
she had visited Wynn. After confessing her hidden life to her family, she
wished to be free of that existence and the things she had allowed into her
soul. She entrusted Wynn with the task. Therefore, she did what she could to
provide deliverance to the girl. It was up to the Great One to do the rest. 


       And
after all, the Great One had been doing more than well enough thus far. Poor
Joselyn had at last found the true love of her life… as had Terrance, despite
his exaggerated height and clumsiness. It seemed the two had long shared
private feelings for one another, but Terrance had always thought her too proud
and she had always thought him too small, contrary to the previous feelings of
almost every other woman in the region. Now, Joselyn had been humbled by the
incident with Sir Rupert and Terrance was no longer a dwarf. Wynn could not
help feeling the girl’s reasons a little shallow, but now the two were wed,
they were quite happy in their small but comfortable home on the outskirts of
the Enchanted Wood. 


Terrance had been
knighted shortly before the marriage as thanks for his defense of Lord Valdren.
For, not only had he fought on the lord’s behalf, but he had been the one to
see the castle defenders were warned. Else, Lord Valdren would have found
himself almost utterly defenseless. Consequently, Joselyn’s parents eventually
gave the marriage their blessing. After all, who would not wish their daughter
married to a man now considered a hero?


“Phillip,” Wynn said as she
sat across from him, “it seems nearly all your family is settled but yourself.
I wonder what the Champion of the Southern Region has planned for his future.
That knighthood perhaps?”


He shook his head. “I
declined it. That life isn’t for me.” Looking down at his fidgeting feet, he
continued, “I have other hopes.”


       She
crossed her arms, awaiting clarification.


       Quite
suddenly, he stood and began preparations for their meal. Peeling a potato, he
said at last, “I was thinking… of moving into this cabin.”


       She
swiftly turned to him. “That wouldn’t be considered entirely appropriate, would
it?”


      
“Mmmm… it would… if I married its owner.”


       Her
mouth dropped open as he paused his peeling.


       He
turned then and with a sheepish smirk, added, “I do love this cabin
after all… Been plotting this all along.”


       She
raised a brow. “Well, you’ll have to confer with the owner one of these days
and see if you cannot convince her to concede.”


“Hm...” He offered a
childish half-smile. “How high would you say my chances are?”


She dearly longed to
reply with some snarky remark, but the old prophet's mercy and that bright
smile tugged at her heart strings. “Quite high enough.”
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strange young man determined to slay the dragon and steal its heart. Captivated
by its beauty, she intervenes on behalf of the beast.
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planet set in another universe. Populated by a people who are born with what
they call the Great Gifts, the islanders prove to possess supernatural powers
bestowed by their god, the Great One. It is there she must press beyond the
rejection of the people to make discoveries not only about her own lineage but
of her destiny: a call that could save the Greater Archipelagos from its
demise.
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