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Foreword
 
I waited until the book was finished before writing this foreword. Now I find it difficult to encapsulate the book in a short summary, but I felt the need to forewarn you, The Reader. Many of you have probably read my previous series, Mageborn, which is set two millennia after the events in this book, so you may have some misconceptions about what you’ll find here.
Unlike Mageborn, this story encounters more adult issues. The main character does not always do the ‘right’ thing, and in fact, cannot be called a hero. Events conspire to darken his future and twist his morality, but his choices are his own. Most importantly, the story delves into some topics of a sensitive nature, particularly sexual abuse and violence, though there is nothing graphic in the telling.
I didn’t set out to write a book about those things, but they came up as part of the course of this tale, and I couldn’t avoid them. Before allowing some of the situations in this book, before writing them, I sought advice from a number of friends; people who have confided in me over the years. Several of them have been through experiences that correlate to a surprising degree with some of the darker elements within this tale.
Fortunately, they had much better outcomes, and in fact, I doubt any of them would condone the choices that the main character in this story makes. My main purpose in writing this foreword is to make sure that my audience understands that I don’t take the subject matter lightly.
 



Chapter 1
Daniel chewed a long stem he had pulled from the ground beside him. The sun warmed his face even as a cold wind chilled his hands. Spring had arrived, but winter hadn’t given up completely yet, and the two of them had at least another month of fighting before Mother Nature would declare a winner; in the meantime Daniel enjoyed the dichotomy of warm and cold.
He lay on a gently sloping hillside, watching his father’s sheep grazing. Since he had turned twelve last year, he had been deemed old enough to contribute to the family’s livelihood by taking on chores more suited to a man. He had been a little nervous the first time his father had sent him out to watch the flock alone, but his pride at being given such an important task had kept him from admitting to his fear.
That was a year gone now, and tending the flock seemed a much less daunting task now. At thirteen he was just beginning to grow into a larger frame, and he felt much more mature. In fact, on days like today it was practically a vacation.
A flash of blue caught his eye, and he spotted Catherine Sayer heading down toward the riverbank. Her dress was a light green, but the blue came from a bright kerchief her father had bought her a few years back, before he had disappeared. Kate wore it regularly now, and Daniel thought it looked exceptionally nice tying back her vivid red hair.
He waved at her from his place on the hillside, but of course she didn’t see him. He was over a half a mile distant from where she walked, hauling two large wooden buckets. More than likely her mother had sent her to fill them before doing the wash. The river ran directly behind their house, less than a couple hundred yards from their back door. Her parents had never had a well dug, but being this far back in the mountains the river water was safe enough to drink.
Turning his eye back to the sheep, Daniel considered his options. This time of day things were quiet, and it was unlikely that anything would spook them, plus he had Blue with him. Stretching out his hand, he rubbed the wiry sheep dog’s head before giving him a more serious bit of instruction, “Keep the flock close, Blue. Don’t let them wander far. I’ll be back in a little while.”
Blue’s eyes stared straight into his own for a long minute before the tricolored dog looked away. It almost seemed as if he nodded, indicating his perfect comprehension of the boy’s words. He very well might have, for the herding dog was uncommonly smart and had been doing the job for more years than Daniel had. Blue was a large part of the reason Daniel’s father had felt comfortable sending him out alone with the flock at such an early age.
Daniel began picking his way down the hillside. While much of it was smooth, there were large rocks scattered about and the slope was steep enough to make a fall potentially dangerous. He sped up as he got into the small trees closer to the bottom, if he hurried he could talk to Kate and help her with the water buckets. He gave no thought to why he wanted to help. The two of them had been friends for most of their lives and tending the flock wasn’t exactly an exciting job. Seeing Kate would probably be the most interesting moment of a long day.
He was close to the bottom when he heard a voice. He had been expecting hers, but this was a male voice, young by the sound of it, but already over the cusp of boyhood and its higher pitches. Who is that? he wondered. Another voice answered it, and this one he recognized, Billy Hedger, another of his neighbors.
Billy was about his own age, but the two of them didn’t get along well. The other boy tended to hang out with Ronnie Banks and some of the other ‘townies’ as they referred to the people who lived in the nearby community of Colne.
Daniel froze in place, listening. If Billy was with a group of friends, it would probably be a bad idea to make his presence known. They would tease him unmercifully. Unlike them, most of the farm children had to work by Daniel’s age, and for some reason the townies found that amusing.
“Hey it’s pumpkin-head Kate!” came the deeper voice again. This time Daniel recognized it. It was Ronnie Banks, although he sounded much older than the last time Daniel had met him.
“Hello,” responded Kate, but her answer was unenthusiastic.
“Ain’t you happy to see old friends?” said a third voice. That would be Aston Hayes, unless Daniel missed his guess.
Kate didn’t reply, but Daniel could hear the sound of her buckets in the water. She was probably trying to fill them, so she could leave as quickly as possible.
“She’s probably embarrassed ‘cause it looks like a dog dropped a pile of bloody shit on her head,” suggested Billy, referring to Kate’s obvious fiery hair.
Daniel’s heart was beating faster now. He could hear the ugly tone in the townies’ voices. They were looking for someone to torment, and Kate was an easy target. He had been on the receiving end of their taunts before and knew well how cruel they could be. Last year they had held him down while Ronnie pissed on him, and the time before that they had forced him to eat dirt.
Kate hadn’t replied to Billy’s insult, but the sound of her buckets dropping alerted Daniel that they had approached her. Easing further down, Daniel made his way to the shallow ford so that he could cross over to her side of the river. Stepping out of the underbrush exposed him, but the three townies were too engrossed in their sport to notice him moving on the bank.
“Let go of me!” yelled Kate angrily, and then Daniel heard a thump. Looking over he saw she had fallen after Aston had kicked her legs out from under her. Billy stood over her sneering down.
Daniel was fully in the grip of terror now, experiencing the sort of world wrenching fear that few besides children fully experience. Ronnie Banks was at least two years older and much taller and heavier than Daniel. Billy and Aston were his own size, but three on one was bad odds, even if it weren’t for Ronnie’s larger frame.
He knew that the minute they noticed him, he’d be in trouble. At best he’d come home with bruises, at worst—he had no idea what that would be, but he doubted he wanted to find out. He crossed the river without them spotting him. Every instinct told him to run and hide, and for a moment he started to turn away.
Then he heard Kate again, “Leave me alone, Billy!” Looking up, he saw her kick upward with one leg, trying to catch her tormentor in his more tender regions.
Billy was ready for it though, and bending one leg inward, he caught her kick on his thigh instead of what she had been aiming for. Clearing his throat, he brought up a disgusting lump of phlegm and spat on her. “Now you look even more like someone’s loose bowels,” he leered.
Without thinking, Daniel spoke, “Leave her alone.” It was the sort of thing that he should have shouted, like a hero in some of his daytime fantasies. Instead the words came out quietly, barely loud enough to be heard, his boyish voice pitching even higher than normal.
It was enough to get their attention, though. Ronnie, the closest to him, spun around, and the other two looked back in his direction.
“Look who came to visit!” said Ronnie gleefully. “If it isn’t old piss-boy! Did you get bored? Looking to have some fun with the big boys?”
“N-n-no,” stammered Daniel. “J-just leave Kate alone. Sh-she didn’t do nothin’ to you.”
“Are you trying to protect her, Daniel?” asked Billy. “Do you think you can be a hero?” Aston and Ronnie both laughed at that.
“You messed up bad today, Danny,” pronounced the blond-headed Aston, moving toward him.
Over Aston’s shoulder Daniel could see Kate had scooted back and was standing now. Billy’s attention had been diverted long enough for her to get away. Slipping sideways he dodged Aston’s first wild roundhouse swing and stepped even closer, hoping to hold their interest long enough for her to escape. Billy was watching him carefully now, failing to see that the girl he had been taunting was now more than fifteen feet away.
Kate’s a fast runner, thought Daniel. If she gets a decent head start, I doubt he can catch her. Jumping backward, he avoided Aston’s second swing, but Ronnie was moving around now, trying to get behind him to make sure he couldn’t escape. Once he moved in, the fight would be over.
Billy glanced around to see that his quarry had slipped away.
“Run Kate!” shouted Daniel, his voice at full volume now, “He’s too slow to catch y…”
Ronnie had closed faster than Daniel expected, and something hard struck him in the side of the head, cutting off his words. Daniel’s vision blurred a bit as he fell, but he could see Kate running back up the trail toward her home. Billy was standing indecisively, unsure whether to give chase or join the battle. His hesitation made the choice for him; it was far too late to catch the girl now.
A second blow arrived, this one striking Daniel in the midsection. Bereft of air now, he found himself on all fours, struggling to breathe.  The other boys moved to surround him and took their time, kicking him whenever he seemed close to recovering. Some of the attacks were mild, using their feet to shove him back down, or blows to his legs and buttocks, but occasionally one of them would deliver a brutal blow to his midsection or lower back. Soon he had given up any hope of escape and curled into a ball, shifting now and then to try and avoid the most painful strikes.
“You better leave! I’m going to tell! You’ll get in trouble if you don’t let him alone!” Kate’s voice rang out. She hadn’t run far and was now shouting down at them from a short distance up the trail, hoping her threat might persuade the boys to give up their sport.
“You think she’s serious?” asked Aston. “Maybe we should go.”
Billy spoke up then, “Nah, she ain’t got nobody.” Raising his voice he shouted back, “Who you gonna tell? Your daddy?! He’s dead! Run tell your momma, little girl! She ain’t gonna come down here!” To punctuate his remark, he broke with tradition and kicked Daniel hard in the side of the head, causing his ear to bleed. It was the first time any of them had attacked him there.
“Careful, Billy,” said Ronnie. “That sort of thing can get dangerous.”
“You scared he might die?” said the younger boy.
“I don’t give a damn about that,” replied the older boy, stomping on Daniel’s lower leg to emphasize the point. “But if we hurt him too bad it’s bound to cause trouble.”
He never got a chance to say more, as a flash of brown, grey and black leapt from the brush and knocked him sideways. Blue had arrived in a snarling fury of teeth, biting down savagely on Ronnie’s arm even as he fell.
“Shit!  It’s his damn dog!” shouted Aston, backing away and looking for a weapon to use. Recalling a heavy limb he had spotted in the grass a few minutes ago, he looked that way just in time to see Kate lifting it from the ground. Her swing might have knocked him silly if he hadn’t brought his arm up to guard his head, even so the weight of the blow sent pain shivering through his body and left his arm numb.
Blue’s ferocity and Kate’s club broke their morale and the bullies withdrew quickly, leaving Daniel bloody but still conscious on the ground.
“Daniel? Are you alright?” asked Kate, leaning over him. His vision was blurred, but he could hear the tears in her voice, even if his eyes refused to focus on her properly.
“Yeah,” he answered awkwardly. Shame burned through him more powerfully than even the pain of his injuries. He had tried to protect her but had only wound up being beaten in front of his friend.
She bent down and tried to help him up, but he pushed her away. “We need to clean you up,” said Kate. “Let me help you to the house.”
“I’ll just go home.”
“Your house is over a mile from here,” she replied, with disapproval in her voice.
Standing on his own now he could feel his body swaying. His balance was off, and he felt as if he were on the rolling deck of a ship. Nausea passed over him in waves, and he fought to keep from retching. The last thing I want is for her to see me throwing up. It’s already bad enough, he thought silently.
An arm slid around his waist as she steadied him. Looking over, he saw her thick red hair as she got her head and shoulder under his arm. There was no denying her strength as she began pulling him along, using her body to force him up the trail toward her house. She smelled faintly of grass and the earth, but it was a good smell, an honest one.
“I’m sorry,” he mumbled as she helped him sit on the porch of her home. Everything was beginning to hurt more as his bruises matured.
“Don’t apologize to me. It’s my fault this happened to you. What you did was brave,” she replied seriously giving him a steady look with soft green eyes. “Hold still while I fetch Momma.”
She left him, but returned a moment later, trailing her mother, Brenda Sayer. The older woman was similar to her daughter in appearance, she was barely past thirty and she still had the healthy figure of a much younger woman. A stranger might have thought she was merely Kate’s older sister.
“Oh! Gods! What happened to Danny?” she exclaimed, leaning in to examine him. With one hand she lifted his chin and turned his head so she could examine his still bleeding ear.
Daniel was too embarrassed to respond, but Kate filled her mother in without reservation, detailing the other boys’ hostility and her friend’s gallant attempt to intervene on her behalf. It sounded much better the way she described it.
“There’ll be hell to pay once your dad hears about this,” said Brenda. “He’ll be down in Colne talking to their fathers.”
“Please,” begged Daniel, “I don’t want to stir anything up. Don’t tell my dad.” It was already embarrassing enough without announcing to the entire town that he had been thoroughly whipped.
“And how do you think you’d hide this?” asked Kate’s mother. “Just look at you! You’re bleeding from the ear, one eye is swelling shut, and unless I miss my guess, the rest of you is covered in bruises. Let’s get this shirt off of you.”
“No!” protested Daniel, but there was no help for it. Brenda unfastened the buttons on his shirt while her daughter went back to the river to fetch the buckets and some fresh water. When she returned, the two of them cleaned his cuts and scrapes, rinsing them gently to remove the dirt that seemed to cover him. By the end of it he was shivering in the cold air, and the water had soaked into his trousers as well.
The two of them moved him into the house and gave him a thick blanket to use while his clothes dried. Daniel felt both grateful and humiliated simultaneously, but neither emotion kept him from using the opportunity to sneak looks at Kate.
He hadn’t seen her much in the last couple of years, since he had begun tending the sheep, and she had grown considerably in that time. Her body was noticeably different now, curving in ways that it hadn’t before. Kate’s hips were fuller, and there was a hint of something under her shirt. A glance at her mother gave him a good guess what that might be, and Daniel found himself blushing. Kate’s mother was amply endowed.
Fool! She’ll never think of you that way now! He was certain that seeing him so thoroughly stomped by the other boys would permanently ruin his chances with Kate.
After a couple of hours his clothes were sufficiently dry, and Brenda decided that he seemed well enough to make the modest walk home. Blue was waiting for him outside their front door, tail swishing expectantly.
The sheep! “Forget about me, Blue! Go check on the flock. Go!” commanded Daniel.  For some reason he had thought the dog had returned to the sheep as soon as his fight had ended. “I have to check on them before I head home,” he informed his hosts.
Kate’s mother drew him close, into a crushing hug. She squeezed him until it was almost painful, but he was more embarrassed than hurt. “Be careful, Danny. Kate, you’ll go with him, won’t you?”
“Of course, Momma,” said her daughter in a tone that conveyed a sense of exasperation that her mother had even felt the need to ask such a question.
She stayed with him while he checked on the sheep and most of the way back to his home, only letting him convince her to go back when his house was in sight.
“Thank you, Daniel,” she said once again.
“For what? They beat the crap out of me.”
“You didn’t have to come down the hill,” she reminded him, and then she ducked forward, leaving a kiss on his cheek before he realized what she was doing. She turned and ran back the way they had come before he could say anything else.
Daniel watched her run, unsure how to react. Lifting one hand, he touched his cheek. Had he imagined it? Shaking his head, he faced back towards his home, bracing himself for the questions and concern that were bound to follow once his parents got a look at him.
 



Chapter 2
“You said you were going to tell me about Tyrion,” noted Lynarralla clinically.
“Yes, I did,” I said stretching. I had been sitting at the table for far too long. “But to understand him, you need to hear about Daniel first.”
“Why?” asked Lynarralla. My own children nodded in agreement.
I stood and loosened my shoulders. “Let’s move into the other room and get comfortable. This story is going to take a while.”
“Just tell us why you’re talking about this ‘Daniel’ person, Father,” said my daughter Moira.
“Don’t be so impatient,” I told her, easing into my favorite rocker by the fireplace in our den. “If I jump straight to Tyrion and all the great events of his day, none of it will make sense. You’d think he was simply a butcher.”
“Does it really matter what we think of him?” wondered Matthew. “He’s been a tree for over two-thousand years. We just want to know why.”
“It matters to me,” I replied. “Plus, I don’t really understand all of it myself. I’ve never gone through everything that happened to him, so I just jump in where the memories begin and let them lead me along.”
“Why do the memories start with someone else?” asked my son insistently.
“That part will become clear later on,” I told him. “Now back to where we left off. Actually, we can skip forward a bit. Daniel’s father was a man named Alan Tennick, and he and his wife, Helen, were both pretty upset when they saw the state their son was in when he returned that day. Alan went into the town and spoke with all three of the other boys’ fathers. Each of them promised that they would talk to their sons, but none of them really did anything.
“Alan knew they wouldn’t do much more than that, so he spent some of his own time teaching Daniel to fight better. His son was still small at age thirteen, in fact he was still shorter than Catherine Sayer, but he was growing, and Alan Tennick was a big man. He had every expectation that his son would possess a hefty frame when he was fully grown. So, he set up a heavy sack of old grain, tying it to the rafters in their barn, and began teaching his son how to deliver a solid punch.
“Over the course of the next year, Daniel got a lot taller, finally passing Catherine in height. He began to fill out, as young men generally do, and he became even more aware of other changes in himself. Specifically regarding his opinions on women, particularly Catherine…”
 
***
Daniel’s hands ran smoothly across the strings of his cittern, evoking a simple melody as he watched the sheep graze. He had learned to play from his mother, but she hadn’t trusted him to carry the prized instrument out of the house until after he had turned fourteen.
It was built much like a mandolin, but it had ten strings and a flatter body. He only took it with him on days when the weather was good, as the instrument was worth too much to risk outdoors otherwise. Anytime the weather threatened to turn, he took it home immediately.
On good days, though, he enjoyed playing. Being alone on the hill all day with little to do most of the time, it was his entertainment and his friend. His mother had only taught him a few songs, so he improvised new ones, plucking them from the empty air and his imagination, one note at a time, until he had crafted his own tunes. The sheep seemed to appreciate his efforts; at least they never strayed far when he was playing.
In fact, these days Blue had even less work to do. The sheep had learned to mark Daniel’s location from the sound of his music, and when he had the instrument with him, they always returned to where he was, saving both the boy and his dog a lot of searching.
Today was a particularly good day. It was early summer and the weather was warm. The sky was empty of clouds, and the sun’s bright rays assured him that there would be no rain. Daniel played a light melody with no name, one he had constructed over the course of many endless summer days. He had no words for it, but when he played it, he thought of the sun lighting on the deep orange of Catherine’s hair.
He hadn’t had the opportunity to see her in several weeks, but he always looked forward to their occasional meetings. Once in a while his mother would send him to the Sayer house to deliver wool or sometimes gifts of vegetables. The farmers who lived in the valley were a close-knit community, and while they were often separated by miles, they shared their surpluses with one another.
Daniel’s parents were especially careful to send extras to Brenda Sayer, since her husband was gone. The widow supported herself and her daughter by carding wool and spinning it into yarn. With so many sheep herders in the valley it was a valuable skill. They sold the bulk of their shearing every year, but some locals, like Brenda, bought a small portion and turned it into yarn and wool to make their living.
A flash of auburn flame warned Daniel that he was no longer alone, but he hid his surprise and kept playing. Kate was approaching, working her way carefully up the gentle incline, while stepping in time to his rhythm.
It took her several minutes to reach him, but he didn’t stop playing when she arrived, instead he kept going, only his smile giving away that he was aware of her presence. She stood in front of him for a minute, waiting for him to pause, but when that failed, she set her basket on the ground and began a jig.
Her movements were graceful, but as each minute passed and he failed to pay heed to her presence, the motions became more exaggerated. In response, he began gradually increasing his tempo, until her dancing became ragged and unpredictable.
Blue watched curiously, unsure what the two-legs were doing but infected by their enthusiasm. He began circling them, wagging his tail and giving short barks.
Eventually Kate tripped and Daniel stopped, the two of them laughing. “What are you doing up here, Cat?” he asked her, using one of the old nicknames he had given her when they were children.
“I came to see you,” she replied, as if that were the most reasonable answer in the world.
Daniel liked the sound of that, although he still didn’t understand her motivations. “What’s in the basket?”
“Cheese, bread, pickled eggs and a jar of the finest river water,” she answered, ending her statement with a dramatic flourish.
“You didn’t have to bring me food,” he told her, confused. “Mother packed me a lunch.” He pointed at the small bundle he had left home with that morning.
“Did I bring you food yesterday?” she asked, giving him a smile that one might bestow upon a particularly slow child.
“Well, no…”
“The day before?” she continued.
He shook his head. This was the first time she had ever paid him a visit while he was watching the flock.
“Then I doubt your mother knew to pack enough in there for the two of us,” she concluded.
Daniel studied her carefully, but she remained a complete mystery to him. “You want to eat up here, with me?” he said finally. “Don’t you have chores? Your mom will be hunting for you before long.”
“Mother went to town today, and I already finished what needed doing. Besides, at our age, sometimes there are more important things to take care of…”
That made no sense to him. If there were any tasks that were more important than the ones he was already taking care of, his father would have told him. That’s why they were ‘chores’, because you had to do them. He voiced his question with his usual eloquence, “Important things?”
“Seth stopped by the house to say hello yesterday,” she informed him, seeming to change the subject.
Seth was his one, and only, other friend. He had known him almost as long as Kate, since his farm was just a few miles from theirs. A strange pang of jealousy ran through him when she told him that the other boy had come to see her. He hadn’t visited Daniel, and it had been over half a year since they had had a chance to catch up. “Oh really?” he said, suppressing the faint resentment her pronouncement had created. “Did he have any news?”
She looked at him with wide eyes, studying his expressions as he responded. After a moment she sighed mysteriously and then looked at her basket, “Are you hungry?”
Actually he was, but he usually waited until slightly later in the day before he ate. Otherwise his appetite was apt to return before he got back home. Something told him that he should keep his answer simple, “Sure.”
“The song you were playing was beautiful, but I don’t think I’ve ever heard it before,” she noted once they had gotten past the first mouthfuls of bread and cheese. “Did your mother teach you that one?”
“I just made it up,” he told her honestly. “It got boring playing the same songs over and over.”
“You do play a lot,” she agreed. “I hear you sometimes, when I’m out in the garden. Not every day, but almost every day.”
“There isn’t much else to do up here, except when something goes wrong,” said Daniel.
“I really enjoy it,” she confessed. “Sometimes I pretend you’re playing for me, sending me a secret message hidden in the melody.”
Her words sent a sudden warmth through him, and he knew his face must be turning red. He looked toward the ground, letting his hair hide his features while he picked at a long piece of grass. Daniel had often wondered if they could hear his music from the Sayer house, and Kate’s words were close to the truth. “M-maybe I was,” he admitted, suddenly unsure of himself.
Kate’s green eyes focused on his, and for a moment the world froze. Daniel’s mind was blank, and he felt as though he was falling. He watched her face intently as her lips moved and the faint dusting of freckles across her nose shifted with her smile. After a moment her smile changed to a frown, and he became aware that she had been talking. “I’m sorry,” he told her. “I think I’m addled. What did you say?”
Her expression was one of mild exasperation, but the crinkle around her eyes made it seem as if she was still smiling at him; perhaps she was—he hoped so. “I asked what message you were sending to me, with your music.”
She was leaning slightly closer now, and Daniel seemed to be having trouble catching his breath. His mind raced as he tried to find an appropriate response. Glancing down, his gaze lit upon the jar of pickled eggs she had brought. On impulse he plucked one from the jar and popped it into his mouth before smiling at her with a mouthful of egg. “The message was, ‘Bring me some of those delicious pickled eggs!’” he blurted out.
Kate’s face went through a variety of expressions, from disbelief, to anger, before finally settling on amusement. She laughed and then knocked the arm he had been leaning on out from under him. “You say the dumbest things sometimes, Daniel Tennick,” she stated matter-of-factly. “If that’s all your message was, I don’t know if I should have brought you those eggs.” Her tone was teasing, but Daniel could detect a more serious undercurrent to it.
“Why did Seth come to visit you?” he asked suddenly.
Her body language changed, and something told him that he’d finally asked a more sensible question. “He was wondering whether I would be going to the Harvest Festival this year,” she replied.
That was a stupid question for Seth to ask. He should have known she’d be there, everyone was there. Nobody missed the biggest social event of the year. “That should have been obvious,” said Daniel.
She muttered something under her breath. It sounded as if she had said, “You’re one to talk,” but her voice was pitched too low for him to hear clearly.
“What?”
A fire lit in her eyes, “He was asking if I had an escort to the dance.”
“Oh,” said Daniel, somewhat shocked.
He shouldn’t have been. They were getting to the age where some of their peers were starting to take such things seriously. Hell, some of them got married as early as sixteen. He was already pretty sure that Seth had a thing for Kate. Still, he had somehow hoped that things wouldn’t progress so soon. Secretly he had always hoped…
Getting beaten half to death in front of her last year probably didn’t help.
“Hey!” She snapped her fingers to get his attention, “Is that your only comment?”
“Well, Seth’s a good fellow. If you want to go to the dance with him, I can’t complain. He’s my best friend after all,” answered Daniel in a rush.
Kate growled in exasperation, “I told him I couldn’t go with him.”
“Why?” said Daniel, puzzled.
“I told him I had already been asked to the dance,” she explained, staring hard at him.
“Really?!” He couldn’t imagine who might have asked. There were probably a number who might want to ask her, but Daniel didn’t think she would have chosen any of them over Seth.
She glared at him helplessly, “No, Daniel, no one else asked me. I lied. Are you that dense, or are you just trying to be a jerk?”
He gave her his best vacant stare while she began packing up her basket. He could tell she was angry, but his mind was too busy processing the past few minutes of their conversation for him to speak. His brow furrowed, and his thoughts were awhirl as she stood to leave. She gave him one last look before turning away.
She looks like she’s about to cry.
Finally his emotions overruled his mind which was stuck trying to figure out things it really wasn’t well equipped to handle. Jumping up he called out to her, “Wait! Kate, w-would you like to accompany me?”
She stopped in her tracks.
“T-to the dance, I mean,” he clarified.
She had pulled her blue scarf out of her hair and rubbed her face with it before she faced him again. Her wild red hair kicked up in the wind without the scarf to hold it in place. Green eyes flashed at him as she answered, “I think I would like that very much.”
His heart was pounding, and his mouth had gone dry. She stood there for a minute before he eventually found a reply, “Thank you.” He got the feeling he had missed an opportunity.
She smiled and resumed her trip down the hillside, “Play me a song while I walk, Daniel Tennick.”
“I’ll play you to your door,” he called back, scrambling to recover his cittern from the grass. He strummed a friendly tune while she walked away, and he kept playing long after he lost sight of her in the heavy brush and small trees near the river. He continued until after she emerged on the other side, climbing the hill toward her house. He played until he was far past certain that she had already reached home.
 



Chapter 3
Helen Tennick watched her son as he came in the house that evening. Normally the first thing he did was to bother her in the kitchen, hungry and curious as to what she had been cooking. Daniel and his father were much alike in that regard, always looking for food. Today was different, though; Daniel gave her a simple greeting and drifted by, holding the cittern idly in his hands. He seemed distracted, but there was a smile on his face.
“Go put that away before you come to the table, boy,” remonstrated his father as Daniel started to sit down.
“Whups! Sorry, Dad,” replied the younger Tennick, taking the instrument to the hook where it usually hung on the wall.
“Did something happen today, Daniel?” asked Helen as she ladled soup into three wooden bowls.
Daniel flashed a brilliant smile at her before sitting down energetically, “Maybe.”
“And…?” she asked.
His father was curious as well now, but he kept his silence.
“It isn’t really anything too exciting,” hinted Daniel in obvious contradiction to his barely suppressed enthusiasm.
“Just spit it out!” growled his father.
“I saw Cat today.”
His mother frowned, “Her name is Catherine, and it’s a waste not to use such a pretty name.” Helen had always been fond of Catherine Sayer.
“She prefers Kate,” said Daniel.
“So instead you call her ‘Cat’?” observed Helen.
Daniel couldn’t see any way forward from that, so he went ahead with his news, “I asked her to the Harvest Dance.”
Alan Tennick’s bushy eyebrows seemed to rise several inches above his eyes, and he glanced at his wife, wondering if he had misheard. Helen patted him on the arm to reassure him.
“That’s wonderful news Daniel!” she told her son.
“I didn’t think your balls had dropped yet, boy!” crowed his father. “Guess I was wrong about that!”
Daniel turned red, and his mother turned on Alan. “Really? You couldn’t wait five minutes before saying something crude?”
Daniel’s father smiled broadly, “If he’s courting a girl, then he’s old enough to handle rough humor.”
Helen shook her head at him, but Daniel could sense his mother’s hidden amusement. They talked a bit more, and after dinner she surprised him by taking the cittern back down and handing it to his father.
“What’s this for?” asked Alan.
“Our son needs to learn to dance if he isn’t going to embarrass himself,” she explained, “I can’t dance and play at the same time.”
“You know I can’t play half as well as you,” argued her husband.
“Would you rather teach him to dance?” she asked with one brow raised.
Daniel’s father accepted the instrument without further complaint.
“Just a simple melody, something like ‘Rover’s Pride’ maybe. We just need a moderate tempo,” she told him.
“I can manage that,” answered her husband.
“Come here, Daniel,” ordered his mother.
He reluctantly obeyed, embarrassed even before they began. Helen pulled him closer and showed him how to place his hands, one high to receive hers and the other low, resting on her waist. He got even redder whenever his father offered additional advice.
“The left hand is your game hand, son,” called the senior Tennick. “If you’re confident in the dance, you use it to guide her around the room. The more confident you are, the more they’ll like you. When you’re really sure of yourself, move it further around to the small of her back.”
“What’s that supposed to mean—dearest,” said his wife with some emphasis.
“I’ll be happy to show you,” said Daniel’s father. Setting the instrument aside he took his son’s place, putting his hands in the positions she had shown their son.
They began dancing, moving smoothly to an imaginary song while Alan kept his left hand modestly where he had originally placed it. Midway through he began humming, to convey a sense of the tempo, and as he did he slipped his arm further around, placing his hand snugly at the middle of her back. Pulling lightly he drew her a bit closer and began to move her more purposefully around the room. Helen acquired a slight flush to her cheeks as he stared into her eyes.
“Your father may have a point,” she told her son, staring boldly back at her husband.
“Of course I do,” he replied, grinning. He glanced at Daniel, “How do you think I caught your mother?”
Daniel watched his parents with undisguised admiration, wondering if he could really replicate their graceful ease on the dance floor.
“When you’re really sure of yourself,” added his father, “you can slide that left hand farther down.” By way of demonstration, he squeezed Helen in a rather familiar way.
“What do you think you’re trying to teach him?” she exclaimed, moving back and giving him a look of mock outrage.
“You want grandchildren someday don’t you?” her husband replied with a perfectly serious face.
His response sent them both into gales of laughter, while Daniel buried his face in his hands. It took a lot of cajoling from both of them to convince him to begin his lessons in dancing again after that.
“You can’t die of embarrassment Daniel,” advised his mother, “but if you don’t practice, you might step all over her feet, and then I guarantee that you’ll never get another dance with her.”
Daniel wasn’t so sure about embarrassment, but he believed her about the practice.
 
***
A few days later his father gave him a reprieve from shepherding and sent him on an errand to pick up some dried beans from Seth’s house. Apparently they had happened upon an excellent bargain while trading a week or two prior, and Seth’s father, Owen, had bartered for far more than they would ever need. He had agreed to trade a large portion with Alan Tennick in exchange for extra help at the next shearing.
Daniel didn’t mind though. Anything was better than another day of monotony in the hills. With the family wagon hitched to their only oxen, he made it to Seth’s house after several hours. It would have only taken him half that time on foot, but the wagon would come in handy when it came to transporting several fifty pound bags of beans.
After arriving, Daniel and Seth wasted no time loading the wagon—so they could spend the rest of their time catching up with one another.
“Did you hear about the rider?” asked Seth as soon as they had finished.
“Rider?”
“You know, one of the forest gods,” clarified Seth.
“No.”
“My dad heard about it from Mr. Brown when he went to town last week,” explained Seth, pointing at the beans they had just loaded.
Daniel frowned, “Was it actually one of the forest gods, or just one of their wardens?”
“Does it matter? Both are bad news,” said Seth.
Daniel glanced around quickly, “Your mom will wash your mouth out if she hears you talking like that!”
“I don’t care. People are crazy if they think the gods care what we think about them,” replied Daniel’s friend, rebelliously.
“You’ll care if one of them takes you away,” said Daniel uneasily. While it hadn’t happened in his lifetime, the old-timers said that once or twice in every generation the forest gods would come and claim a hapless young man or woman, usually because of their sinful thoughts.
“If they do, it won’t be because of the kind of things I’ve been thinking, trust me. I think a bucketful of bad things every morning before breakfast and they still haven’t come for me,” Seth assured him.
“Like what?”
“Most of ‘em involve Cat taking a bath,” said his friend slyly.
Daniel fought down a torrent of varied emotions; anger, jealousy, and a small amount of guilt, since he would be escorting Kate to the dance that fall. He pushed those thoughts aside, “Back to the rider…”
“Yeah,” said Seth, nodding, “Mr. Brown said he saw one crossing the river at the end of the valley, where the deep woods start.”
The ‘deep woods’ was what the people of Colne said when referring to the true forest. The shallow hills where they lived were mainly populated because the larger trees of the ‘deep woods’ wouldn’t grow there. Some said that there had once been extensive plains nearby, but over time the deep woods had spread to cover most of the gentler, more temperate parts of the world. It went without saying that no one entered them; if they did, they never returned, much like Kate’s father.
“Could he tell if it was one of the gods?” asked Daniel again.
“He couldn’t be sure at that distance, but he didn’t think the hair was silver,” said Seth, obviously reluctant to reduce the importance of his information by allowing that it was just one of the wardens.
The forest gods were silver-haired, which was about as much as anyone knew about them. It was said that they had blue eyes and slender, tapering ears, but Daniel had never heard of anyone who had gotten close enough to honestly claim to know the truth of it. There were also legends about other forest gods, with different colorations, like black skin or red eyes, but no one living in the hills near Colne or Dereham had ever seen them.
The wardens were thought to be human for they had a variety of common hair colors and facial features. They could also speak and understand the common tongue, which had never happened with one of the forest gods. They were still dangerous, though. When one of them appeared in a town it usually preceded the loss of one of the younger men or women of the community.
No one knew for certain what the wardens’ relationship to the forest gods was, though most assumed them to be some sort of servants. Some thought that they originated from the children whom the wardens had taken over the years, but it was all speculation.
“You think they might be about to take someone?” wondered Daniel.
“Who knows?” answered Seth. “Maybe not, it hasn’t happened in our lifetimes.”
Daniel hoped his friend was right.
 



Chapter 4
A week later, Daniel’s mother sent him on an errand to the Sayer house. She wanted him to see if Kate’s mother had any yellow yarn to sell them; at least that was the reason she claimed.
“I’d be happy to run over, Mom,” Daniel told her.
“Don’t run, sweetheart. Take your time, your father can tend the flock today,” she told him.
Alan’s ears pricked up at this pronouncement, “Their house is less than an hour’s walk from here. If he doesn’t waste time, he can be back soon enough to handle the sheep.” He sounded mildly annoyed.
Helen gave him an emphatic look, as if to impress some important information upon him without using words. “Let him take his time, Dear. We need to keep up good relations with the neighbors.”
That finally got through to him, and he nodded, but he couldn’t resist a joke, “Oh! Of course you’re right, though I can’t help but remember that the last time you spoke to me on the topic, you told me you’d best not catch me making trips to console the Widow Sayer.”
Helen glared at him while Daniel laughed.
As he started out the door his father stopped him, “Take the cittern with you, Daniel.”
“To buy yarn?”
“Everyone loves music, Daniel, and you have a fine hand with it,” Alan winked at his son. “You’ll thank me someday.”
 
***
Brenda Sayer opened the door to their home and welcomed him in. Green eyes and thick auburn hair reminded Daniel immediately of Kate, and as he followed her, he couldn’t help but think of one of his father’s old pieces of advice, ‘If you want to know what a woman will look like, look at her mother.’
Judging by Brenda Sayer, Kate had a wonderful future ahead of her. Her mother’s hips were full but healthy, much like her bosom, hinting that her daughter would have a magnificent figure someday. She glanced back at him over one shoulder, “Kate should be back in a moment. Would you like some tea?”
Daniel quickly raised his eyes from where they had been, meeting her gaze awkwardly, “Actually, Mother sent me over to see if you have any yellow yarn.”
“Oh,” replied Brenda with a faint smile of amusement. “I thought perhaps since you had your mandolin with you, you might play a little for us.”
“Well, sure…,” he answered. He didn’t bother to correct her about the instrument’s name. The two were similar enough that it hardly mattered.
“The air is cooler outside if you want to sit on the bench,” she offered. “I already have some tea made. I’ll be there in a second.”
He took her advice and stepped back out onto the porch. The cittern he put within easy reach, and then he took a seat on the long oak bench that Kate’s father had built years ago, before he vanished into the deep forest.
Brenda appeared a moment later and sat down beside him. Her hair carried a pleasant scent of heather and lavender. “The tea is cool, I’m afraid,” she told him. “I actually prefer it that way in this hot weather. You don’t mind do you?”
“No ma’am,” he answered respectfully.
“You’ve gotten awfully tall these days,” she continued, reaching over to tousle his hair. “You’re even taller than me when you’re sitting.”
Daniel was only a month away from turning fifteen now, and he had grown considerably over the past year. His shoulders had broadened, and unlike some of his gangly peers, he had gained muscle to match his frame. He found himself slightly uncomfortable under Brenda’s appraising eye.
“Mom says I might be even bigger than Dad by the time I’ve finished,” he told her.
“Mother!” said Kate in obvious dismay. She had just appeared from the side of the house carrying a load of freshly picked greens from their garden. Her hands were covered with black soil, and her hair was tied back in a severe braid. She was flushed from the sun, and her skin had a faint sheen of sweat.
Daniel thought she positively glowed. He stood to greet her, “Hi Cat.”
Brenda spoke before her daughter could reply, “There you are.”
“Why didn’t you tell me!? I’m a complete mess,” said Kate.
“Well, I was just about to go let you know…” said her mother somewhat helplessly. She sounded more amused than apologetic.
“I’ll be right back Daniel,” said Kate, after shooting her mother a blistering glance. She put the load of greens on the edge of the porch and went back to use the washbasin they kept near the back entrance of their home.
“Did she seem a bit flustered to you?” asked Kate’s mother with a grin.
Daniel blushed, “I-I don’t see why.”
She gave him a glance that for a moment seemed almost predatory, “Oh, I’m pretty sure I see why.”
Kate reappeared a moment later. Her hands were clean now, and her face had been freshly washed. She might have brushed her hair as well; it seemed uncommonly smooth despite no longer being braided. “Hello Daniel,” she said, beginning fresh.
“Hello Kate,” he responded before coming to a full stop. His mind struggled to find something to say.
“Mrs. Tennick sent him over to fetch some yarn, but I think he might be convinced to stay and play some music for us,” said Kate’s mother, giving her daughter a knowing glance.
Kate smiled and the sun came out, bathing Daniel in a warm glow. “That sounds wonderful, Mother,” she replied with a certain emphasis on the last word. “Perhaps I should keep Daniel company, while you look through what you have?”
Brenda rose and headed back into the house, “I’ll be right back.”
“Don’t hurry,” suggested Kate. “I know you have a lot to sort through. I’m sure Daniel will understand if you take a while.”
Brenda laughed as she closed the door. Daniel heard her say something that sounded like ‘good luck’ after she shut it, but he wasn’t certain who the words were meant for.
“How have you been?” asked Daniel after his brain reawakened.
“I’ve been well, thank you,” she answered as she stopped in front of the bench. She hesitated then, unsure where to sit. He was standing now, and she wanted to be close to him, but not too close. Sitting in the middle would assure her of proximity, but might also seem too aggressive.
Daniel misunderstood her hesitation, and on a sudden impulse pulled out his handkerchief and dusted one end of the oak bench for her. The wood was certainly not dusty, and Kate’s mother had been sitting there only a minute before, but he could think of nothing else to do.
That settled the question of where to sit, though. Kate settled down on the spot he had needlessly cleaned, and he took a place at the opposite end. Only three feet separated them but it felt like an ocean. He stared at his hands for what seemed like an eternity before finally apologizing, “I’m sorry.”
“Whatever for?”
He glanced up and was nearly transfixed by those green eyes again. Looking away, he saved himself before his useless tongue seized up again. “I’m just not very good at conversation,” he admitted.
Kate laughed, relaxing now as she realized he was just as nervous as she was. “We never had any problem talking before.”
“Yeah,” he agreed, “but that was before the—before you—I mean…”
“Before you asked me to the dance?” she suggested.
“Yes,” he said with some relief.
“It isn’t really such a big thing,” she said, hoping to reassure him. “Lots of people go to dances, it doesn’t necessarily mean anything.”
That thought was something of a reprieve for him, but it also made him feel somewhat discontent. “That’s true,” he admitted.
“So what have you been doing?”
That helped. “I saw Seth yesterday,” he told her. “Dad sent me over with the wagon.”
“Did he mention asking me to the dance?” she asked, curiously.
“No,” said Daniel. “I felt somewhat guilty about it, but I didn’t mention that you were going with me either.”
She frowned, “Think it’ll hurt his feelings?”
Daniel shrugged, uncertain.
“If the reverse had been true, would it have hurt yours?” she wondered aloud.
“It would have stung pretty bad,” he admitted.
“I wonder why?” she mused.
He turned a deep shade of red as he realized that he had just given his feelings away. “Seth said Dalton Brown saw one of the wardens last week.” It was the only thing he could think of to cover his embarrassment.
Kate’s face blanched. Mentioning the wardens or the forest gods was a short hop from reminding her of her father’s disappearance. Daniel realized his mistake immediately.
“Damn, I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking,” he said in a rush.
She shook her head, “Don’t be, it’s alright. Life goes on, and it’s been years now.”
“Word of the sighting is probably all over town by now. I bet they’re all worrying,” opined Daniel.
“Supposedly, they only take the wicked,” said Kate, “so you should be safe.”
“I’m not so sure…”
She grinned, “You haven’t been harboring sinful thoughts, have you?”
Daniel had already begun to adjust to living in a nearly perpetual state of embarrassment, and so he managed to get out a simple reply, “You’re the last person I could tell about that.”
Now it was Kate’s cheeks that were burning. They both went silent then, and it was a relief when he remembered the cittern. “Music?”
“That would be perfect.”
He was a lot more comfortable now that he had something to occupy his hands. Drawing the cittern from its case he ran his fingers over the strings a few times while he checked to make sure that it was still in tune. “What would you like to hear?”
She thought carefully for a moment, “Do you know ‘Dana’s Lament’?”
“I can play it,” he returned, “but I’m not sure if I can sing it properly.”
“That’s fine; I just like the sound of it.”
He nodded and began to play, one hand on the neck of his instrument while the other strummed. He was confident of the tune, but nervous regarding the words. The song was a sad one, telling a story of lovers, separated by war first and eventually by death. It was lengthy, and while the music wasn’t particularly difficult he wasn’t certain his voice could reach all the notes.
He sang quietly, hoping that when he reached the part his voice couldn’t ascend to, that it wouldn’t be too obvious. As the story progressed, he focused more on the music and his self-consciousness began to melt away. He barely registered the fact that she was now sitting much closer.
When his voice began to falter, unable to reach the higher end of the scale, hers appeared, soaring higher and fitting itself in with the song. Surprised, he abandoned his efforts to sing and gave himself over to his instrument. Despite knowing her for most of his life, Daniel had never realized that Kate had such a lovely voice. He had heard her singing childhood ditties and rhymes, but that was a far cry from this.
After the song was done he found himself staring at her, sitting scant inches away. “I didn’t know you could sing,” he marveled.
She seemed to shine with vitality, and as she replied Daniel realized that her face was barely a foot from his own. She was leaning toward him with excitement as she replied, “There’s probably a lot you don’t know about me.”
His eyes seemed to be memorizing her face, studying the details as she spoke, the turn of her nose, the red curl that had crept in front of her left cheek—the rosy pink of her lips. Without being aware of a conscious decision, he leaned forward and kissed her quickly; as he did her eyes flew wide, and he found himself startled by their emerald flash.
He pulled away immediately, “Oh gods! I’m sorry Cat! I don’t know what I was…”
Catherine Sayer reached out with one hand, and taking firm hold of his thick black hair she pulled his head back in toward her own.
Time seemed to freeze, and when Daniel became aware of it again it was merely as a byproduct of the steady pounding in his ears. His heart was beating so strongly in his chest that it was drowning out all other sounds. A sudden flash of light encompassed his mind, illuminating the world around him in a fashion he had never experienced before. For a moment he could sense everything. He saw the tree branches swaying behind him in the wind, he felt the squirrels running through their tops, he even saw the rabbit sneaking quietly into the back garden to nibble at their prized vegetables. He also felt Brenda Sayer standing at the window, watching them with obvious interest, and that snapped him from his reverie.
Pulling back again he felt the world collapse around him, returning to its normal state. Kate watched him curiously, and she seemed to be breathing hard, as though they had just been running.
For that matter, so was he.
I love you! The words almost jumped from his lips, but he caught himself before they could escape. “I—I think your mother is watching us,” he said instead. Idiot, she would think you’re crazy if you had said something like that so soon.
A flash of annoyance passed over Kate’s face, but it couldn’t last in the afterglow of youthful excitement. She laughed instead, “I should have known she’d be spying on us.”
The ground seemed to shift underneath Daniel, and his stomach twisted. The world flashed with the same odd sensations of being able to see things that his eyes couldn’t possibly see. A wave of nausea rose from his stomach, threatening to make him lose his breakfast.
“I’d better go,” he told Kate hurriedly.
She frowned, “You don’t have to go yet. I don’t think Mother will be mad, she’s just nosy.” She reached out to put her hand on his arm.
The ground rolled again as Daniel stood, making the world swim. “I forgot something. I need to get home.” He pulled away and started down the porch steps.
“Surely it can wait a few more minutes?”
He was already jogging, “I’m sorry. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
She watched him in confusion. Glancing back she realized the cittern was still sitting on the bench where he had left it, the empty case on the ground nearby. She turned and shouted, “You forgot your instrument!” but he was already out of sight.
Her mother stepped out onto the porch a moment later. “Where’s Daniel?” she asked.
“He just left,” said her daughter in a puzzled voice.
“He forgot his mother’s yarn,” said Brenda.
“And the cittern,” noted Kate sadly.
Brenda Sayer patted her daughter’s back comfortingly. “Don’t worry, sweetie. That just means he’ll have good reason to come back soon.”
 



Chapter 5
Daniel made it almost a hundred yards before he threw up in the bushes to one side of the trail. The world seemed to spin around him, and now and then he would experience new flashes of hyperawareness.
What’s wrong with me?
He had been sick before, but he’d never felt anything like this. Kneeling in the underbrush, he retched until his stomach was utterly empty. Once it finally relaxed, he moved a few feet away before rolling over to lie in the grass. Things seemed normal now. His heart was no longer pounding, and the flashes, or hallucinations, or whatever it had been, seemed to have stopped.
Daniel waited another five or ten minutes before rising to his feet again. He considered returning for his cittern but he worried that he’d have to explain his odd behavior. Admitting that his first reaction after kissing her had been to vomit—he couldn’t see any way in which that could be construed positively.
Remembering the kiss made his heart speed up again, but this time it was simple excitement. Never in his wildest dreams had he imagined the result of his visiting the Sayers being something like this. She kissed me back!
The memory of her lips sent shivers through him, and he had to force his thoughts back to more ordinary paths.
When he got home, his mother wasted no time interrogating him. “You came back awfully soon.”
“You only sent me to get yarn,” he said defensively.
“And where is it?” she asked.
“Uhh…”
“You left the cittern too, didn’t you?” she commented. “Were you in that big a hurry to get back to your chores?”
“I think I’m coming down sick,” he told her. “I got nauseous shortly after I got there. That’s why I came back so suddenly.”
“Did you throw up?”
Daniel nodded.
Helen put her hand on his forehead. “You don’t feel feverish. Did she make you that nervous?”
“No! Mom, I’ve known Kate since we were kids,” protested Daniel somewhat dishonestly.
“Go lay down then,” she told him.
“I already feel better,” he said unsteadily. “I promised Dad I’d clean out the barn when I got home.”
“Lay down,” she commanded. “There’ll be time for that later.
 
***
Two days later and Daniel was still in bed. He had developed a fever not long after taking his mother’s advice. It had broken now, but he was left feeling washed out and exhausted. The only bright side to the whole thing was that his mother always made chicken soup when he was ill.
It’s a shame I have to be sick to get it, though. It would probably taste even better if I was well, he thought.
Voices in the other room alerted him to the presence of an extra person in the house. Seconds later his mother ducked her head in, giving him a knowing smile. “You have a visitor, Daniel.”
She was gone before he could ask who it was, but shortly afterward the door opened again and Kate entered, carrying a tray with more of his mother’s soup. “I came to bring back your cittern,” she announced, “but your mother told me you haven’t been well.”
Daniel would rather not have had her see him in his current condition. He could well imagine what his appearance must be like. “It came on suddenly,” he said, making a futile attempt to comb his hair with one hand.
“It isn’t your fault,” she reassured him. “Did you hear the news?”
He shook his head.
“The day you came to visit—that afternoon a warden appeared in Colne,” she spoke in hushed tones, as though the very topic might summon a warden to their location.
“Appeared?”
“Well, he rode through the village. They say he stopped every so often and just stared around him, like he was looking for something,” she elaborated.
“Someone,” observed Daniel. “It’s always a ‘somebody’ they’re looking for.”
“He didn’t take anyone though,” she added. “According to Alice Hayes, he stayed for close to an hour, riding up and down the streets, but then he just left.”
“What did he look like?” asked Daniel. It had been years since one of the wardens had even entered Colne and many of the younger people had never seen one.
Kate handed him the soup and a spoon while she warmed to her subject. “I wasn’t there of course, but Alice told Momma that he had brown hair and eyes. He was dressed in heavy leathers, sort of like hunting clothes, but they were cut differently.”
She went on to describe the strange designs tooled in the leather and the obvious craftsmanship that had gone into its stitching. “The seams were hard to spot, she said, and what’s more his sword was brown.”
“Brown?”
“Alice’s husband, Tom, actually went out to address the rider, but when he approached him the man drew his sword. That’s when she saw it,” explained Kate. “She said it didn’t even look metal; if anything, it appeared to be a dark brown wood, polished and sanded to a blade-like form.”
“Bizarre,” commented Daniel. “Was Mr. Hayes hurt?”
“No, he backed away immediately, and the warden put his sword away. The warden never said a word,” she concluded.
Daniel wondered idly if they could have been looking for him. He was young after all, as most of those they took were. He had also definitely thought some sinful thoughts that morning. His cheeks flushed as he remembered their kiss. He looked away then, worried she might somehow read his mind if he looked into those green eyes again.
They talked some more before she finally stood to leave. “I’d better get home.”
He was sad to see her go, but he couldn’t think of the right words to express himself. “Alright,” was his best reply.
She stopped, “The other day, when you left…”
“It wasn’t you,” he responded immediately. “I mean, it wasn’t that. I just didn’t want you to see me getting ill.”
Kate let out her breath suddenly, as if she had been holding it, “I’m relieved. So it wasn’t—bad?”
“No!” he blurted out with a bit too much emphasis. “That was wonderful!” His face flushed again.
“Thank you,” she said calmly, and bending over, she deposited a quick kiss on his forehead before leaving.
He stared at the door for a long time after she left, smiling and lost in thought.
 



Chapter 6
Daniel was able to resume his normal work the next day, and just two days after that his mother suggested he make another trip to visit the Sayers. He was beginning to suspect she had an ulterior motive. She had made no secret of her approval of Catherine in general.
“Mom, I know what you’re trying to do here,” he told her.
“I still need the yarn, Daniel, don’t try to blame me if you were distracted,” she countered.
He raised one eyebrow and stared back boldly, “I’m sure that’s your real reason.”
“Do you not want to go?” she asked suddenly. “I’m sure your father wouldn’t mind having you around today. You did so well cleaning out the barn yesterday.”
He surrendered the debate immediately. Best not to complain of my good fortune, he thought.
 
***
The trail up from the river to Kate’s house was on a gradual incline. The ground was rocky, and either side of the path was covered with a thick, scrubby underbrush, and small trees competing with intermittent bushes.
Daniel was so caught in his thoughts, considering what he would say to Kate when he saw her again, that he almost missed the sound of shifting soil and moving branches behind him. Stopping suddenly, he looked back to see a man staring at him from the back of a tall horse.
Daniel froze.
He didn’t recognize the man at all, and his strange clothing pegged him as a warden, although Daniel had never seen one before. He struggled with his instincts; his fear was urging him to run. In the thick brush a runner should have an advantage over a man on horseback, but something told Daniel that it would be a bad idea.
“Don’t move,” said the stranger, riding closer.
He spoke! Daniel’s terror only increased as the man drew near, and when he went so far as to actually dismount, he knew that his life was over.
The warden stared at him intently, as if his eyes could see through to bare Daniel’s soul, and then he circled him, slowly. After a minute he sighed, “I guess it wasn’t you.”
Daniel let his breath out in quiet relief. His heart felt as if it might leap from his chest, and his legs were weak from unused adrenaline.
“Are there more farms that way?” asked the warden, pointing to the west, in the direction of Daniel’s home.
“Yessir,” Daniel responded immediately, though he felt a sudden shame. What if he’s looking for Mom or Dad, or Seth? Seth’s family lived that direction too.
The warden remounted and turned back, pointing his horse in that direction. Without a goodbye or thanks, he rode away leaving Daniel staring after him. He didn’t move until the rider was gone from sight, and then he began running.
He considered running home, but that was the direction the rider had gone, and he didn’t want to encounter the dangerous outsider again. Instead he ran for the Sayer house, one thought foremost in his mind. Kate!
He arrived at their door panting and out of breath. Brenda Sayer opened at his third knock.
“Oh, Daniel! What a pleasant surprise,” she said before seeing the look on his face. “What’s wrong? Come inside.”
She guided him by the arm and shut the door after him.
“You look as though you’ve seen a ghost, Daniel.”
He nodded, struggling to find the words. “A warden,” he said finally, and then the story came tumbling out in a rush. The aftereffects of his fear were evident as he talked, and he felt a strong urge to sit down on the floor, but they were still standing in the hallway.
As he finished, she stepped forward and put her arms around him. “You must have been terrified. I can’t imagine what that was like.”
He felt awkward at first, unused to being hugged by anyone other than his parents, but Brenda’s warmth and concern comforted him, and after a moment he relaxed and returned the gesture. The smell of her hair was soothing.
After a long minute she was still holding him, and he began to wonder when she’d let go. He lifted his head from her shoulder, but she squeezed him tighter. “It’s alright, Daniel. It’s just a hug. Sometimes people need the touch of another human being. Don’t be ashamed. You’ve just had a terrible shock.”
Something rang false in her words, but he couldn’t deny that he liked the embrace. His shoulders loosened and he put his head back on her shoulder. She felt warm against him, and as his mind wandered, he became more aware of the soft feel of her body. She was roughly the same height as her daughter, and her figure was more fully developed.
Fool! She’s Kate’s mother! Don’t think about that.
Despite his best effort he began to develop a reaction common among fifteen year old males. Fearful that she would notice he tried again to pull away from her, but Brenda held him closely. It almost seemed as if she was deliberately pressing against him.
She’s going to notice. His heart was pounding in his ears now, and he knew that his life would be over. She’ll never let me court her daughter if she feels that…
He pushed her away, more forcefully this time. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Sayer. I really need to get that yarn and get home. Dad’s waiting for me today.” The last part was a lie, but he felt as though he needed to give a reason for his desire to escape quickly.
She nodded, letting him go. “That’s fine, Daniel. I’ll fetch the yarn for you.” Stepping away she looked back for a second, “You really have grown.” Her eyes drifted down as she said it, and then she was gone.
Was she looking at—no! That wasn’t possible. He had known Kate’s mother for just as long as he’d known Kate. She was practically a second mother to him.
“Daniel, look at this for a second. I’m not sure which your mother would prefer,” Brenda’s voice echoed down the hallway, coming from her bedroom.
Without a second thought he walked down the hall and into her room. She closed the door behind him.
He turned to face her, suspicious now. “Where’s the yarn?”
She was giving him a strange look, as though she were hungry. “Hold me one more time.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he responded nervously.
“I know what you must think,” she said, her eyes pleading. “I’m just lonely, though. It’s been years since Brian was here.” She was even closer now. “You’ve gotten so tall. Just hold me a moment, let me pretend. There’s no harm in it.”
The sadness in her eyes surprised him, and he felt sorry for her somehow. The previous hug hadn’t been unpleasant, just embarrassing. He let her put her arms around him and he returned the embrace lightly, hoping he could avoid the same reaction he had had before.
The more he tried to avoid the thought, the worse his condition became.
He was startled when he felt her release a deep breath against his neck, the air sending a tingle along his spine. One of her arms was sliding around the back of his waist. Somehow her hand had gotten under the bottom of his tunic, and her fingers were on his skin, sliding along the edge of his trousers. He started to pull away again, but she tightened her arms.
“Be still, Daniel. Just a minute, then if you wish, I’ll let you go.”
He stood transfixed. Her hand had reached a place it should never have been. Paralyzed he knew he should run, he should escape. She was kneeling in front of him now.
What is she doing?!
Minutes passed while shame and lust warred within him, but he remained utterly still. The world became hazy, and a new sensation grew, until it felt as though the world would explode. Then it did.
Even as his rational mind began to return, the world pulsed with light, and he again experienced a feeling of hyperawareness, as if he could see beyond the walls of the Sayer house. The earth seemed unsteady, and he found himself sitting down on the bed, trying to clear his head.
“Something’s wrong with me,” he said, hoping she would understand. “I don’t feel well.” He needed to get away, but the world kept swaying, and he felt dizzy.
Brenda smiled at him, “That’s perfectly natural.” She pushed him back into a reclining position.
“No,” he protested. “I have to go. I can’t—this isn’t right.” Even as he spoke, he could see that something had changed. His vision was different. There was a faint glow around Brenda Sayer, as well as most of the objects in the room, although it was brightest around her, especially her head. He could also feel the shape of things behind him, even beyond the walls.
“Don’t be silly. You’re fifteen, you’re far from finished,” using one hand she guided his hand to her bosom. “Feel that…” He could see a change in her aura as she pressed his hand against her breast.
“But Kate…”
“…won’t be home for hours,” she finished for him.
 



Chapter 7
More than an hour after arriving, Daniel walked away from the Sayer’s house. He felt empty, alone… and deeply ashamed. His mind had simply stopped working. It refused to look back on the past hour, as if that might erase what had happened.
Sick at heart, he knew that he must be thoroughly damned.
“Daniel?”
Kate was walking toward the house, carrying a heavy basket in her arms, already done with her visit to the market. Daniel stared at her as she approached, stricken by a black feeling he had no name for.
Normally he would’ve gone to help her, offered to carry her burden, walked her to the door, anything, but today he just watched her walk. Inside he felt the loss keenly, his dreams had been destroyed, shattered, and taken from him in the span of less than an hour. Even as she drew closer, he felt the distance between them, as though they stood on opposite sides of a huge gulf.
Kate could see something was wrong with him, so she hurried until she was within arm’s reach. “What’s wrong?” she asked.
The door on the porch opened, and Brenda Sayer looked out. “You should hurry home, Daniel. That warden is probably still somewhere close by.”
“Warden?” said Kate.
Daniel nodded, unable to speak.
“Daniel encountered a warden on his way over,” announced Kate’s mother. “He came to warn us.”
Kate looked at him in alarm, “Thank goodness you’re safe.”
Daniel nodded and began walking, not daring to meet her eyes, but Kate had other ideas. Setting her basket down, Kate hurried over and planted a quick kiss on his cheek. “Be careful going home!” she urged.
“I will,” he mumbled, moving away as quickly as he could. He broke into a run after a few long strides. The summer wind dried his tears as he ran.
The world still seemed strange around him. Just as with Brenda Sayer, Daniel had been able to see a soft glow of energy around Kate. Even running away from her, he could see it changing slightly, probably an indication of her curiosity at his odd behavior.
As he ran, the world seemed to open up around him and it felt as if his mind expanded, taking in a huge variety of information. He felt the trees and rocks and the gentle pressure created as the wind passed over them. Below, the water moved between the banks of the river, swirling and twisting in complex and chaotic patterns.
A flash in the distance caught his attention, as though a bright light had lit up the sky. He was quickly learning to tell the difference, though. It hadn’t been real light, but something else, the imaginary light, the sort that he saw with his mind but not his eyes. Someone was approaching, someone was searching for him.
The warden.
He knew why. His crime was clear for the warden to see. The warden had let him pass before, suspicious, as though he had sensed Daniel’s impending sin. Now there was nothing to protect him from the judgment of the forest gods. The warden would find him and he would be seen no more.
Clenching his jaw, Daniel ran sideways, leaving the path while at the same time he somehow closed his mind, shutting out his unnatural visions. Darting between stiff thorn bushes and through softer hedges, he slipped in and out of the small trees, dodging larger rocks and the occasional boulder. Always downward, he ran with reckless speed toward the river, unsure where he would come out, until at last he found himself with nothing beneath him.
The empty air failed to support him, and he fell a short distance into the river below. He knew where he was now. He had gone further than he realized, to a point where that side of the river was faced with a low cliff. Cold water shocked his body, and the swift current swept him away.
Rather than fight it, he turned and swam with the flow, doing his best to avoid the odd rock that cropped up from the riverbed to break the surface. The banks on either side flew by with amazing speed as he surged along. Twenty minutes later he began to wonder how far he had gone.
The river broadened at that point, slowing and opening out on one side to a shallow sandy beach. Kicking out he swam for that bank, the same one that he would need to be on to get home, although he couldn’t be sure how far he would have to walk now.
His teeth chattered fiercely as he left the water, a stiff wind making the water on his skin and in his clothes seem even colder. If it hadn’t been late summer, his swim might have been fatal, but after a short time his clothes began to dry and the warm sun eased his chills.
Trying to remain practical, he began following the river back in the direction he had come. Eventually it would lead to an area he was familiar with, and then he could strike out for home. He didn’t plan on returning to his usual trail, though. The warden would be out there somewhere, still searching.
As he traveled he could feel occasional flashes, whenever his mind relaxed and started to reopen. He clamped down on that strongly, forcing his perceptions to remain strictly normal. He had no name for what he was doing, but imagined it like a doorway that opened between his mind and the world around him. He concentrated fiercely, trying to keep the door closed.
Deep down he suspected that, if it were to open, he would see the warden again, as a light in the distance. If I can see him, then he can probably see me. He continued his effort to keep the door closed.
Hours later he made it home. His clothes were cut and torn from the river rocks, and he was thoroughly exhausted. Throughout his short journey he had refused to examine what had happened to him. It hadn’t been real, it couldn’t be real.
“What the hell happened to you, boy!?” said his father, emerging from beside the house as he approached.
“I saw a warden,” he blurted out immediately. If there was one thing that would divert suspicion from the length of his absence, word of a warden’s appearance would be the thing.
“What? Where? Are you alright? What happened to your clothes?” his father drew him into a hug, suddenly worried about his son. Daniel stiffened at the gesture, but managed to endure it until his father released him.
“He was on the trail when I went to Kate’s house. He stopped and examined me before passing on. He was coming this way.”
“Did you warn them? Why did it take you so long to get back?”
Daniel relayed the rest of his story, omitting what had happened at the Sayer house, as well as any mention of his weird visions and sensory perceptions. Even as he spoke, he could occasionally see an aura surrounding his father. He worked doubly hard at closing the door in his mind until he no longer saw even that.
“You’re lucky you weren’t hurt when you fell,” observed Alan Tennick. “You could have easily landed on a rock and dashed your brains out.”
“I know, Dad,” said Daniel tiredly.
Alan tousled his son’s hair again, and Daniel flinched almost imperceptibly. “Go wash up while I tell your mother where you’ve been. I’ll meet you inside.”
Helen held her questions until after dinner was finished, but then she questioned him endlessly. Daniel managed to avoid hugging her, though his mother looked at him oddly a few times. The Tennick family had always been close-knit, and hugs were a common way of saying hello and goodbye, even between father and son.
Being physically exhausted it was easy for Daniel to claim tiredness as an excuse to leave the table early and find his way to his small bed. Sleep was hard to find once he was there, though. It stayed stubbornly beyond reach, while momentary flashes of what had happened kept recurring.
Dark emotions stalked him as he lay in bed, depression and despair, for he knew his future with Kate was utterly ruined. He had lost what was most important to him, before his life had even properly begun. Even worse was the guilt, for while he hadn’t wanted what had happened, he knew that in some part, he had enjoyed it.
Damned, well and truly.
He wondered if being taken by the warden might be a mercy.
 
***
Dawn came without regard to his feelings on the matter. He had gone to sleep with the door of his mind tightly closed, and now that he was awake it seemed as if the door was gone. Perhaps he had imagined the strange visions yesterday.
As soon as that thought crossed his mind however, the door flew open, and he was assaulted by a barrage of information. His mother was cooking in the kitchen; he could see her as clearly as if he was standing beside her. His father was outside, moving stiffly in the cold air as he headed for the barn. Beyond the house was a huge world, and in the distance Daniel thought he could see a light…
With an effort of pure will he closed the door again. The light could only be the warden, and he must still be searching. Looking to cull the wicked from the faithful.
He recalled the events of the day prior, and his mind recoiled in plain denial of it. He had been trapped, cornered, and used, but despite his intentions, he had also enjoyed it. Disgust with his moral impurity ate at him. His old self-image was gone, broken like the weak illusion it had been. Before, he had believed himself to be a good person, not perfect, but kind at least, with honest intentions and a loving heart to offer someone—to offer Kate. Now he knew the truth, he hadn’t tried very hard to keep Brenda Sayer from her desire. He had offered only a token resistance, and then he had given her exactly what she had wanted—what he had wanted.
Three times?! I’m no better than a beast.
Pushing his self-loathing aside, he rose and joined his parents for breakfast. There was work to be done, and it wouldn’t wait for him to lie around moaning all day.
If his parents noticed his particularly foul humor, they said nothing. The day passed with shocking normalcy, and those that followed it were much the same. A week went by, and he still remained free. He had gotten used to keeping his mind closed, and the strange visions hardly bothered him anymore.
Once in a while he would test it, to see if perhaps he had imagined the entire thing, but each time his mind opened easily, and he found his head filled with strange perceptions. He wasn’t crazy. Whatever had happened to him was real.
After two weeks had passed he began to wonder if perhaps life might go on. Surely his dream, a life with Kate, that was gone, but there were other things in life. His mood began to lighten, until his father asked him to take a load of firewood to the Sayer house the next morning. Since Mr. Sayer had vanished a few years ago, it had become a custom of theirs to cut extra wood for Brenda and her daughter each year. It was what neighbors did.
“If you don’t mind, I’d rather stay with the sheep today,” said Daniel.
Alan Tennick looked at his son as if he’d grown two heads. “Have you taken ill, son?”
“No, I’m just worried. I saw a wolf yesterday,” said Daniel. He couldn’t remember the last time he had lied to his father, but he couldn’t tell him the truth.
“I’ll keep an eye on them,” said his father, “You go, and take a minute to say hello to Kate.” He winked at Daniel as he finished.
Without knowing what else to say, Daniel nodded, “Yes sir.”
Two hours later he had nearly reached Kate’s house. He had decided to try to leave the firewood nearby, close to the house, but without announcing himself. He thought he might have a decent chance of leaving it without having to let anyone know he had been there. Later he could tell them that he had knocked but no one had been home.
Kate was in the yard, though, and she greeted him before he could escape. “Hello, Daniel!” Her smile was bright and sunny, highlighting the darkness that now resided within him.
“Hi Catherine,” he responded.
The use of her full first name brought a frown to her face. It wasn’t that she disliked her name, but she couldn’t remember the last time Daniel had used it.
“What’s wrong Daniel?” she asked.
“Nothing,” he lied. “Dad sent me to bring some firewood for you and your mom, that’s all.”
“Let me tell her,” said Kate, heading back toward the house. “You can stack it over there if you’d be so kind.”
Daniel watched her head for the house. You don’t have to tell her. Just let me leave it and go.
A moment later Brenda Sayer stepped out. “Kate, I want you to run to town for me,” she told her daughter firmly.
“But, Mother!” protested Kate, looking from Daniel to Brenda and back again. “You told me earlier you wanted my help in the…”
Brenda interrupted her brusquely, “I’ve changed my mind. Hurry up so you don’t take too long.”
“But you haven’t told me what you want.”
“Flour,” snapped Brenda. “I’m sure Alice Hayes will have it.” Mr. and Mrs. Hayes ran a small store in Colne.
Daniel worked steadily, unloading the cart while the two women argued. He kept his eyes on his work even when he could feel Kate staring at him. She was hoping for some support, some remark that might delay her trip, at least long enough for them to talk, but Daniel refused to look at her. His only goal was to unload and leave as quickly as possible.
Kate was gone before he finished, but Brenda was watching him with a feral gleam in her eye. “Come here,” she told him as he put the last piece of wood in place.
“No thank you,” he answered stubbornly, moving toward the wagon seat.
“Maybe you’d rather I tell Kate?” she said from the porch.
He froze in place.
“Or I could tell your father that you were disrespectful when you stopped by. I think you should consider your manners, Daniel,” she said lightly, as if the words weren’t a threat.
Daniel’s parents took such matters seriously, and they trusted Brenda Sayer. If she told his father that he’d been rude he would probably get a strapping, but that wasn’t what stopped him. It was the threat to tell her daughter. She wouldn’t, he thought.
“Come here, Daniel,” she said again, with a tone of authority.
Anger and frustration burned through him. Turning back he went to her, but he didn’t allow her to lead him inside. Instead he led her, roughly, to the bedroom, and there he gave her what she wanted, although this time he let his aggression show clearly in his actions.
Brenda Sayer didn’t seem to mind at all.
 



Chapter 8
Lynarralla held up her hand, “I don’t understand.”
I looked at her, worried what she might ask, especially considering the subject material. “What’s your question?”
“Exactly what are they doing? You keep skipping over it without explaining fully,” said the young She’Har.
Matthew and Moira looked at each other, grinning impishly. They knew enough already that they hadn’t needed to ask.
I started to elaborate, carefully, although the effort embarrassed me, but Lynarralla stopped me. “They were procreating? It sounded more complex than a simple conjugation.”
I was surprised, “You already know about… conjugal rites?” The wording sounded odd, but Lynarralla had chosen the it.
“Yes, but each time you mention it, it sounds as if they are fighting. Is it a painful thing? Is she hurting him, or is he hurting her? I don’t understand.”
That was both a simpler and a more difficult question to answer. “Well, I think you’ve hit the heart of the matter with that question. What she did to him was a kind of violence.”
“Couldn’t he have refused her?” asked Lynarralla.
“Technically, yes,” I answered, “but in reality, that was almost impossible for him. At barely fifteen he had no experience of the world or himself. Many grown men, with full knowledge of the consequences and a far better understanding of themselves, fail at such a test, but he had almost no hope at all.”
“Was his choice wrong? He was not bonded with the other female. Did she harm him?”
“It harmed him because she coerced him into making a choice that went against his real wishes. He already loved her daughter. The realization that he had betrayed himself, betrayed Kate, that is what hurt him,” I told her.
“It all comes down to love and trust,” said Moira suddenly.
Lynarralla sighed, “That is what I don’t understand. Everything seems to revolve around these imaginary terms.”
“I just wish you’d stop telling us about this stuff, and get to the part where he meets the She’Har,” complained Matthew. “Isn’t that when the fighting starts?”
“Unfortunately, most of his life revolved around fighting, but to understand the why of it, you have to understand his past. You need to understand evil,” I explained.
“Would things have been better without this ‘evil’?” asked Lynarralla.
“Sadly, no. If he had been able to love properly, we wouldn’t be here today. The She’Har would cover the world from one end to the other, and humankind would be nothing more than a historical footnote by now.”
“I don’t know the story yet, but doesn’t this lead somehow to the beginning of a war between our people? How can that be good?” said the young She’Har.
“It wasn’t,” I admitted. “It was the darkest, most violent time in human or She’Har history, but if it had happened differently humanity would have gone extinct, although it might have been considered good from your people’s perspective.” I took a deep breath, “Let me tell you the rest and you’ll understand. Try not to judge Daniel too harshly, though.”
“He hasn’t done anything really bad,” said Moira.
“Yet,” I said bluntly.
Matthew tapped my arm, “Wait, before you start. Daniel is the hero right?”
“What does that mean?” I asked him.
He gave me a look of such honest trust that I felt unworthy, “Like you. He’s a good guy, right?”
“I’m not a hero, son, and Tyrion certainly wasn’t either. He wanted to be good, but that wasn’t what fate had in store for him, and looking at his memories, I can only feel grateful that things worked out as well as they did for me,” I answered.
“You said ‘Tyrion’ again,” observed my daughter. “But you’ve been telling us about someone named Daniel. Are they the same person?”
“The names will make sense later. Let me start again…”
 
***
Another month passed and summer gave way to autumn. Daniel had managed to avoid any further trips to visit the Sayers, although Kate had visited their house twice during that time.
It had been difficult for Daniel to keep up a cheerful façade when she was there, but he had done his best, and now the day of the harvest festival was at hand. Everyone would be there, all the townsfolk and every farmer who lived in the hills for miles around.
The plan was for Daniel and his parents to take the wagon by the Sayers’ house on their way. Brenda would then ride with his parents while Daniel walked there with Kate.
Alan and Helen Tennick were dressed in their finest, in clothes that they probably hadn’t worn since the last festival. Daniel’s own clothes were just a newer version of his usual, fancy clothes being too expensive to waste on people who would soon grow out of them. These would become his work clothes as the year wore on, to be replaced by a new set when autumn came again next year.
He rode in silence on the back of the wagon, wondering how he would manage to get through the evening. Since the ‘incident’, every minute he spent with Kate was an exercise in guilt. He doubted he could bear to hear the optimism in her voice, the hope. She still believed that they had a future, while all he could see ahead was a black slide into despair.
Brenda called him into the house when they arrived, ostensibly to give him some motherly instruction regarding her daughter, but when they were alone she gave him a hostile glare. “Don’t get any ideas, Daniel. This dance is the end of it. You’ll never marry my daughter, so the courting ends here.  Do you understand?”
The look of barely suppressed fury in her eyes surprised him. Is she jealous of her own child? It also brought out his own anger.
“Is it that wrong? I love her. None of this was my choice,” he bit back.
Her hand flew up suddenly, as if she might strike him, but she kept herself in check at the last moment. “Don’t test me, Daniel. This is all you are to me, and that will never go near my daughter. I’ll tell her the truth myself first, before I let that happen.” As she spoke, she made a vulgar gesture downward, indicating the region beneath his belt.
Daniel stood nearly six feet now, and his body had become steadily more muscular. Despite Brenda’s words he towered over her, and for a moment he was almost overcome with rage. He wanted to hit her, to wipe the sneer from her face. It was only the thought of his parents, waiting outside with Kate that kept him from striking her down right then.
“Never again!” he growled into her face, making sure she understood the double meaning of his words. Then he turned away to go back outside.
“Smile, Daniel. Remember, you’re supposed to be happy!” she told him as she followed him out the door.
He and Kate rode in the back of the wagon instead of walking separately. Another of Brenda’s suggestions, one he had agreed with despite Kate’s unspoken objection and his parent’s puzzled looks. It seemed easier, since he wouldn’t have to worry about probing questions from Kate while their parents were close by.
“I hear they built a huge bonfire this year,” said Kate companionably. She was sitting next to him, leaving barely an inch between them, and Daniel could feel her mother’s eyes boring into his back.
“Yeah.”
Kate’s eyes watched him curiously, aware that he was still in some sort of unusual mood. “The musicians are coming from Dereham. They have a ten man band. Can you imagine that many instruments playing together at once? It seems like it would be chaos.”
“I’m sure they practice together a lot.” He tried to put some enthusiasm in his voice, but he was a poor actor.
She didn’t fail to notice. “What’s wrong?” she asked finally.
Daniel let his mind open slightly, giving him a view of the adults that rode ahead of them. They were still facing forward, but he knew Kate’s mother would be listening closely to their every word. “I’ve just had a lot on my mind lately,” he said, improvising. He wanted to shout, to leap from the wagon, taking Kate with him. If only they could run away, escape from what he had done.
It was too late for that, though. No matter how far they ran, eventually he would have to tell her the truth. She could never love him after that, no one could.
“Such as?” she said, startling him from his dark reverie.
“It’s not important,” he replied, though he could tell his refusal to talk had hurt her. There was nothing else he could say.
At the festival there were numerous games and even a play before the crowd eventually settled down to serious eating and drinking. Through it all Daniel found himself feeling steadily more trapped. Brenda Sayer was there at every turn, never far from hearing them; always offering reasonable suggestions to prevent them from finding time alone.
It wasn’t until the sun had fallen and the bonfire was lit that he had his first chance to speak to Kate without anyone listening to them. The eating was done, and the music had begun. A large area had been cleared around the bonfire, except for a small platform that the musicians played from.
Kate smiled at him as the first song started, stealing his breath once again as he saw the firelight shimmering in her eyes. “I believe this is what we have been waiting for,” she said softly, leaning in toward his ear.
He could feel her breath then, she was so close. This at least, was one thing he knew he could do for her. Returning her smile with his own, he led her out with the other couples. His mother’s practice sessions had been fruitful, and he felt completely at ease as he took one hand in his own and placed his other on her waist.
She seemed somewhat surprised at his confidence, and as their steps moved in time with the music, it felt to her as though the shadow that had been over him had finally lifted. Laughing she let him twirl and whirl her in and out among the other couples.
“I’ve missed you, Daniel,” she whispered as the next song began. This was a slower melody, and he had pulled her closer. She was resting her head against his shoulder now.
“I never went anywhere,” he responded.
Her face drew closer, nuzzling his neck for a moment, “There’s been a distance. I could feel it. I don’t know what it was, but it scared me. It felt like you were leaving.”
At that moment he wanted nothing more than to comfort her, to reassure her that he was the same Daniel she had grown up with. “I wish I could stay with you forever,” he said without thinking.
She squeezed him tighter, until there was no space between them. “It feels so good to hear that. You have no idea the thoughts I’ve had, or the things mother said, but I never doubted you.”
He stiffened, “What did she say?”
“I was worried, because you seemed so depressed, so distant. So I asked mother about it…” Kate began.
“Asked her what?” said Daniel, feeling the anger building again.
“Nothing specific, just about men in general, but she knew I meant you,” said Kate. “She said that often when a man seems distant it means he’s found someone else. She tried to be gentle, but I think she was afraid you might break my heart.”
His eyes went wide, spilling unbidden tears down his cheeks, but he held her close so she wouldn’t see them. A tap on his shoulder distracted him, but he managed to wipe his face before anyone noticed.
“Mind if I cut in?” said Seth, grinning from ear to ear. He had accepted his defeat gracefully, but he was determined to get at least a few dances. They were all still friends after all.
“Not at all,” said Daniel, stepping away. Watching her swing away in Seth’s arms, he felt the darkness closing around him. Like a bad dream, Brenda appeared beside him.
“You haven’t forgotten what I told you, have you?” she asked quietly.
“No.” He didn’t bother looking at her.
“Seth would be a good match for her,” noted the older woman. “She’ll get over you in time.”
Daniel’s throat felt as if it were swelling shut, and he fought the urge to throttle the woman next to him.
After a few minutes Kate returned to him and drew him out amongst the revelers once more. She felt the change in him immediately, though. “What’s wrong?”
“It’s what we were talking about before,” he said, trying not to gag on the words. Through the crowd he could see her mother staring at him.
“What about it?”
“About the distance…”
Kate didn’t reply, but she grew still in his arms.
“What your mother said...,” he began.
She swallowed, keeping her face against his neck so that he couldn’t see the sudden pain in her eyes. “Are you suggesting that there’s someone else?”
It felt as if someone had thrust a spear through his heart. The pain was sudden and intense, almost physical. “I’ve made a terrible mistake, Kate. I’m not who you think I am, and I’m not worthy of you, not at all.”
She was trembling now, like a sapling in a winter storm. At first she couldn’t speak, but when she did her words surprised him, “You said a mistake. If it was a mistake, I could forgive that.”
The sudden possibility of forgiveness was something he had never considered, but he knew it was an empty dream. A girl, maybe, but not your mother, no one could forgive that.
“I’m no good for you, Cat.”
Her hands were gripping his shoulders now, desperate. “Whatever’s wrong, Daniel, you can trust me. I’m strong. Trust me to forgive,” she hesitated before continuing. “I love you.”
Overwhelmed he pulled her close, squeezing hard to stop his own chest from heaving. He wanted to believe, but over her shoulder he could see her mother, watching. “I just don’t feel the same, Cat,” he answered, pushing her away, unable to hide his tears.
“That’s a lie!” she cried, almost shouting. “I know you better than that.”
He backed away while she stared at him in disbelief. After a few steps he could handle it no longer, and he turned away to avoid her wounded gaze. A few steps more and he was running through the crowd.
As he ran, he heard her shout one more time, “That’s a lie!”
 
***
He waited in the darkness, near his parents’ wagon. Daniel planned to tell them before he walked home, otherwise they might spend hours searching for him.
Seth found him first.
“I talked to Kate,” said his friend.
Daniel only nodded.
“Were you serious?” Seth asked.
“Does it matter?” remarked Daniel.
“Damn right it does!” argued Seth, beginning to grow angry with Daniel’s attitude. “I’d kill to have Kate look at me like that, and you’re just going to toss her away?”
Daniel’s answer came to him from the darkness of his soul, “You’d make a good match for her. Someday she’ll forget about me.” It was only later that he would remember where he first heard those words, but he had no chance to recall just then.
Sudden pain shot through his jaw as Seth’s fist came around in a vicious hook. The blow caught him off-guard, and he fell heavily to the ground.
“You bastard! I hope the wardens take you!” cursed his one-time friend.
Daniel didn’t respond, but he silently agreed, me too.
 



Chapter 9
Winter came and with it the biting cold that made life in the hills both majestic and profoundly uncomfortable. In the past Daniel had often looked forward to it as a time with less work to do. They stockpiled hay through the summer, and once the snows came they stopped taking the sheep out to graze. His work usually lasted only through the morning then and sometimes not even that long. Once the animals had been fed and watered, the majority of his work was done, leaving him with far too much time to think.
In past years he and Seth would see each other more often during the less hectic afternoons, but there were no visits that winter. He didn’t expect to see Kate, of course, but the loss of his only other friend hit him deeply.
His parents didn’t understand what had happened at the harvest festival, but they accepted it as a result of youthful passions. Helen was still upset, though. She had long favored Kate, and now she saw that her hopes of having her for a daughter-in-law appeared to have vanished.
Although they had taught Daniel to read they had no books at home. Most of the farmers and herders in the valley were illiterate. The only people who needed to read were those who kept stores in town, so reading wasn’t common. As a consequence, their only entertainment during those months was music and conversation.
Alan Tennick was a marvelous storyteller, but they had already heard all of his tales. He improvised new ones, but they still grew stale quickly. Daniel spent long periods simply playing the cittern. Where he had practiced before, now he lived with the instrument, using it to fill every waking moment that he was free from chores. His already rough hands developed tough callouses where his fingers touched the strings.
Months passed and his inner pain seemed to ease somewhat. He still felt the loss keenly, but it was as though a scar had formed over his heart, dulling the sensations. Daniel saw Kate constantly while playing, and even more vividly while dreaming, but the sharp emotions evoked by the memories no longer hurt as much.
As spring poked its head around the corner, Daniel’s mother asked him to make a trip in to Colne. The lower parts of the valley were warmer and the farmers there should be bringing in their first small harvests of spring vegetables. They were all looking forward to fresh foods again.
When Daniel finally stopped the wagon in front of the general store run by Tom and Alice Hayes, he felt some discomfort at the thought of going inside. While Mr. and Mrs. Hayes had always been courteous and easy to talk to, their son was a different matter. Aston and Daniel had never been friends.
Aston hadn’t grown as much as Daniel over the past year, so he no longer found the other boy intimidating, but he never looked forward to seeing him. He still couldn’t understand how two such seemingly kind people as Alice and Tom, could produce such a miserable ass of a son.
Alice Hayes looked up from a table as he entered. She was stacking and organizing dry goods to make room for the newer items that would soon be filling the store. “Good morning, Daniel!” she greeted him with a friendly smile.
Daniel ducked his head briefly as he walked in, “Ma’am.”
Mrs. Hayes was blond, much like her son, although on her it was a much more appealing color. At thirty-five she was still attractive, though not excessively so. Aston was the youngest of her three children, the other two having already left home.
Daniel glanced around, wondering whether he would have to tolerate Aston’s glares while they discussed business. Fortunately the other teenager was nowhere in sight.
“Are you looking for Aston?” said Alice amiably. She seemed to have no awareness of their mutual dislike. “He went with his father to negotiate with Mr. Grath. He’s almost ready to bring in his first cabbages. He probably won’t be back for a few hours.”
“No ma’am,” said Daniel promptly, “Mom sent me to see if you had fresh scallions yet, or any fresh greens.”
Alice smiled, despite her pleasant appearance and soft demeanor she was an excellent businesswoman, which was why her husband left her in charge of the store most days. “We don’t have any greens yet, but we do have scallions. We also got some fresh peas yesterday. I’m sure your mother would like those.”
Daniel nodded, “How much?”
“For the peas, an eighth of a bale per bushel, for the scallions a tenth,” she answered immediately.
The people of the valley didn’t have money, so all transactions were handled by barter. The Hayes were frequently at the center of that, performing a function almost like a bank in that they traded on credit and kept a ledger of what had been brought in and what had been sold. The previous summer’s shearing had been a good one, and Daniel’s family had a significant amount of credit at the store, recorded by the number of wool bales they had brought in.
But the price for the peas was excessive. While still young, Daniel knew that last year they had bought peas for only a tenth of a bale. “That seems like too much,” he told her.
She shrugged, “They haven’t brought much in yet. The price will drop in a few weeks I’m sure, but for now…”
A surge of irritation ran through Daniel. He was older now, halfway to sixteen, but it was clear that Alice thought she could treat him like a child. As his emotions shifted, the door in his mind opened again, and he saw the world again in that strange state of hyperawareness. He ignored it for a moment, more intent on their exchange.
“We’ve been coming here for years Mrs. Hayes. I don’t think my parents would be happy with that price. It doesn’t seem fair,” he replied, hiding his annoyance.
Her aura shifted, moving through strange patterns. “I have to be firm on the price, Daniel. If I made an exception for your family I’d have to do the same for everyone. We have to make a living too.”
Was that amusement?
While her face was serious, he felt certain that her aura was conveying a different emotion. She was looking down on him.
“I doubt you’d try to charge my father that price if he were here,” he noted, trying to remain reasonable.
Her expression softened into one of mild pity, “He isn’t here, though.”
Daniel felt it clearly now. While her face was sympathetic, inside she was laughing. A thought occurred to him then as he remembered the patterns that Brenda’s aura had taken during their…tryst. On impulse he reached out with his mind, touching her aura and shifting it slightly, moving it closer to the pattern Brenda’s had been in.
She might give me a better price if she felt differently, he mused.
Her facial expression went blank for a moment, but she gave no outer sign that she had felt any change. “If you don’t like the price, you’re welcome to come back another day,” she said, sticking to her position.
Daniel heard the difference in her voice however, a faint tremor. He took a step closer, moving to within a few feet of her. “I don’t like the price, Alice. Are you sure you couldn’t come down just a bit?” He kept his face smooth, adopting an expression of sincerity.
Alice took a step back, as if uncertain, a strange thing for the normally confident negotiator. Her eyes met his, and as they did he touched her aura again, shifting the pattern further, closer to the state that he associated with arousal.
Her nostrils flared slightly and her pupils grew larger. Wetting her lips nervously, she held still, “I might consider it, though it would be unusual for me to do such a thing.”
Daniel knew it was working now. He had the upper hand, and for once it felt good to be the one in control. “I think perhaps you should give them to me for an eighth,” he said, aiming for a price below even the usual exchange rate.
Her eyes started to harden, she was a stubborn woman by nature, but he stroked her aura again, sending ripples of pleasure through her body. Somehow his extra sense could register even more information than just her aura, and he could tell she was flushing as blood rushed to her cheeks and—other places. “That’s too low,” she said even as she squirmed imperceptibly.
She doesn’t know it’s me, she just wants to get me out of here before she embarrasses herself, he realized. He just needed to make her aware that he knew exactly what she was thinking about. Leaning in, he did the unthinkable and reached out to run his fingers around the outside of her left ear. As gestures went it was completely inappropriate, and under normal circumstances he might have been thrown out of her shop.
Today, though, he knew exactly how she would react. “An eighth, Alice, that’s all I’ll pay. Maybe there’s some way we could come to a compromise?” Watching the effect his manipulations had had upon her, he was beginning to respond in a similar fashion.
A gasp escaped her lips, and her eyes darted to one side.
She just remembered that she’s minding the store alone today, thought Daniel.
“You need to leave,” she told him, pushing him toward the door, but her words lacked conviction.
He let her guide him to the entrance, but before she could open it he slipped his hand under her hair and pulled her head back, placing his lips over her own.
She melted then, and after a moment she returned the kiss fiercely. With one hand she drew the bar that would lock the door, ensuring no one would walk in unexpectedly.
“An eighth?” he questioned, his hands already roving.
“No,” she protested.
He pulled away from her, but used his strange ability to stir her passion even as he did.
“Yes!” she cried, “We have a deal.” Her eyes were devouring him as she pulled him toward her. “Don’t make me wait any longer,” she pleaded.
He didn’t.
 
***
“I didn’t expect you to get so much,” said Alan Tennick as he eyed the wagon bed.
“The price was good,” said Daniel.
“How much?”
“An eighth.”
“For the peas or the scallions?” asked his father.
“The peas,” said Daniel. “Mrs. Hayes was in a really good mood. She threw in the scallions for free.”
“Damn, son! You’re turning into a better haggler than I ever was. Maybe you have a talent for this, eh?”
Daniel thought about that for a second. He hadn’t really intended for things to go as far as they had with Mrs. Hayes. If anything, he had merely hoped that changing her mood would improve the price, but he couldn’t complain. It had been the best experience he could ever remember having. Alice had seemed extremely pleased as well.
“Maybe I do,” he mused.
 



Chapter 10
Two weeks later his father sent him back, this time to talk to Dalton Brown about acquiring a few yards of wool cloth. Dalton was a tailor and his wife a seamstress, so they kept a lot of cloth on hand. Unfortunately his bartering with Dalton was far less successful than it had been with Alice Hayes. Daniel had kept himself to more traditional methods.
He stopped at the Hayes’ store and got a few incidentals for his mother. She hadn’t asked him to, but he was curious about how Alice was doing.
Her face went pale when she saw him come in.
“Daniel!” she said nervously, glancing at her son Aston. “What brings you to town?”
“I just stopped by the Brown’s place,” he told her, “but I thought I might pick up a jar of honey if you have any.” Unable to help himself, he gave her a sudden wink. On impulse he stroked her aura again, to remind her more directly of their last meeting, and her color went from pale to pink.
“I’m surprised they let someone that smells like you into the place, sheep-lover,” sneered Aston.
“Aston!” barked Alice sternly, “Mind your manners. Run down to Mr. Stiles’ place and see if he has any more nails we could buy.”
“Awww Mom! That’s an hour’s walk,” he whined.
“I don’t care,” she snapped.
“Didn’t we get some just last week?”
“Move it, and next time think twice about how you talk to the customers,” she ordered.
Reluctantly her son left, and she dropped the bar as soon as he had stepped through the door, surprising Daniel with her forwardness. “I honestly just meant to get the honey,” he told her, “and to make sure you were doing alright.”
“I haven’t been able to think about anything else,” she confessed, taking the jar from his hands. “The honey is free.”
“That seems reasonable,” said Daniel with a smile.
 
***
He left the store almost an hour later and was surprised to see Aston already returning. The other boy must have run to get there and back so quickly. Feeling a bit perverse, Daniel made a show of re-buckling his belt as he stepped out the door. He didn’t expect anyone would honestly believe that anything had occurred within, despite the truth of it. He just wanted to taunt Aston.
Daniel gave him a big grin, but didn’t say anything.
“What are you still doing here, sheep-lover?” asked the young man.
Slightly taller and more heavily built, Daniel walked directly toward him before leaning close, “I think you know exactly what I’ve been doing.”
Startled and intimidated by Daniel’s uncharacteristic display of aggression, Aston struggled to think of a reply, “Don’t make me laugh.”
“Don’t worry, I wouldn’t touch any hole you came out of,” said Daniel harshly, “but then, there are other ways…”
Enraged Aston forgot his fear and took a wild swing at him.
Expecting the blow, Daniel, let it land anyway, bobbing his head slightly to rob the punch of some of its force. With his new senses he could see Alice Hayes watching from the storefront.
Now I’ve got just cause.
Daniel’s right arm was already cocked, drawn back tightly against his body. He had learned a lot from his father over the past year. Releasing the tension in his muscles, his body uncoiled and he struck Aston with a powerful jab, hitting him squarely in the stomach, just under his ribs. The young man collapsed, gasping for air, and a moment later he vomited up the contents of his stomach.
Daniel looked down on him with concern. After a minute, he helped his opponent to his feet.  They both knew who had gotten the worst of the exchange, but Daniel had a swollen cheek while Aston appeared unhurt.
“Next time I’ll break something,” said Daniel pitching his voice low even as he offered his hand.
Aston watched him with fearful eyes but accepted the handshake finally.
“Are we good?” asked Daniel, speaking louder now.
“Yeah.”
Daniel smiled and headed for the wagon. “Don’t forget,” he whispered as he passed.
 
***
That evening as he lay in bed Daniel reflected on his actions. He had been exhilarated, first by Alice’s enthusiasm and then by his victory over one of his oldest antagonists. Even so, he still felt guilty. Deep down he knew he had done wrong, first in his behavior with Mrs. Hayes, and then he had compounded it by humiliating her son. While anyone who had witnessed the exchange would probably say it hadn’t been his fault, he knew better.
He had initiated the fight, he had controlled it, and he had purposefully hurt Aston far worse than the mild bruise he had received in return.
Maybe I’m cursed to do evil.
The memory of the warden examining him on the trail the day Brenda had ‘educated’ him, came unbidden to his mind. The servant of the gods had known there was evil in him. The warden had sensed it somehow, even before he had done anything.
Since he had begun opening his mind and exploring his strange abilities, he hadn’t sensed anything of the warden who had been searching for him last summer and fall, but he knew it could only be a matter of time. Eventually he would return, and next time there would be no mistake about Daniel’s relative wickedness.
He was damned.
 
***
The next day Tom Hayes dropped by for a visit.
It wasn’t unusual for the man to show up now and then, being a merchant by trade he made constant trips up and down the valley, always bartering to fill his store. His visit today however, was different. He called Alan Tennick aside, and the two men spoke privately in the barn for a while, rather than in the house.
Daniel’s father looked embarrassed when he walked back.
“Thank you for stopping by, Tom. I’ll talk to him,” he told the other man.
Daniel was gripped by apprehension. Does he know? If Alice had confessed to her husband, she would be ruined by the shame of it. Daniel would be an outcast. The stigma would stay with him forever, and his parents would suffer by extension.
It felt as though the world was collapsing around him.
“Come out here if you would, son,” ordered his father.
Head down, Daniel stepped out. His face was red, and he felt the beginnings of tears in his eyes. He had never respected anyone more than his father. His shortcomings couldn’t be laid at their feet. Alan and Helen had been the best parents anyone could ask for, and he had loved them for it. Now the two people he loved most would know, would see the blackness that had taken root in him.
“Tom told me about your fight with his son yesterday,” began Alan.
Relief flooded through him, and he fought to hide his reaction. That’s what this is about! Not daring to speak, he nodded at his father’s words.
“Give me your version of it,” said his father sternly.
He related the tale, omitting the details of his insult although he admitted to goading the other boy into the fight.
Alan nodded, “I appreciate your honesty, son, although I’m disappointed by your lack of judgment. I didn’t teach you those things so you could use them to bully other boys.”
Daniel felt the truth of his father’s words and he could also sense the rising anger in him. In his mind’s eye he could see the red fringes around his father’s aura. It was rare to see his dad angry, and he knew he would probably be punished. He looked at the belt at Alan’s waist.
Before his father could continue, Daniel spoke, “I’m sorry, father. I know it was wrong. I lost my temper, and I made a mistake.” Mentally he reached out and soothed his father’s aura, trying to bring it back to its normally smooth blues and yellows.
Sighing Alan Tennick drew a deep breath. He grew calmer and his temper receded. “As long as you know it was wrong. Promise me you’ll do better in the future.”
“I will Dad.”
 



Chapter 11
A few weeks later Daniel went with his father to visit Vernon Withers, a charcoal maker who also supplied most of the potash used by the people of the valley and Colne. They used the potash to make soap, which in turn was used to clean the grease from wool after the summer shearing.
It was a long trip, but they stopped in Colne on their way back. Alan intended to stop at the Hayes’ store, but Daniel wasn’t too keen on seeing Alice again, especially not with his father present.
A flash of red caught his eye as they passed the small home the Brown’s occupied. “Do you mind if I go see Mr. Brown while you’re in the store?”
Alan looked as his son strangely, “What would you want in there?” Daniel had never shown any particular interest in cloth or clothing.
“I thought I’d see if maybe they’d have something Mom would like,” he replied, giving a half-truth. The red fabric had given him the idea. It was a rare color to find, and he knew his mother would be excited if he was able to get some for her.
His father raised one eyebrow, “Maybe there’s hope for you yet, son. You grow more thoughtful by the day.”
“I learned from the best,” said Daniel as he hopped off the buckboard seat.
His father kept moving, driving down the street to park near the store while Daniel knocked at the Brown’s door. He could see the red fabric through their front window.
Fiona Brown opened the door. “I didn’t expect to see you back again so soon.”
She was referring to the fact that he’d purchased several yards of grey wool from her husband only a few weeks prior. “I saw the red in the window,” he told her.
“You want to see?” She opened the door wide to admit him. “I hadn’t thought you interested in such things.”
Stepping into the small front room he took in the surroundings. He had already opened his mind and he knew there was no one else nearby. A large bolt of strangely smooth red fabric stood out amongst the earthy browns and greys of the rest of the room.
“I just thought mother might like something like that,” he said, indicating the red cloth. “It doesn’t look like wool, though.”
She gave him a kind expression, “It’s linen, Dalton found it in Dereham. He went back yesterday to see if they had any more after all the interest we’ve gotten.”
“Linen?”
“They make it from flax,” she explained. Fiona’s smile went all the way to her eyes which crinkled, making their warm browns seem even more attractive. She was a young woman still, barely five years older than Daniel, and she and her husband had yet to be blessed with children.
He touched the fabric curiously. “It seems rather flimsy,” he noted, comparing it to wool in his mind.
She stood beside him, “It’s much stronger than it seems and it doesn’t take up water the same way wool does. Many people make fine shirts from it.”
“It seems like it would be cold.”
“It isn’t as warm as wool, certainly,” she admitted, “but the texture of it feels better against the skin.”
“How much would you want for a few yards of it?” he asked.
“Three bales a yard,” she told him.
Daniel was shocked, “Why so much?”
She explained to him their reasons, the foremost being the price they had had to pay to buy it to begin with, before adding the trouble of traveling to Dereham.
He watched her as she spoke. Fiona Brown wasn’t hard to look at, although she was far from the most beautiful woman in town. Her nose was a bit longer than some and her chin was too small, but her hair was well kept, and she smelled good. What made her most attractive was her friendly personality and the easiness with which she smiled.
She isn’t half as pretty as Kate, nor half as smart, he thought involuntarily, but then, I don’t deserve Kate.
“Is there any way you could go lower?” he asked, stroking her aura invisibly. His heart had begun to race already.
 
***
Less than half an hour had passed before he met his father at the wagon. Fiona had turned out to be surprisingly athletic, but she had given him an incredible discount in return for his best efforts.
“How much was that?” asked his father, he knew already that the red cloth had to have been expensive.
“I promised them two bales for two yards,” said Daniel sheepishly. He hoped his father wouldn’t be angry at his impulsive purchase.
Alan’s brows lifted, “That’s pretty cheap I think.”
“I told Mrs. Brown it was a present for Mother, and I think she felt sympathetic,” explained Daniel.
“You definitely have a way with women, son,” said his father. “So Dalton wasn’t there?”
“No sir.”
Alan Tennick laughed, “I hope he isn’t too irritated by the loss when he discovers you sweet-talked his wife out of that cloth for a bale a yard.”
Daniel tried to hide his nervousness with a laugh. The cheap price was the least of the things he was worried about Mr. Brown discovering.
 



Chapter 12
Spring flowed easily into summer, and Daniel made regular trips into Colne every week as the months passed. He visited Fiona several times and Alice once, but he didn’t limit himself to just those two.
Instead he let chance and fate carry him along, planning nothing but never missing an opportunity. As the months passed, the list of his illicit encounters grew too long for him to keep track of them all. He picked and chose among the women of Colne as some people choose apples from a tree, looking for smooth skin and a healthy glow.
With each tryst he found himself emptier than before, and subconsciously he developed a self-loathing that he never quite allowed to see the light of his conscious thoughts. The only thing that eased the pain was the thrill of the next assignation, the next conquest.
Some of them became obsessed, even going to far as to try to ambush him whenever he was alone. In general he lost interest after the second or third ‘meeting’ but his special skill always left them wanting more. He had discovered that he could drive a woman to the height of passion with barely more than a glance, even if he decided not to indulge himself personally.
On one day he had tested the limit of his ability, teasing Emily Banks, Ronnie’s sister, into the deepest throes of passion after fifteen minutes of nothing more than kissing. He had left her twitching and moaning under a tree behind her parents’ home, without ever bothering to lift her dress. He had already sampled her wares the week before anyway, so he no longer felt any curiosity about what she kept hidden there.
With each passing dalliance, his soul died a bit more, growing steadily greyer and emptier. He cared less about others, and not at all for himself. Rumors began to spread through town, but he couldn’t muster the energy to care.
Through it all his thoughts inevitably returned to Kate, much the same way one can’t keep from probing a sore tooth. On the occasions that he encountered her, a fresh blaze of pain would sear its way through his heart, reminding him that perhaps he wasn’t as dead as he thought, but he refused to go near her.
She tried to talk to him one day, as he drove past her, but he refused to speak. The only gift he could give her was to keep her from being tainted any further by his acquaintance.
Eventually, he heard, through one of the women he was meeting, that Kate had begun seeing Seth Tolburn. The news wasn’t unexpected, but it hurt anyway.
Today he was watching his father’s sheep, playing music while the sun made its way languidly through the summer sky. Days like this one were a balm to him. Away from people, his sins and transgressions seemed distant. Here he felt the peace of a simple shepherd’s life, and he tried to express it through the strings of his cittern.
His mind was open, feeling and sampling the world for what was probably a mile in every direction. He had learned to be careful. A few days prior he had encountered a presence that he knew must be the warden, hunting again for him. The other man’s aura was brilliant, shining with a powerful light that Daniel never saw in his parents or the townspeople of Colne.
The light was the key. He knew that he must give off some similar sign and over the past months he had refined his ability to control his own power. In the beginning he had closed his mind, making himself appear to be nothing more than an ordinary person, but now he was able to work in more subtle ways, damping his own light while keeping his mind open, allowing him to see the world around him in his special way.
He also suspected that perhaps the warden was unable to sense him at the same distance which he could sense the warden. Otherwise his first experiments would have gotten him caught.
The forest gods will have to send more than one servant if they wish to catch me, he thought smugly.
The warden was currently heading toward Colne, having already passed the Sayer house. He never suspected that his prey had watched him the entire time.
Passing lightly over that area, Daniel noticed Kate on the hillside behind her home. She sat on a rock overlooking the river. He kept playing, wondering what she might be thinking about. On days like this, he had often noticed her there, still and silent on her perch. He imagined she must be thinking, but he couldn’t guess at what. He only hoped it wasn’t him.
That’s what he told himself anyway.
He suspected she could hear his music from there, and despite himself, he always played when she came out. Secretly he felt as if the music somehow bridged the distance between them, forging a bond that could transcend even the darkness of his soul, but he never looked at those feelings directly. He kept them hidden, even from himself, focusing always on the music itself.
A new figure appeared, moving from the direction of Seth Tolburn’s house. It took the new arrival nearly half an hour to cover the distance, but as he passed closer to Daniel’s hill he recognized his former-friend. It was Seth himself.
He wondered briefly what errand Seth might be on, but he quickly realized that it wasn’t anything he wanted to know about. Seth stopped and left the trail near Kate’s perch, making his way over to sit beside her.
Daniel closed his mind. He didn’t want to see them. Anger warred with grief inside him. Removing his hands from the cittern he quit playing.  He’d be damned before he would serenade them while they kissed or shared love tokens.
You’re already damned, he thought to himself again. A sudden impulse came to him then, the desire to send a flash of the strange light toward the heavens, to create a beacon. Such a thing would most assuredly alert the warden to his location. It would be so easy to do.
He resisted the urge, keeping himself still and silent instead. Closing his eyes as well as his mind, he listened to the soft susurration of the wind over the grass, punctuated by the occasional bleats from one of the sheep. Blue sat close to him, lending him the comfort of his presence.
No matter what sins he committed, Blue was absolutely loyal. His values were simple, and Daniel could do no wrong in his eyes.
If only people were like dogs.
A sharp cry cut through the silence of his thoughts. Kate was yelling.
Curious but not quite alarmed, Daniel opened his mind again and was surprised to see that Kate and Seth were no longer alone. Three of his least favorite people had joined them; Ronnie Banks, Aston Hayes, and Billy Hedger. They must have come from the direction of Colne, otherwise he would have detected them before he had shut his mind.
The three young men were spread out, standing in a small circle around Kate and Seth. Their stances were tense, and they moved constantly, edging from side to side. A fight was brewing.
“Shit,” said Daniel. None of it was his problem. He and Seth were no longer technically even friends, and Kate was most certainly not his.
They’ll probably just harass them a bit. Rough Seth up and embarrass him in front of her, like they did with me. Even as he thought it, though, he wondered if it was true. That had been two years ago, and they were older now. Grown men had no business behaving like hooligans.
What if they did something worse?
He saw Seth’s fists come up, signaling his readiness to fight. Ronnie had moved closer to him, grinning as he came on. Ronnie was the largest of the three, nearly as large as Daniel, and he was two years older than Seth. There would be nothing fair about the fight.
Laughing he danced aside as Seth swung at him, and as he did Billy stepped up from the side, swinging a heavy branch. It struck Seth across the temple and he fell, dropping limply to the ground. It had been an ugly blow, with no mercy or fairness in it. It was the sort of blow that might kill a man.
Daniel was already running, and this time he didn’t bother telling Blue to stay behind. He heard Kate’s yelling again as he flew down the hillside. She was swearing at them, something she never did. Ronnie had her by the throat now, shaking her like a doll, as if that might shut her up.
It would take him several minutes to reach the bottom of the hill, assuming he didn’t trip and dash his brains out on a rock on the way down. Crossing the river would be quick at the shallow ford where the trail met it. From there it would be several minutes more running up the opposite side to reach Kate. He tried not to think what might happen in that time.
In his mind’s eye he watched them as he ran.
Ronnie gave up on the shaking; instead he drew one arm back and drove his fist into Kate’s stomach. She crumpled to the ground in front of him, gagging and choking. Laughing now, Ronnie pulled her up by her long red hair, forcing her face toward his groin, even as he fumbled with his trousers with the other hand.
Daniel flew across the river as if it didn’t exist. He was running so hard it felt as if his feet never sank into the water. Dashing up the trail he ran as though his life depended upon it. His own life was worthless, though, he wouldn’t have run for it. He ran for the last thing that mattered to him, he ran for the only part of his soul that still held any value, the part that remained with her.
Ronnie yelled, shoving her back now. Daniel could only assume she had bitten him.
Good for her. I hope she bit it off. Kate was no shrinking violet, she wouldn’t surrender easily.
Then Ronnie kicked her, driving the heel of his boot into the side of her head. She hit the ground hard and while her arms were struggling to lift her again, she couldn’t seem to find the ground. Disoriented and bleeding she fell repeatedly as her hands clawed at the earth.
Ronnie’s knife was out now, and he began cutting her dress away. He wasn’t laughing anymore.
Daniel wouldn’t make it in time. The steep incline had forced him to slow down, and his breath was coming in great heaving gasps. Blue paced him, waiting for his master to catch up.
“Go Blue! Go! Help Kate!” he shouted at his only remaining friend.
Blue was uncommonly smart, even for a sheep dog, and he responded immediately, running up the trail as though gravity had no hold on him. Daniel followed as fast as he could, but the dog outpaced him with ease.
By now Ronnie had cut most of Kate’s dress away, leaving her naked before them. Aston was leaning over Seth’s still form while Billy watched what Ronnie was doing, one hand rubbing at his own crotch.
Pulling her by the ankles across the rough ground, Ronnie started to lift Kate’s legs. Still weak she fought him, twisting and jerking, but she was losing. Her assailant was drawing them apart, steadily working to get his hips between her knees. He never heard the sound of soft paws behind him.
A bolt of furred lightning struck him hard, sending him tumbling sideways. Before he could recover, Blue was on him again, savaging his arm and then releasing him. The dog leapt in and out, trying to get at the young man’s throat. Terrified, Ronnie hid behind his arms, preventing the furious dog from reaching his vitals.
Aston jumped in then, kicking at Blue to force him back. Even so, they had no hope of getting to Kate, not while her four-legged guardian was there. Billy solved the problem with the heavy tree limb he had used on Seth, though. He clubbed Blue hard as the valiant dog dodged away from another of Aston’s kicks. A second swing sent the shaky canine flying from the stony outcropping, to tumble down the steep incline.
Daniel was a blind mass of rage by now, but his mind still worked. Before the three young men had recovered from their battle with the dog, he was among them. They saw him coming, but with only seconds to spare they weren’t ready. He went for Billy first, marking him as the most dangerous with his wooden club. Dodging the boy’s first tentative swipe, he closed and drove his fist into Billy’s midsection. A second blow sent his opponent reeling back, and then he turned to face Ronnie.
Movement from his right forced him to turn.  Aston wasn’t staying out of the fight. He caught the blonde’s shirt as he struck him with an ineffective punch and dragged him forward, bringing his knee up in a brutal strike to the other boy’s more sensitive region. Using his elbow, he sent Aston hard into the ground, but he was too slow to avoid Ronnie’s attack.
The oldest of Kate’s assailants had used the time to grab up Billy’s weapon, and with a mighty swing he floored Daniel. The branch caught him in the throat and sent him flying backward. His head struck the rocks as he landed, and the world went dark for a moment.
He regained his awareness only seconds later, choking and spitting. He couldn’t breathe and the world his eyes showed him was a horror of blurs and smeared colors. His other sight worked fine though and he could clearly see Ronnie leering at Kate.
“I think he’s dead,” said Aston, looking concerned as he examined Seth once more.
“Who cares!” declared Billy.
Aston was the smartest of the three by far. “We should! Nobody cares about a scuffle, but if he dies there’ll be hell to pay.”
“It doesn’t matter,” said Ronnie, his voice carrying evil undertones. “If he’s dead, we’ll just throw his body in the river. By the time he fetches up against one of the shores he’ll be out of the valley and in the deep woods. No one will find him there.”
“What about her?” Aston said, reminding them there was more than one victim present.
“Same thing,” announced their ringleader. “After we have some fun, of course.”
“Him too, eh?” added Billy, indicating Daniel.
“You learn fast,” agreed Ronnie. “Is he awake?”
“I think so,” said Billy. “His eyes are rolling around, but he might be able to hear us.”
“Good, prop him up a bit. I want him to see this.” Ronnie was removing his trousers now.
Daniel’s vision cleared as Billy lifted his head, and he could see Kate watching him. Her green eyes were wet with tears, but he could tell by her aura that she was more worried about him than she was herself.
“Please, Ronnie,” she said softly. “Let him go. Just let him go, and I won’t tell anyone. I’ll do what you want.”
Aston chuckled from where he watched, “She still loves the sheep-fucker.”
Daniel’s body felt as if it had turned to jelly. He could move his legs but they were weak, and he knew they wouldn’t support him. He was helpless. Without knowing what else to do, he reached out toward Ronnie with his mind, touching his aura. The contact was gentle at first, a product of his practice with so many women, but he channeled his rage, and instead of manipulating the young man’s aura he gripped it, twisting and pulling with all of his strength.
Ronnie turned at the first contact, staring at Daniel oddly, and then he began to scream. His face contorted and blood began to run from his nose. “What are you doing?” he cried, pain making his words nearly unintelligible.
Daniel’s power surged as he began to get a better feel for what he was doing. The strange light that only he could see built and illuminated the world around him. He could feel his own power now, and he realized that the main limits on it had been created by his own fear. Unleashing the restraints, he seized Ronnie’s mind and twisted harder, ripping and tearing.
Ronnie collapsed and his scream was cut off. Blood ran freely from his eyes and ears, as well as his nose and mouth, while his body twitched and convulsed spasmodically. He died in near silence, but for the grotesque sound of his limbs flopping against the hard earth.
Billy and Aston watched in horror as their friend died. They couldn’t understand what was happening, but they felt intuitively that it was somehow Daniel’s doing. As they looked at him in terror, he threatened them. “Billy Hedger, I curse you for the rest of your life; you too, Aston. If either of you ever come near her again I’ll boil the blood in your veins and make you beg me to let you die.”
They ran, not daring to look back even once.
Kate was staring at him intently. Her tears were gone, but the expression on her face left him in no doubt. She knew him now. His evil had shown itself plainly. Now she understood.
“I’m sorry, Cat,” he told her, trying to roll over so he could crawl closer. “I’m so sorry.” A wave of nausea swept over him, and his head grew dark as he lifted it. The world shrank into a cold tiny point and then he knew no more.
 



Chapter 13
Daniel woke to the feeling of what seemed to be the beginning of a summer rain. Large warm drops were falling to land heavily on his cheeks and forehead. Warm air caressed his face, bringing a sweet scent he knew but couldn’t name.
If there’s a heaven this is what it should feel like, he mused. I would have died sooner if I had known it might be like this.
“Please don’t let him die.” The voice that carried those words was Kate’s, and when he opened his eyes he could see her praying over him. The warm raindrops turned out to be her tears, and the breeze was a product of her heaving chest. Her eyes were squeezed tightly shut as she prayed, and as he opened his mouth to reassure her, a fresh tear landed on his upper lip. Tasting the salt of it brought a strange peace to his heart.
“I’m still here, Kate,” he told her quietly.
A flash of viridian impaled him as her eyes shot wide. Soft red curls cascaded down around him as she released her hair to put her hands on either side of his face. Leaning down she put her cheek against his and wept some more, letting the sorrow drain slowly out of her, until at last she was still.
Daniel’s arms seemed to be working much more reliably now, and he used them to cradle her against him. Neither of them spoke. Not daring to interrupt that one perfect moment, he used his mind to silently explore their surroundings. Ronnie Banks laid not far away, his body utterly still. There was no movement in him, neither his lungs nor his heart moved. He was dead.
Aston and Billy were nowhere to be found. Seth was close by, and to Daniel’s relief his heart still beat strongly. Seth’s eyes were closed and his breathing slow, so Daniel thought he must still be unconscious. His aura gave the appearance of someone who was sleeping.
Blue? Anxiously he sought his dog. He found him not on the slope below but lying beside him. His first reaction was to think that Blue had returned to lie there, but a second later he knew that Blue was dead.
Kate had gone to find him, and brought him back to lie beside his master. She was still naked and injured, but that had been her first action after checking on her two male companions. If Daniel had ever wondered at the reasons he loved her, those doubts disappeared then.
Blue’s death brought out his own tears, and he began to cry along with her, letting the pain tear away the wall he had kept between himself and his emotions. He cried like a child, without shame or restraint, until there was nothing left. Still she clung to him.
Her naked skin was smooth under his hands, but his baser instincts never rose to the fore. When they eventually separated and found their feet he looked at her, studying the dirt and bruises that had marked her lithe figure.
She stared back at him, unashamed of her nudity. She wore her bare skin with the dignity of a queen.
“We need to get him up to the house,” said Daniel, looking at Seth.
“I wasn’t strong enough to drag either of you up the hill,” admitted Kate.
That surprised him. He hadn’t realized he had been so completely unconscious. “How long was I out?”
“Close to an hour,” she told him.
“Damn.” Bending down he worked to arrange Seth’s limbs until he could get his arms beneath his friend’s knees and shoulders. Letting out a slow groan he stood, lifting Seth from the ground. “I think I can get him all the way,” he told her, “If you’ll carry…” His voice choked before he could say “Blue”.
She nodded, understanding immediately, and together they carried Seth and the dog up to her house.
Daniel worried about seeing Brenda when they got there, but he dismissed the thought instantly. There were far more important things to think about. “Does your mother know anything about wound tending?” he asked.
“She isn’t home,” responded Kate. “Seth came by to tell me how she was doing.”
“Seth?”
“She’s staying at his house. His mother is taking care of her,” explained Kate.
“Why?” asked Daniel, more confused than ever. “If she was sick, she could have asked my parents. We’re closer by.”
Kate shook her head, “She wouldn’t hear of it.”
“What was wrong with her?” he continued. He thought he could see why she might avoid his parents’ help, but things still seemed odd. He had been in town many times over the past few weeks, and none of the women in town had mentioned anything about Brenda Sayer being seriously ill.
“Nothing wrong exactly, she was pregnant, Daniel. Seth came to tell me that I’ve got a baby sister,” said Kate at last. She said the words with both shame and wonder.
They had finally reached the house, and once they were inside Daniel deposited Seth carefully onto Brenda Sayer’s bed. He stared at Kate, unable to find words.
Before he could think of anything she went on, “She won’t say who the father is. That’s why she hid it. Seth’s parents promised not to tell anyone.”
“Oh.”
They made Seth as comfortable as possible, removing his shirt and using wet cloths to sponge the dirt out of the wound on the side of his head. It wasn’t bleeding any longer, and his breathing seemed normal. Not knowing what else to do, they withdrew.
“You should probably put something on,” Daniel told her, glancing at her body. He hadn’t paid much attention before, but now he found his eyes drawn to the smooth curves that adorned her. Throughout their entire misadventure she had shown not the first sign of self-consciousness in front of him.
“You’ve seen it before,” she observed.
While he had seen many women naked over the past few months, he had never seen Kate bare-skinned. He was pretty sure he would have remembered that. Looking at her once more he reaffirmed that thought, I definitely would have remembered that.
“No I haven’t,” he protested, and then he reconsidered. They had gone swimming together a few times as children. He didn’t think that counted, though. She had changed a lot since then.
“The others,” she said plainly.
Daniel looked away, suddenly understanding. The dark shadow began to close around his heart again. He hadn’t realized that she had heard the rumors.
She left and returned a minute later, now wearing a plain white shift. It looked like the sort of gown she might use to sleep in. Taking him by the hand she led him to her room and indicated that he should sit on the bed.
“I feel a lot better already,” he told her, thinking it would be better to clean the dried blood from her cheek before trying to make him lay up like an invalid.
Kate pushed him down and sat close beside him. When he tried to rise she held onto him, using her weight to keep him there. “No. This is the first time since whatever happened at the dance that you’ve spoken a single word to me. I won’t let you go until you talk.”
He looked away.
She climbed in beside him and curled up, putting her head on his chest and throwing one leg over his. “If you don’t want to talk, that’s fine. You can lay there for the rest of your life if you want. We can both stay here, but you aren’t stepping one foot out of this room until you tell me everything.”
The idea was a pleasant one. He thought he could easily spend his life that way. “If you knew the truth you’d be afraid to come within a mile of me, Kate. I stayed away because I wanted to protect you, and I didn’t talk because I couldn’t bear the thought of you hating me.”
“Protect me from what?” she asked without a trace of fear.
“From me.”
“Is this something to do with what happened to Ronnie?”
He nodded.
“Was that really you?” she probed.
Daniel shut his eyes, “I killed him.”
“You’re god-touched,” she said suddenly. That was the term sometimes used for the humans who served the forest gods. The wardens often displayed strange abilities that had no easy explanation. Consequently rumors had sprung up that their close connection to the forest gods had given them powers of their own.
“It’s nothing to do with the gods, Kate. There’s something evil inside me, something wrong. It isn’t just the power either. I barely understand that, but some of the things I’ve done. I’m turning into a monster,” he confessed.
She pulled on his chin until they were face to face. “Open your eyes,” she ordered.
“No.”
She kissed him, not lightly, but with depth and passion. After a few second she drew back, “Open your eyes or I’ll keep doing that until you do.”
“What is wrong with you?” he asked. “You’re playing with fire.”
“Why?” she returned. “Because you’re a dangerous villain? Because you’re some sort of love demon that has seduced half the women in town? Because soon you’ll lose control and take hold of me with your evil power, tainting me as you have so many others?”
Her words cut to the heart of him, and he stared at her aghast. Clearly she knew quite well what he was thinking, and just as clearly she knew a lot about his recent depravity. “Yes,” he answered.
“That’s complete bullshit!” she told him fiercely. He was stunned to hear her swearing for the second time in one day. It was completely un-Kate-like behavior.
“I’ve known you since we were barely able to walk. I’ve seen you caring for animals. I’ve seen you holding a newborn lamb after helping to turn it. We’ve run and fought and cried over the course of the years as we grew up. You’re possibly the kindest, most gentle man I will ever know. Whatever happened that has made you think you’re evil, or worthless, whatever it is—it’s false. And if that’s the reason you pushed me away and started sleeping with every depraved woman that was willing to spread her legs, then you’re an idiot!” she finished.
Not for the first time Daniel realized that he had completely underestimated Catherine Sayer. She had not only discovered a large portion of his crimes, but she had in some bizarre way, already forgiven him for them, at least in part.
She was obviously deranged.
“The only part I don’t understand,” she continued, “is why some of them did it. Some of them seemed like good people, not the sort to take those kinds of risks.”
“I was very persuasive,” he said simply.
“You mean your new power?” she asked. “So you really do think you’re some sort of love demon?”
He nodded.
“When was the first time?” she asked. After a couple of minutes of waiting she prodded him again, “You might as well tell me. I already know a lot of it anyway. Talk to me!”
“The first time I was with a woman?” he asked cautiously.
She nodded, “The first time you used your gift to seduce someone.”
Those were two different questions, but he wasn’t about to talk about her mother. “I think it was a month or two after the dance.”
“Who was it?”
“Alice Hayes. It was sort of an accident that time.”
She gasped. “No one knew about her.”
“No one?” He was beginning to wonder about the source of her information.
“A lot of the women in town have begun to talk about you. Some confessed, others are just rumored to have been with you. They claim you bewitched them,” she explained.
Now he was even more alarmed. “Do their husbands know?”
She shook her head, “No, though some may suspect. So far the ladies of Colne have been keeping the gossip amongst themselves. If it had just been one or two, they might have let it get out, but I think you compromised so many of them they’re all afraid to tell anyone.”
He tried to pull away from her again, but she refused to let go. “Why are you still holding onto me?” he asked as he relaxed again. “Any sane girl would run screaming in the other direction.”
“Is that really the best way you can think of to apologize?”
A spark of anger lit in him then, “Why would I do that?”
“Because, of all the women you’ve known, I’m the only one you’ve ever loved, and I’m the only one who loves you. If you apologize to anyone, before we even consider all the rest, you should be apologizing to me,” she said bluntly. Her eyes had grown red as she spoke.
“Don’t you remember what I told you at the dance?”
“You were lying, Daniel Tennick. I’ve known you long enough to know when you tell the truth and when you lie and that was the first and worst lie you ever said to me,” she replied bitterly.
The pain in her eyes made him sick, and thanks to his gift, he could see it in her aura as well. She burned with a storm of emotions even though she kept her outward appearance relatively calm. Anger, jealousy, and confusion fought with one another to dominate her heart, but beneath and above them all was love, an abiding devotion that denied them the power to control her. It lay within her like a fortress, refusing to move in the face of everything that threw itself against her heart. The surface waters were whipped up in a frenzy by the wind, but underneath them the still depths of her love lay undisturbed.
In the face of that, he felt small indeed. “I’m so sorry, Kate. There’s nothing I could ever do to make this right, but I never meant to hurt you.”
Swollen lids still held back the tears, but she couldn’t keep them for much longer. “That’s a start, but first you have to tell me the truth.”
“I can’t,” he said, thinking at first that she meant the truth of what had started it all.
“Say it!” she bit out fiercely, and then she repeated the words, beating his chest as she did, “Say it!”
He finally understood. “I love you Catherine Sayer.” He started to kiss her, but she pushed him back.
“Now tell me why.”
“Why what?” he asked, thinking that she might mean his reasons for loving her.
“Why did you do it?” She said hoarsely. “What could possibly cause all of this? Why would you sleep with every woman you could lay your hands upon, when you loved me? Why am I the only one you couldn’t be with? I’m the one who loves you, but you’ve gone to great lengths to seduce every single woman that was remotely attractive—except for me.”
His original crime lay within his heart like a stone, and he knew it would have to remain there, even if it choked him to death with its poison. “No,” he answered. Even as he said it, he felt something else, something worrying the back of his mind.
“No you won’t tell me?” she asked, “Or, no, you won’t seduce me?”
He sat up, pushing her aside. He recognized what was bothering him now. Focusing his attention, he saw the rider clearly. “There’s a warden coming,” he informed her.
 



Chapter 14
“A warden? Why? Why here? Why now?” She was frustrated and angry that anything would interfere now that she had finally begun to get answers from him.
“That should be easy to guess,” he told her. “I’ve been hiding my presence from him for a long while now.”
“Then how did he find you? Ronnie?” she asked.
Daniel nodded, smoothing his tunic as he went to the door. She caught him before he reached it. “We can run, Daniel, together, you and me.”
“It’s too late for that, Kate,” he said sadly. “It was too late for that at the Harvest Festival, or I would never have done the things I did.” Staring at one wall, he added, “He’s almost here.”
“What are we going to do?” she said, fear and courage both showing in her voice.
“We aren’t doing anything. We never were. You stay here and watch Seth. I’ll meet him outside,” said Daniel.
She glared at him, desperation in her eyes, “That’s stupid. You realize what he’ll do! Right?”
“What he’s meant to do,” he answered, shoving her back and slamming the door while she recovered, “Cull the wicked from the faithful.”
Without being sure how, Daniel used his power to call a leather thong he had seen lying on the table in the front room. He held the latch firmly in place while he used the strip of leather to secure the door. It wouldn’t hold long, especially considering his shoddy knot-work, but he thought it might be long enough.
I don’t want her to see this.
The door frame, and even the wall, were shaking as she threw herself bodily against the wooden barrier. “Let me out, you idiot!” she yelled before launching into an even more creative line of invective. Daniel was amazed at her vocabulary, and he began to suspect that there were facets of Kate’s personality that he was completely unaware of.
Running to the front door he opened it and left the house. He had made it only ten feet from the porch when the warden rode up.
The warden’s horse was breathing hard, a sign of just how hard they had been riding. He must have been miles away when Daniel’s power had flashed like a beacon. If he had controlled himself better, he might have gone unnoticed.
“You,” said the rider as he dismounted. “Do not move.”
“Yes, sir.”
The stranger was dressed from head to toe in leathers, although their cut and fashion were unknown to Daniel. He drew a dark blade from its sheath, but the sound it made as it came free was dull, unlike the ring one would expect from a metal weapon. Staring at it, Daniel thought that it must be wood, just as Tom Hayes had said. His extra senses confirmed it, although he sensed a strange power infusing it, particularly the edges.
“Kneel,” said the warden.
“Are you going to…?” Daniel didn’t finish the question.
“If you try to run, it will be messy and painful. I promise you that. Kneel and it will be quick,” the man gestured at the ground in front of him.
Daniel knelt, bending forward to bare his neck. “Thank you.”
The stranger grunted, “Don’t think I’ve ever heard that before,” and then he lifted his weapon high, preparing to strike the young man’s head from his shoulders.
It’s over, thought Daniel with a mixture of fear and relief. He flinched as the warden shifted, thinking the blade was already descending, and then he became still again.
His mind saw the rock flying through the air before he understood its source. He had partially withdrawn his senses and failed to see that Kate had escaped from her bedroom and exited the other side of the house. She had circled around and found ammunition as she went.
The stone that struck the warden’s head was almost the size of a man’s fist, and Kate had a strong arm. She and Daniel had practiced throwing over many long summer days when they were smaller. He knew she was quite capable of killing small game if given a good stone and a clear shot. She threw this stone with every intention of killing the warden.
The man’s head was knocked sideways, and he staggered, almost dropping his weapon, but he didn’t fall. He wasn’t even bleeding. At the very least he should have been stunned, even if his skull was somehow hard enough not to have been cracked by the force of the heavy rock.
“Bitch!” he muttered. “You’ll die for that.”
Kate hadn’t finished, though. Her second stone struck him squarely in the face. “Run, Daniel!” she yelled.
The warden wasn’t affected at all by the second throw. With his new senses Daniel could see that the man had a shell of some sort of energy around him, as though his aura had grown a hardened exterior. It had grown thicker and stronger after her first assault, and now it protected him against anything she could possibly muster. Their enemy smiled, and Kate stiffened before falling over sideways. Her face was covered by a translucent barrier of the same sort of energy, and more of it restrained her arms and legs. Daniel could tell she was struggling to breathe.
“Let her go!” he told the warden, a low growl forming in his throat.
“Or what, boy? You’ll bare your fangs at me? Learn your place, baratt!”
He had no idea what the warden’s last word meant, but the derision in his voice made it clear it wasn’t a compliment. Moving forward Daniel feinted, as though he were about to throw a punch at the man.
Laughing, his opponent waited, knowing the blow couldn’t touch him, but at the last minute Daniel slipped sideways and stepped behind him. Using his right arm, he pushed at the warden’s chest, hoping to trip him.
I just need to break his concentration.
The warden was unmoved. His shield had grown beneath him, anchoring itself in the rocky soil. “You’re about twenty years too young to win this one, boy, but I admire your spirit.” His sword flicked out, and while Daniel tried to duck, he wasn’t fast enough. A sharp sting accompanied by a feeling of warmth on his neck told him he’d been cut.
Most of his right ear lay on the ground.
“Good reflexes, baratt!”
Daniel was stumbling back now. He could see Kate still struggling. Her chest was heaving like a bellows, and her face had gone purple. Desperate, he reached out with his mind, trying to tear at the warden’s aura, like he had done with Ronnie.
His enemy’s face broke into a grin as Daniel’s power scrabbled uselessly against his shield. His attack was far too clumsy and unfocused to have any chance. “Poor stupid, bastard,” said the warden. “Let’s get this over. We’ve played long enough.” Lifting one hand, he gestured and more bands of pure force wrapped themselves around Daniel’s body, pinning his arms to his side.
“Please let her go,” he begged the warden. “She’s innocent. I’m the one who’s tainted.”
The other man laughed as he approached to stand in front of Daniel, his sword held loosely in his right hand. “Tainted? Is that what you think? Your gift makes you superior to them, baratt. It gives you power.”
Daniel wasn’t listening. He was straining, but try as he might, his arms wouldn’t move. It felt as though he had been wrapped in steel. Changing tactics he pushed with his mind, trying to use his gift to pull the bands of force apart.
The warden’s face took on a more serious cast. “You can’t do it, boy. You aren’t strong enough.” His arm came up, holding the sword purposefully now.
Kate stopped struggling. Her face was blue, and her body had gone limp.
Rage surged through Daniel, and his jaw clenched as his power expanded.
The warden froze, concentrating as he fought to contain the younger man. Sweat beaded on his brow, and his eyes grew wide. He was losing. “No!” he said, but it was too late.
The bands imprisoning Daniel were torn asunder with a blinding flash of energy. He jumped to one side, trying to avoid the warden’s inevitable sword blow, but his opponent was already crumpling to the ground.
The older man was unconscious.
The energy surrounding Kate had vanished, and she didn’t appear to be breathing. Daniel ran to her side and began shaking her, trying to shock her body into taking a breath. When that didn’t work, he did the only thing he could think of, leaning down to blow air into her mouth.
Most of it came right back out her nose. Trying again he pinched it shut and blew until her chest expanded. He could feel her heart still beating weakly, and after a second breath she began to cough. She began breathing heavily, and a minute later her eyes fluttered open.
“Daniel?”
He kissed her, “It’s me.”
“Where is the warden?” she asked.
“Over there, unconscious. I think he pushed himself too hard or something. When I broke free he passed out,” he told her.
She eased herself up, leaning on one arm. “He’s still alive?”
“His heart is still beating.”
Shaky on her feet, she walked over to the warden and leaned down. Her balance was still uncertain, and she nearly fell, so she knelt instead. She picked up the rock that she had thrown at the man earlier.
Daniel was close beside her, hovering protectively. “What are you doing?”
Catherine Sayer brought the stone down hard, smashing it into the side of the warden’s head. It glanced off, but the skin tore, and blood began flowing freely. She raised the stone again.
“Stop Kate!” he yelled, catching her wrist before she could repeat her bloody attack.
She looked up at him, her cheeks stained by dirt and tears. “He has to die, Daniel. He’ll kill you if he wakes up.” Despite her appearance, her voice was calm and unruffled.
“No, Kate,” he said, pulling her backward, half dragging her by one arm. “You can’t do that.”
“I won’t let him kill you.”
He considered her words for a minute. The warden had threatened her as well after the attack. He had nearly suffocated her. If he woke, it seemed unlikely that he would allow her to go unpunished. “I’ll do it,” he told her. “If one of us has to commit murder, it should be me.”
“It isn’t murder, it’s common sense,” said Kate. “He’ll kill you, otherwise.”
“I’m supposed to die,” said Daniel. “You should have let him do his work. Now he’s after you too.”
“Ask me if I care,” she spat back at him. “If killing you is the work of the gods, then they’re the ones who are wrong.”
Daniel stared at her, wide-eyed. She’s crazy, and if I don’t do something, her life will be forfeit as well.
He took the rock from her hand, but then reconsidered. Instead, he picked up the warden’s strange blade. It felt light in his hand, like a wooden baton, but he could see the dangerous edge it bore. The energy surrounding it was gone, having vanished when the warden lost consciousness. It still looked sharp, though.
Gritting his teeth, he swung at the man, aiming for the neck.
He got the jaw instead, laying open the flesh of his cheek, exposing the bone. Blood was everywhere.
Sickened, he changed his grip on the weapon, planning to drive it through the man’s chest instead.
“Don’t,” said Kate. “You’ll ruin the armor.”
The calm reason in her voice chilled him, and Daniel turned to stare at her.
She shrugged, unapologetic.
Taking her advice, Daniel shifted his grip again, deciding to cut the man’s throat rather than trying to slice his head off. He had helped butcher enough lambs to know that the easy decapitations in stories were pure fantasy. As he began to cut, Kate grabbed the warden’s feet, pulling to reposition his body, so that his head was lower than his chest.
“So the blood runs away,” she said, explaining herself.
I never would have guessed she was a homicidal lunatic, thought Daniel. He was beginning to see the love of his life in a new light.
Pressing hard, he severed the skin of the warden’s throat, and with a bit of work, he cut the jugular as well. Blood was pumping wildly onto the ground, and Daniel felt himself grow faint. Nauseous, he bent and began throwing up.
Kate held his shoulder to steady him, while patting his back with the other hand. “You should have let me do it, Daniel. You’re too gentle for this.”
Spitting to clear his mouth he looked askance at her. “When did you get so callous about murder?”
“Who do you think does most of the cooking around here?” she told him. “Kill enough chickens, and it gets easy after a while.
Daniel looked at the corpse. “That,” he said firmly, “is not a chicken.”
“Neither was Blue,” she replied, somewhat harshly, but then her features softened. “I’m sorry, that was mean, but you have to see my point.”
“Not at all.”
“You cry over a lost lamb, or a chicken, or a man dying, but it’s all the same. None of them want to die. The only difference is love and necessity. I kill chickens to eat, because I have to. I’ve learned not to cry over it. I cried for Blue because I loved him, not because a dog is somehow better than a chicken.” She pointed at the warden’s body. “I did not love that man at all, and we killed him out of necessity. I’ll cry no more over him than I would a chicken.”
Daniel remained silent, his face pensive.
“What are you thinking?” she asked.
“That I might give up eating meat,” he replied.
She hugged him, “That is what I love about you, even though it marks you for a fool.” She started to kiss his cheek, but then she noticed the blood running down his neck. It was on her gown now, and she could see more soaking into the collar of his shirt. “Oh! You’re bleeding, Daniel!”
Adrenaline and shock had prevented him from noticing, but now he felt a throbbing pain from his right ear; correction, from where his ear had previously been. He probed the area with his fingers, finding only part of his lower ear and the lobe still remaining. His fingers came away sticky.
Kate examined it carefully before leading him to the washbasin behind the house. Using a small bit of fresh water she rinsed the wound, and then went inside the house. She returned with a clean rag and used a paring knife from the kitchen to cut it into strips with which she bound his wound.
“You’re going to look funny when that heals,” she told him.
“I’m probably not going to survive that long,” he observed.
“Don’t be so pessimistic.”
“How can you be so positive?” Daniel asked. “Barely an hour ago, you were nearly raped. Seth is badly hurt, Blue is dead, and we just killed a warden—a warden. That man was a servant of the gods!”
“What about Ronnie?” she asked.
“I don’t regret him very much.”
“My life was impossibly dark two hours ago,” she told him. “The man I loved wouldn’t talk to me, and in fact, seemed to be making every effort to hurt me in every way imaginable. My mother was hiding in disgrace with her illegitimate child, and I was being comforted by a friend whom I was afraid I would someday be forced to marry.”
“And Blue?” asked Daniel.
Her eyes darkened, “That’s the worst thing of the lot, but it still can’t lessen the fact that you finally opened up to me just a little while ago. Things look rough, but we’ll figure something out.”
“What do you mean?”
“We’re running away,” she said simply.
“What?”
“You killed Ronnie, and a warden. Even if we dump their bodies in the river Aston and Billy will talk. We have a horse, a weapon, and each other. Let me pack up what I can, and we’ll be gone,” she said with blunt honesty.
“That won’t work,” said Daniel. “We’ve nowhere to go. The only other town is Dereham and they’d still find us there. Eventually either the forest gods or their wardens will find me, and when they do, it’s all over. I should run, but you at least, have the hope of a normal life.”
“Not a chance,” she told him. “Go strip the armor off the warden, and I’ll gather some food and anything I think we might need and be able to carry.”
“Why the armor?” he asked curiously.
“It looks valuable, and you are close to the same size as he was,” she noted.
Daniel knew she was crazy. She honestly intended to run away with him, but he also knew that he couldn’t drag her into the madness that had devoured his life. She wouldn’t listen to reason, so he gave up the idea of persuading her. “Alright,” he said at last, “be sure to bring some spare clothes too.”
She smiled and went into the house while he hurried around to the front. He stripped the warden’s body as quickly as he could, which turned out to be a more difficult process than he had imagined. Once he had the armor off, he bundled it up and stuffed it into one of the warden’s saddlebags. He could see that the man had dry food in one bag and a goat-skin water pouch strapped to the back of the saddle.
Taking the sword belt and sheath, he replaced the sword and slung it over his shoulder. There was a rope tied to one side of the saddle, and he used it to tie the warden’s legs together before attaching it to the pommel. It would be much easier to get the body to the river with the horse dragging it.
“I’ll be back in a few minutes!” he shouted to the house. With his mind, he could see Kate wrapping things up in the kitchen, using a large cloth to make a simple bundle. He approached the warden’s horse.
The big beast had been watching him suspiciously the entire time. It was well trained, for it hadn’t moved since its rider had dismounted. The gelding had tolerated Daniel’s meddling with the saddle, but it gave him the distinct impression that it wouldn’t be happy if he tried mounting.
“There now, boy. Nothing to be worried about,” he told it in a soothing voice.
The animal’s aura remained calm while he spoke, but as soon as he placed his foot in the stirrup it flared with angry turbulence. He threw his leg over its back and made it into the seat, but almost lost his place as the beast reared on its hind legs.
Reaching out instinctively, he smoothed the ripples in the horse’s aura, much as he had done with his father’s. “Shhh,” he told it. “It’s alright. I just want you to carry me somewhere.”
The massive animal quieted then, becoming still under his hand. Nudging its flanks with his heels, he urged it forward.
It took almost ten minutes to get the body to the river, and after he had tossed it in he went back to the area where they had left Ronnie. Repeating the process he got rid of that corpse as well before returning to the Sayer house. Surveying the ground, he could see no sign of the warden’s death, aside from some blood that was sinking steadily into the dry earth. A bit of work with a rake or broom would be enough to hide that.
Kate looked at him from the porch. “By the time anyone questions our absence, they won’t even be able to tell anything happened here,” she observed.
Daniel nodded and used the reins to turn the horse’s head back toward the river, using his heels to urge it into motion.
“Daniel? Hey!” Her voice went from question to yell in less than a second.
He kicked again, and the gelding understood his urgency. It moved from a walk to a canter and then into a gallop. Kate was running then, and her long legs almost caught them before the horse got fully up to speed. “Don’t do this!” she yelled, her red hair trailing behind her like flames.
“I’m sorry,” he shouted. “Tell them it was all me. You did nothing wrong!” Then he faced forward, focusing on the trail ahead. He couldn’t stand to look at her any longer.
For the second time in his life, he ran from Catherine Sayer, and it wasn’t any easier than it had been the first time.
 



Chapter 15
He followed the trail to the river before turning off to follow the southern side, where the bank was smoother. The terrain was gentler in that direction and if he followed it long enough, it would eventually take him completely out of the valley and into the deep woods.
He had no real plan, certainly not one that involved any hope of long term survival. He just intended to keep going until there was no chance Kate, or anyone else who knew him could catch up. He could only drag them down, like a millstone tied around their necks. The weight of his crimes would bring punishment to anyone near him when the forest gods found him.
That was what he believed.
Daniel felt bad about leaving Kate. When Aston and Billy told their story everyone would know that he had done something to Ronnie, but there was no way they could blame her for that. No one else had seen the warden so he figured she would stay silent on that matter.
He could hear Kate’s voice in his mind as he rode, “Seth came to tell me that I’ve got a baby sister.”
Daniel was only just about to turn sixteen, and he was already a father. And Kate still has no idea.
He regretted not telling her the final truth. Her capacity for forgiveness had gone far beyond anything he had expected, but he still didn’t believe she could have accepted that. She deserved the truth, though.
Once I enter the deep wood there won’t be any coming back, he noted mentally. If her mother chooses to keep up the deception after I’m gone, it’s none of my concern. I’ve ruined enough lives already.
Daniel had no idea what might lie within the borders of the great forest. No one had entered and returned to speak of it in living memory, other than the wardens that is, and they weren’t part of the human community, even though they seemed to be human.
The afternoon passed slowly as he picked his way through the broken terrain. In places the riverbank was interrupted by boulders and large rock formations, forcing him to turn away from the river until he could work his way around. The further he went though, the easier it got. The land smoothed out, and the vegetation got heavier. In the distance he could see the beginnings of larger trees, as opposed to the scrubby overenthusiastic bushes that they called trees farther up the valley.
The hills passed away, and the thicker woods began, but it wasn’t the deep forest yet. That lay farther on, where the oaks and elms surrendered to the much more massive god-trees. He kept his mind open, examining the forest around him as far as it could reach. At first he thought of keeping it closed, in the hope of hiding his curse from the forest gods, but he cast that notion aside.
He had killed a warden, and now he was delivering himself directly into the arms of the deep forest.
Daniel felt them long before they got close; a man and a woman, each on horseback, pacing him. They were each several hundred yards away, one in either direction, too far to see physically through the heavy underbrush, yet they kept the same speed as he did. He stopped at one point, just to see what would happen, and both of them paused as well.
They’re waiting to see how far in I plan to go, he mused. Or maybe they’re just there to make sure I don’t try to back out.
Both of the strangers had the distinctive glow to them that he had come to associate with wardens.
“It’s almost over now,” he said softly to himself, but then he heard Kate’s voice in the back of his mind. “If killing you is the work of the gods, then they’re the ones who are wrong.”
Did he really want to just give up?
If I’m already damned, what’s the harm in fighting for my life? I can’t be any more damned than I already am.
That was the moment when he finally accepted himself, for better or worse, despite what had been done to him, and what he had done to others. He had dreamed of playing an honest part on the grand stage of life, but if he was forced to accept this role, he might as well make the best of it.
He stopped the horse, noting with satisfaction that his escorts did the same. Dismounting, he unpacked the warden’s armor and began strapping it on. The warden had been a fairly average size man, and he was a rather large teen. As a consequence it nearly fit him, although it could certainly use some adjustments. He took a moment to add the sword belt, putting it on properly this time. Now he looked like a warden himself.
Soon after, he was back in the saddle, resuming his course into the forest. He rode in the same direction for several minutes before turning to his left and kicking the horse into a gallop, charging through the trees in the direction of the male warden. Rather than try to maintain his distance, the warden urged his own mount into a canter, heading to meet him head on.
The woman who had been following on his right also sped up, moving to follow him.
The distance between Daniel and the warden disappeared rapidly as they raced toward each other, and he noticed immediately that the other man had covered himself with a powerful shield, just as the first warden had. The warden’s sword glowed with deadly energy as they got closer.
He’ll cut me in two with that thing, and there’s nothing I can do to get through that shield. He focused instead on the other rider’s horse, twisting its aura in a way that, he thought, should produce a state of abject panic. The exact opposite of what he had done to his own mount earlier.
The warden’s horse reared suddenly, throwing its rider to the ground and rather than fight, Daniel kept riding, galloping past while the man fought to keep from being trampled by his panicked mount. By the time he could calm the beast, Daniel was pretty sure he would be far from sight in the other direction.
He still had the woman chasing him however, and she was clearly a better rider. Her destrier was lighter than the massive gelding he rode and far more agile in the dense woodland. Daniel was awed by the grace and athleticism of the rider as she moved with her horse, maintaining her balance, her movements flowing into its own as the horse wove in and out of the saplings.
She was less than a hundred yards behind him now and gaining quickly. He tried to reach her mount, to panic it as he had done before, but she had seen his trick already. There was a shield around the horse as well as its master.
Frustrated, Daniel cast about himself mentally, looking for anything that might help. The ground ahead was smooth, punctuated only by small bushes and interrupted by generously spaced trees. Occasional fallen logs and limbs forced the horses to make small jumps here and there, but so far their mounts had shown themselves to be up to the task.
The deadwood caught his attention.
He knew that his ability could affect things in a directly physical fashion, although he had only recently made that discovery. He reflected on the memory of breaking the warden’s invisible bonds, and then he recalled pulling the leather thong to himself in Kate’s home.
If only I had spent more time trying to figure this out.  Obviously trying to learn to use his power while being chased at breakneck speed through a woodland obstacle course wasn’t ideal.
She was pulling closer, barely twenty yards behind. Daniel was guiding his horse, to avoid low brush and obstacles whereas she clearly knew her mount far better. Low obstacles she merely leaned close while her agile mount leapt them. Branches that threatened to sweep her from its back didn’t faze her either, she had an uncanny way of knowing exactly what was high enough for her to get under and what really required her to change course.
In short, she was able to take a much more direct path, while Daniel and his larger mount made constant changes in direction.
She’s faster, far more experienced, and she knows the area, he thought silently. She also knows her power, protecting both herself and her mount. I’m completely screwed.
The woman was drawing abreast of him now, a predatory smile on her face, and he watched her closing, fascinated by her appearance. The same strange leather armor encased her body, allowing her plenty of freedom of movement as she shifted positions on her mount. A wooden sword was in her hand, and her dark brown hair was flying behind her in two braids. She looked every inch a warrior maiden. Confidence was written plainly in every movement.
Even if we were on foot with nothing but swords, she’d probably cut me to pieces.
He realized then that she was toying with him. She was obviously well versed in her abilities. She could have stopped his mount in any number of ways, sending him tumbling. Worse, she could probably use her power to kill him directly, just as he had with Ronnie. Daniel hadn’t the faintest idea how to protect himself.
The expression on the warden’s face told him clearly just how much she was enjoying the chase.
Reaching out mentally, Daniel tried to use his power to tug at a branch ahead of them. It was a green, healthy limb, and while he could see and feel it move, its strength prevented him from ripping it free.
More practice, he silently cursed himself, you could have done that if you were more skilled.
The woman had seen him grasping wildly with his power, and she laughed, only a few feet behind.
A dead limb, no bigger than a man’s wrist, was in the path ahead of him so Daniel pulled his horse’s reins to the left to avoid it. Once again, his horse could have jumped it easily, but he didn’t know its abilities very well. The warden following never wavered, knowing her horse would clear it.
At the last second the branch jumped upward, tugged by Daniel’s power. It tangled in the horse’s legs, causing it to stumble. What had been a beautiful display of skill and athleticism, turned into a crashing avalanche of horseflesh. The warden was thrown through the air, flying twenty feet before striking a small sapling.
Her horse didn’t rise; it was twisting and thrashing on the ground. At least two legs were broken. The woman, incredibly, was alive. The force of the blow had broken her shield but she hadn’t lost consciousness. Using the tree that had nearly killed her, she steadied herself as she stood back up.
I need to learn that. Those shield-things are incredibly handy. He didn’t pause in his admiration though, seeing his chance, he struck at her aura with his mind, twisting and ripping.
She fought him for a split second, but the fall had left her disoriented and weak. After only a moment she was screaming, and soon after that she fell, convulsing on the forest floor. Daniel kept his focus on her until he was sure she was dead, while at the same time turning his horse to circle back to her mount.
The other animal was in serious pain, so Daniel touched its mind, soothing it and trying to calm it. It was difficult, because the animal was already panicked and its body was badly injured, but eventually he wrapped its awareness in a sort of mental blanket, forcing it into blissful unconsciousness. He kept it that way until he could dismount and finish it with the sword.
Remounting he rode on, searching the forest for the other rider. He had ridden far enough that he could no longer sense him, so he didn’t know if the man had recovered and was following him, or whether he had given up.
Hopefully, if I can’t find him then he can’t find me.
He directed his mount to head deeper into the wood. The last thing any sane man would do would be to head in that direction. Soon the towering forms of the god-trees were looming in front of him.
They were something he had only heard about in stories, or seen in the faint distance, from the tops of the hills around the valley; massive trees that rose hundreds of feet into the air. They dwarfed the largest of the oaks and elms that dared to grow in their vicinity, and once he was under them there were no other trees to be found. Their size overshadowed everything else.
Little grew between them, other than small, highly shade tolerant plants, small stunted bushes and the like. There were absolutely no other trees besides the god-trees themselves once he had passed beyond the verge. Riding was simple, for there were hardly any dead limbs. There was no path, but his way was clear in every direction.
The god-trees were so vast that they were spaced with at least a hundred feet between each of the monstrous trunks. Small patches of light found the ground at irregular intervals, providing enough light to prevent the deep forest from being in perpetual gloom, although it was still rather dim.
Most startling of all was the way his new senses presented the trees. Unlike the oaks and elms of the more normal forest, these trees shone brightly with the strange power he had come to associate with the wardens. Their auras were complex, in the same sort of way that he had come to expect of human auras, but the patterns were different, alien. It felt as though they were watching him.
He began to sense human figures in the limbs high above. They were hidden from sight, but he could find them with his mind. They ran along a network of paths created by the vast branches that spread from tree to tree. There weren’t many of them, and they seemed to pay little heed to him as he rode beneath them.
It was the trees that scared him. He could feel their attention pressing inward on his awareness. The stories always described the forest gods as human-like in form, but he began to wonder if the stories were wrong. Perhaps the forest gods were the trees themselves.
More riders appeared at the edge of his perception, five of them this time. They rode in a wide-spread line, moving in a direction perpendicular to his path, far enough ahead that they would meet him soon if he didn’t change course.
Shifting his path to the right he headed directly for the nearest member of the line. The riders on the far end would have to circle around to reach and assist the first one now, rather than coming at him from all sides if he had continued on to meet the one in the middle.
As the other rider came into view Daniel charged directly for him, hoping bravado might accomplish what his lack of skill could not.
This one had also shielded his horse as well as himself, and while Daniel searched for some means to distract or disorient his opponent the warden struck his unprotected mind, smothering his thoughts. Daniel felt himself beginning to lose consciousness and he started tugging on the reins to stop his horse before he fell. Mentally he struggled, tearing at the soft bonds that seemed to slow his thoughts, urging him to sleep.
The warden watched with some surprise as he continued to fight, bringing his horse to a full stop and dismounting even as his body swayed.
Unable to force his quarry into unconsciousness, the warden made the same mistake the one at Kate’s house had, he switched from the mental attack and used his power to create bands of pure force, imprisoning Daniel’s body.
Why would they do that when someone might just do this?
Flexing his power Daniel fought for a moment with his would-be captor until, once again the bands broke in a blinding flash of released energy. This warden released them just as they snapped though, avoiding the worst of the backlash. Staggered, the man dismounted, drawing his blade.
Daniel didn’t wait for him to recover.  He took to his feet, running as fast as he could to one side. The warden followed but quickly discovered he was no match for the teenager’s long stride. After just seconds he gave up, running back to his mount.
The other riders had closed on him now, pacing him easily, like wolves harassing a deer. They used their power to catch his feet, tripping him, laughing when he fell face first into the soft dirt and leaves. He wouldn’t stay down, however. Each time he leapt up and continued to run, fear giving more strength and speed to his legs.
The first one of the five that he had encountered caught up with them, shouting a warning to his companions, “Careful, he’s strong.”
They laughed and another caught his legs again, sending him into a running fall. The warden didn’t hold him, though and let Daniel jump up to run again. “Don’t think he’s dangerous just because he made a fool of you, Dravek!” said one of the women.
Daniel sensed another figure ahead, that of a woman, though her aura was different from the others. She had no shield for one thing, and she appeared to be sitting on the other side of one of the massive tree trunks. Not knowing what else to do, he ran in her direction, vaguely thinking perhaps he could take a hostage.
The wardens sensed her too, and they began to slow, letting him get ahead of them. Their expressions seemed fearful.
Dashing around the trunk, his eyes caught a glimpse of otherworldly beauty. The maiden in front of him was clothed only in a gossamer gown of a transparent white material. She looked up at him from where she sat, her face unworried. Her hair flowed down over her shoulders like a rain of living silver until it reached her hips.
Refusing to let her appearance distract him, Daniel ran straight for her, holding the wooden sword in his right hand.
The woman’s visage never shifted, she continued to stare at him blankly, as if she couldn’t comprehend his actions. Lifting one hand, her lips parted and something spiraled outward from her, merging with the wood of his weapon.
As he ran, the wood changed, twisting and growing into a long scaled beast, like some nightmare of a viper. It wrapped itself around his arm and tightened while its head sought his throat. In a panic he pulled at it with his free arm, but it had tightened and felt stronger than iron. The head snaked around his throat and began to constrict.
Daniel fell to the earth, struggling to breath. His head felt as though it might explode from the pressure, while his heart began to pound in his chest. The woman leaned over him, looking down pitilessly. She spoke to him, but the words were unintelligible.
The riders had stopped, more than twenty yards distant. They had left their mounts and were now kneeling, heads bowed. One of them spoke, using the same unknown language.
Just as Daniel knew he was about to expire, the wooden snake loosened slightly around his throat, allowing him to draw breath.
The silver-haired woman spoke again, staring at him with icy blue eyes that almost matched his own color. She tilted her head slightly and as her hair shifted he could see the tip of one delicately pointed ear appear.
“I can’t understand you,” he managed to say.
The same rider spoke up again, and Daniel wondered if they had just translated his words. The lady replied in a harsher tone, and the warden lowered his head, as if in shame.
This must be one of the forest gods, thought Daniel.
As the thought occurred to him, the god reached out with one slender hand and touched his forehead. He felt her power enter his mind and with it came two strange visions. The first showed him choking again, his face turning purple as he twisted on the ground, dying slowly. The second vision showed him kneeling before her, kissing the ground at her feet.
The meaning of it was pretty obvious even to him, death or servitude.
Thinking of Kate again, he made his choice and struggled to his knees in front of her. Using his left arm for balance, he lowered his head to the mossy ground, but rather than kiss it he shifted and put his lips against the soft skin of her foot. Without thinking, he used his power to touch her aura, attempting to send a pleasurable sensation along her leg.
Her body shivered slightly, while behind him, he felt more than saw the wardens gasp. He wondered if they would kill him now, but none of them moved.
The forest god withdrew her foot and gazed down on him curiously, and Daniel felt as if he were falling into the azure pools that were her eyes. He was paralyzed with a feeling of awe and wonder. Her fingers moved again, and she put her hands together, drawing them apart slowly as a necklace of swirling energy appeared between them. Reaching around his neck, she brought the ends together at his throat, but they didn’t join.
She spoke again and touched his brow with one hand, sending him another image, indicating that he needed to use his power to join the ends.
With his left hand he followed her arm until he found the place where her fingers held the two ends, and with a pulse of his own power the necklace fused into an unbroken circle.
The forest god spoke again, and while he still couldn’t understand the words, he could already guess their meaning. “You are mine.”
 



Chapter 16
The wardens spoke with her for a moment, but all Daniel could understand of their conversation was that the silver-haired woman seemed to be telling them no. In the end they left, and the two of them were left alone.
She said one more word to him and then began to walk up the side of the tree. After ascending twenty feet she looked down at him curiously, as if she couldn’t understand why he wasn’t following. She spat out a string of words, but they meant nothing to him.
“I can’t do that,” said Daniel, shrugging his shoulders helplessly.
She walked down as easily as she went up, with absolutely no regard for gravity whatsoever. The only way he could tell it still affected her was because her long hair hung straight down toward the earth even though her body was perfectly horizontal, perpendicular to the trunk.
Placing her finger on his forehead again, she sent another image into his mind, while at the same time placing his hand on the thick bark of the tree. At first he was confused, but then his mind cleared, and he could see what she was trying to show him. Pushing his power out through the palm of his hand, he was able to create a temporary bond between his palm and the rough surface.
Satisfied that he understood, she barked another word and pointed up.
Putting one hand to the tree, he used his strange new power and made it adhere, then he stretched his other hand up to a higher point and did the same. He had no idea how she had been able to walk up the way she had just done. There was clearly more going on there than simply sticking her feet to the surface. Releasing his first hand, he pulled himself higher with the other and then found a new spot higher up for the first hand.
It was incredibly difficult, pulling himself up, hand over hand. While the bark was rough, it didn’t have enough texture for him to find footholds, so he was forced to leave his legs hanging, deadweight. On his third hand up, the bond between skin and tree failed, and he fell, dropping to the ground and landing on his backside.
His new companion gave him a stare that he was all too familiar with. He had seen it on his mother’s face frequently, and more recently on Kate’s. It was the ‘you’re too stupid for words’ look. Leaning in, she touched his head again, giving him a new picture.
This one showed him using his feet and knees as well, pushing his power out through his clothing from whatever points of his body came into contact with the tree. She made a special point of re-illustrating the attachment process, and he understood what he had done wrong there as well. He hadn’t penetrated the surface deeply enough with his power. He had been fortunate not to lose the skin from his hand, or he could have torn the outer layer of bark loose.
Somehow he thought that damaging the tree might be a bad idea.
Trying again, he was able, with a bit of practice, to crawl carefully up the tree. He still didn’t understand how she walked the way she did, but she seemed to accept his clumsy method, watching him with obvious pity. Her expression reminded him of how one might stare at a dog trying clumsily to climb a ladder.
She waited patiently for a few minutes, but then she grew tired. Planting another image in his mind she showed him the place she wanted him to reach, far above in the canopy, and then she left him, running nimbly upward.
“Just another hundred feet or so,” he muttered to himself, looking downward. He was already close to that far from the ground. Any mistake and he would be dead. The first limb was still another thirty feet above him, and it didn’t seem to connect to anything else. He could probably rest there if needed.
It took him an hour to reach the place she had indicated. It was a wide branch that seemed to grow oddly from the tree, splaying outward to form a wide platform as it joined the main trunk. A variety of objects were scattered around there, few of which he recognized. However two large bumps that protruded from the wooden floor looked suspiciously like chairs.
His keeper was nowhere to be seen.
People moved through the trees both above, and below, and in every direction around him. Well, he called them people, but he could tell somehow that these weren’t humans like the wardens he had met before. They were different, like the silver-haired woman. Most of them were obscured by the leaves and branches, but now and then he caught a glimpse of one with his physical eyes.
They all seemed to have the silver hair and blue eyes that he had seen on the woman and their ears all tapered to subtle points.
After a few minutes, his new friend returned. Walking closer she placed a finger on his head again, showing him an image of him sitting on one of the chair-like protrusions, then it shifted, and he saw himself walking around the platform. The last thing she showed was him leaving the platform, and she accompanied that image with a mild surge of pain.
“Wait here,” he responded. “I understand.”
She smiled and then she was gone.
The rest of the day passed slowly, and his first problem arose when he began to feel an unpleasant pressure in his bladder. It had been hours since she had left him, and he could see no obvious means for relieving himself. When he could wait no longer he chose to pee from the side of the platform, aiming carefully to avoid any lower branches.
Nightfall came and the air grew colder. He was hungry now, and shivering from the chill, but still he waited. He tried sleeping on the hard floor, but without something to keep him warm it was all but impossible.
With morning he was grateful for the return of the sun, although it wasn’t enough to warm him back up. His mouth was dry now. He hadn’t had anything to drink since right before entering the forest the day before. The goatskin sack that he had brought with him had been left strapped to the saddle of the horse, along with his food.
The one good thing about thirst though, was that he no longer had to worry about urinating. He hadn’t had to do anything more substantial either, probably also because of a lack of intake. By mid-afternoon he had gone from shaky to downright weak.
Daniel’s ear had begun to ache, and it seemed to radiate heat across the side of his head and down his neck. The warmth felt pleasant compared to the cold that made the rest of his body feel sore. By nightfall he could no longer stand.
He spent that night dreaming with his eyes open. Some of the things he saw were pleasant; his mother cooking food, Blue playing in the yard when he was still a puppy. They gave him little relief though, his mother’s food never got rid of the hunger, and when he tried to pet Blue the dog melted away.
I forgot he’s dead now.
The images of Kate were the worst. She was crying again, staring at him with eyes that seemed to lay bare his every sin. “Every woman but me, Daniel! Why?”
He couldn’t find tears to match his sorrow though, for his eyes had gone dry, much like his mouth.
The sun found him curled on the platform. He was no longer shivering, and he no longer felt the chill, although he still ached everywhere. The pain had somehow seeped into his bones. The silver-haired woman was standing over him, looking down curiously. She spoke but the words meant nothing.
He ignored her. It was too much effort to try to communicate.
She left and a short time later she returned, holding a live squirrel. It seemed to be sleeping in her hands. She placed it close to him and put a vision in his mind, showing him eating the small animal.
He didn’t bother trying to reply, and eventually she left again. After an hour the squirrel finally awoke, and it found better places to be too.
An eternity passed, and then two people appeared. One looked to be his silver-haired woman while the other was very different. The newcomer was male, but his skin was black, and his hair was a shining gold, matched only by his gold irises. The female was pointing at Daniel, and the other was laughing, as if she had told him a marvelous joke.
Perhaps that is what I am, thought Daniel. A joke the gods tell to themselves, to ease the boredom.
The man’s hue was deeper than any ordinary black, it was the color of pitch, surrendering very little of the light that touched it. His hair was not to be mistaken for blonde either, it was as if someone had taken true gold and spun it into fine filaments to create a golden wig. Leaning close, he spoke to Daniel.
“She didn’t know how to feed you properly, wildling,” said the man. “Do you speak Barion?”
It took a moment for Daniel to realize that the man was speaking his language. When he finally did he managed to croak a response, “What is Barion?”
The man smiled, “It is the name of your language, baratt.”
Baratt. There was that word again, and he still had no idea what it meant. The warden had used it as if it were an insult, but this man seemed to have no malice in his voice when he said it. He had never heard the term ‘Barion’ used to name his language either. Until he had come to the deep woods he had never considered the possibility that people or gods might have different ways of speaking.
“You look ill, baratt. I will make sure that food and water are brought for you,” added the stranger.
The two of them left and Daniel was once again alone. The woman returned after what might have been an hour. It had gotten difficult for Daniel to gauge time. This time she bore a bowl filled with water and a dead squirrel. The skin had been removed, and the flesh was scorched and burned, as if someone had held it in a fire for a few minutes.
She tried to cook it, he realized.
He drank some of the water and gnawed on the mostly raw animal. The parts that had been licked by the fire were burnt, and the rest of it was essentially raw. After a few bites he was unable to continue. At least his throat was no longer dry.
The man returned that evening, accompanied by two wardens. Daniel found himself lifted between them, as if on a bed of air, and warmth surrounded him. For the first time in over two days he was comfortable, although his body still ached and burned from within.
“This man has a fever, master,” said one of the humans. “I do not think he will survive long.”
“Take him to Ellentrea.  If he lives, we can probably use him to blood one of the younglings,” said the black-skinned god.
The two men bowed, and using their power they carried him away. Daniel noted that when they went down the trunk they walked in the same manner that the silver-haired woman had.
I need to learn that trick, he thought before losing consciousness.
 



Chapter 17
Daniel awoke in a small bed. It wasn’t too dissimilar to his own, and if it hadn’t been for the difference in the room he might have imagined himself at home again. He was shivering badly, although he seemed to be covered by a thick quilt and several blankets. His body felt dry, parched, as though he had been days without water.
A pitcher and a cup sat on a small table next to the bed, so he poured some, or at least he tried to; he got at least half of it on the floor, his hands were shaking so badly. Finishing the cup, he collapsed back into the bed, pulling the covers tightly up around his neck.
When he awoke again there was a woman at the bedside. She was probably in her twenties, though her features were coarse and rough, as though she had lived a hard life. Her nose was bent slightly sideways at the middle, giving her face an off-center appearance. He could only guess that it had been broken sometime in the past, possibly more than once. The most notable thing about her was that she wore no clothing.
One hand was lifting his head, and she had a cup to his lips. “Drink, baratt, or you will die,” she said in a voice that held little sympathy. He could tell by her aura that the task annoyed her, as if she would rather be doing anything other than tending to him.
He drank.
“I’m sorry for your trouble,” he told her, trying to show gratitude in his expression.
Her only response was to spit onto what he now realized was a dirt floor. “If you’re able to talk then you can eat,” she answered. She stepped out and returned a moment later with a bowl that smelled like some sort of broth or soup. She placed it on the table next to him, and then she left again.
Daniel fell asleep before trying the broth, and when he awoke again it was cold, with congealed bits of grease floating across the top. Unable to find a spoon, he simply drank it from the bowl, spilling some down his shirt when his hands shook. He was ravenous, and despite the lack of flavor, he drank until it was gone, swallowing tiny bits of meat and unknown vegetables as they slid into his mouth. Exhausted, he lay back, and soon his eyes closed.
The woman shook him later, and he was surprised to realize that he no longer felt hot or cold, merely sore and uncomfortable. His clothes smelled of stale sweat and he could feel grit under his collar.
He also needed to pee.
The woman offered him another bowl, but as he took it he asked her, “Is there somewhere I can relieve myself?”
She pointed at a clay bowl with a heavy lid that was tucked against one wall, and he understood that it must be a chamber pot. His parents hadn’t used them at home, but he had heard that many of the townsfolk in Colne did, preferring not to leave their homes during cold nights.
“Thank you,” he said, but her only response was a grunt as she left.
He felt a bit strange peeing in the bowl.
Examining the small room he was in for the first time, he wondered where his clothes had gotten to. Cold, he climbed quickly back into the bed.
The next several days passed slowly. The woman returned several times each day, bringing him foods that were increasingly solid, as opposed to the simple broth. She never spoke unless he questioned her, and even then she sometimes refused to answer.
“Where are my clothes?”
Bent-nose ignored the question. He had mentally given her the name for lack of anything better to call her. She had steadfastly refused to give her real name, nor did she seem interested when he offered his own.
Despite the odd care, he was on the mend. His fever was gone, and his appetite was strong. The bandage that had been around his head was gone, removed at some point while he was unconscious. The remainder of his ear had gotten infected, but it had subsided now. The nub that remained was sore and covered with a thick scab. Daniel had a hard time keeping his hands away from it, but he knew that if he worried with it he might start it bleeding again.
The most frustrating part of his new living arrangement was the complete isolation, coupled with unrelenting boredom. He had nothing to do, no one to talk to, and he had been told several times to stay put. Being naked didn’t help either.
He spent much of his spare time watching the world outside his room. He tried to find a good crack or peephole in the walls or door, but they were all too small. Daniel was forced to rely on his special sense to explore the world beyond his wooden walls.
He was in a town, and to his surprise it was much larger than Colne. It might even be bigger than Dereham, although he had never been there, so he couldn’t compare the two. There weren’t any god-trees growing within range of his perception, they stopped some distance beyond the edge of where the buildings began.
The houses themselves were all wooden, but they were oddly constructed. He could find no sign of boards or any sort of cuts. They looked as though they had simply grown up from the earth like wooden cypress knees.  They had no leaves or branches sprouting from them; each was simply a gnarled mass of wood rising from the ground. Even the doors seemed to somehow be of one piece with the rest of it. Their hinges turned out to not be hinges at all, but some sort of flexible material that allowed them to swing while keeping the door firmly attached.
Directing his perception downward, he could see that the wood that had risen to form each building was all part of a single root, if that was the right word. He began to suspect that the root itself originated with one or more of the god-trees outside of the town, but he couldn’t follow it far enough to confirm that idea.
The people living in those buildings were interesting in their own ways. In the area nearest to Daniel, there were many similar, one room dwellings. They weren’t part of larger buildings, they were in fact each just one small room, separate and distinct, and each had only one occupant.
The occupants were of varied sizes, genders, shapes and ages, but they all shared one thing in particular. None of them wore clothes. Each and every one was naked, and all of them bore the unmistakable glow of power.
Their brightness varied, according to their relative strengths, Daniel guessed. Some of them used shields to cover their bodies, which made it more difficult to see their aura and to gauge their power. Watching them, it seemed that they spoke little to one another, preferring to spend their time alone. Hygiene was at a minimum, and he knew without doubt that his mother would have been shocked to see how they lived.
Most of them were allowed to enter and leave their rooms without restriction, carrying their own chamber pots to the forest to be emptied somewhere, but Daniel was not one of them. The woman who brought him food had given him strict instructions never to leave. He tried the door at one point, but it wouldn’t yield at his touch the way it did for her, and there was no readily apparent latch or other mechanism to operate it.
He was a prisoner.
After a second week without any real human contact he felt certain that he was going mad. He had begun to consider options such as gnawing a hole in the door with his teeth. That was a measure of the depth of his desperation.
The door opened and two men he didn’t recognize gestured for him to come with them. Both wore the same leather armor that he had seen on the wardens. They didn’t bother with words, simply directing him with their hands.
“I don’t have any clothes,” he protested, mildly embarrassed.
“Silence, baratt!” barked one of them.
“But…” Daniel’s second remark provoked them to action.
The closest one kicked his feet out from under him while the other drew his hands apart, creating a red line of what appeared to be rope-like energy.
“Speak only when spoken to,” ordered the one who had kicked him in the legs, pushing down on his neck with one hand while the other man brought the red whip to bear on his shoulders. The searing pain that it created stole his breath and erased whatever thoughts had been in his head.
After the first stroke they released him, and the red whip vanished. “Stand,” said one of them, and Daniel did as he was told, not daring to reply.
Nudity forgotten, he followed them through the narrow streets of their town. They walked for almost two miles while Daniel tried carefully to memorize their path. The alleys between the houses weren’t straight; they meandered at random, without bending to any apparent rationale or design. Most of them were small, one room dwellings like the one he had been kept in, but as they moved closer to the center of what he was beginning to think of as a city, he saw larger buildings with purposes he could only wonder about.
They stopped at last near the largest building he had ever seen. It towered over the others, rising almost a hundred feet in the air. On the other side of it was a large circular area at least a hundred yards in diameter. It had what appeared to be seats or steps rising around it on all sides, except the side facing the building.
The black-skinned forest god met them, and two other men who were naked like Daniel, took charge of him. The first two, who he guessed must be wardens, left, and the naked ones directed him with their hands. Together the three of them followed the forest god around the building, passing through a small gate and into a sheltered area on one side of the circular field.
“Go out there and wait for the lights to change to red,” said the forest god.
“What do I do?” asked Daniel.
“They didn’t tell you?” asked the golden-haired man. Daniel found it difficult to look at his blood red eyes.
“No, sir,” he answered meekly. He didn’t want another stroke of the lash, although he had noticed by now that the previous one had left no mark on him.
The god laughed, amused by some secret joke. “Just go out there. Your opponent will demonstrate for you in a moment.”
Nervous, Daniel did as he was told, and once he had entered the area, a wall of energy surged upward from the edges of the field, encircling it in a dome of what seemed to be impenetrable power. A small girl stood on the other side, more than eighty yards away.
“Hello?” he asked uncertainly, but she ignored his call.
She was naked, just as almost everyone seemed to be, aside from the wardens and the forest gods, and she couldn’t have been much older than eleven or twelve years of age. Her chest was still flat, and her hips had hardly any curve to them. She had no shield around her, but he could see that she possessed a strong glow. What caught his attention though, was her hair. It was bright red, and while she had cut it short, he couldn’t help but be reminded of Kate.
The circular edge of the field was marked at four points by long poles rising from the wall that surrounded it. At the end of each pole was a wooden sphere that glowed with visible light. They were blue when Daniel entered, but they shifted to a red hue now.
A loud noise, like a musical chime sounded in his ears as they shifted color. The girl on the opposite side from him promptly vanished.
“What the hell?” he blurted out before closing his mouth. One second she had stood there, clear to him with both his eyes and his ‘other’ sense, and then she had completely disappeared. There was no sign of her at all.  It was as if she had ceased to exist.
He waited, completely baffled and not knowing what to do, or what was expected of him. A minute later she reappeared briefly, flickering in and out of existence only ten yards away. His mind never felt her—only his eyes registered her momentary presence there. Bewildered, he turned to face the direction that he had seen her.
She appeared again, but this time she was directly behind him, and it was his mind that perceived her rather than his eyes. He saw her aura surge, and a flash of power shot forth from her, passing through his lower back and emerging from his stomach. He felt almost nothing, other than a strange stinging sensation. Glancing down he saw blood running from a small hole in his abdomen.
She stabbed me! His mind was slow to register, but he could feel the pain in his lower back and belly beginning to grow. He staggered sideways just as she reappeared and sent another pulse of power through the space where he had just been standing. She vanished before he could react.
“She stabbed me!” he yelled into the air, hoping someone would hear him. He knew this couldn’t be correct. Daniel wasn’t sure if the word ‘stabbed’ was the proper one to use, since she hadn’t had a knife, but he didn’t have time to find a better term.
There was no response from whoever might be watching, but Daniel thought he could hear the sound of laughter.
The red-head popped into existence again, this time on his left side. She sent a tiny burst of power into him again, piercing the thigh of his left leg. He noted that it was only with his mind that he could see her appear.  She remained thoroughly invisible to his eyes. During her first appearance, before she had stabbed him, it had been the reverse.
She isn’t vanishing, she’s making herself invisible somehow, he observed. She can make herself appear either to the eyes or the mind, selectively.
His leg collapsed under him, and he felt her next attack pass through the air where his head had been. That would have been the final blow.
But she can’t tell where I am
when she’s completely invisible; otherwise I’d be dead already. He had a feeling that she reappeared to his mind because in order to use her power to attack, she had to become visible to whatever strange power it was that they used. Her first appearance had been to gauge the distance, to see if he had moved. The next attack will be right here, since she spotted me when she missed a second ago.
Rolling madly, he felt his body strike something and the girl appeared suddenly. By chance he had rolled directly into her legs as she approached for her next attack. He was more than twice her size, and his bulk knocked her from her feet. More scared than anything, he grabbed her quickly, wrestling himself on top of her as she struggled to get away, flickering in and out of visibility.
“I don’t want to hurt you,” he yelled at her as he got a firm grip on her shoulders.
Abandoning her attempt at invisibility the girl snarled at him, sending another pulse of power through his chest. Searing pain ripped through him, and Daniel found it difficult to breathe, it felt as though he were drowning.
Desperately he clutched at her neck, while trying to bring his own power to bear on her aura.  He didn’t bother with soothing; he already suspected he might be dying.  Instead, he clawed at her mentally as if he was trying to tear her mind apart.
She fought his efforts, tightening her inner-self into a tight ball, deflecting his clumsy attacks. The only good thing about it was that she was no longer able to send any more piercing bursts of power through him.
Tearing wildly at her aura to force her to keep her defenses up he fought her physically at the same time. She was tiny compared to him, and he had her completely pinned under his body. She bit and raked at his skin with her nails, but she had no hope of getting free. Squeezing his hands tightly around her throat, he fought mentally to keep her occupied until lack of air could do its work upon her.
The girl’s face turned a shocking shade of purple and her eyes bulged, shedding tears of pain and fear. They were a hazel-green, more subdued than Kate’s had been, but similar enough that Daniel couldn’t help but be reminded of her.
At last she stopped struggling, her arms going weak, and her tongue hanging grotesquely from her mouth. Daniel released her then, thinking to let her have air before she died, but once he withdrew his hands he could see that it was too late. Her windpipe had collapsed under the force of his grip. His mind watched helplessly while she turned from blue to purple, and her heart faltered, stuttering to a slow halt in her chest.
Kneeling beside her, he began retching, but his stomach wasn’t full enough to bring anything up. Tears ran from his eyes, but he didn’t sob. His body was too tired for that. A numbness had stolen over him, and examining the ground nearby, he realized that it was covered in blood—his blood. He was bleeding slowly from his stomach, more rapidly from his leg, and—he couldn’t tell about his chest. One lung was full of blood already, and he gurgled when he tried to fill the other lung with air.
He collapsed onto the dry, sandy ground.



Chapter 18
“He killed her?” asked Moira, shocked.
“Yes,” I replied sadly. “If he hadn’t, she would have killed him.”
“But why? It doesn’t make sense, she didn’t even know him.”
“It didn’t make sense from his perspective,” I agreed, “and it took a long while before he began to understand what was really going on.” From the corner of my eye I could see Lynarralla watching my response carefully.
Matthew broke in, “I’d rather know now, so we don’t have to be confused while you tell us all this stuff.”
I addressed Lynarralla, “Do you know much about that time period?”
“A little,” the She’Har girl admitted. “From my creation, I was given knowledge of language and spellweaving, but a rough outline of our history is in my mind as well.”
“I’ll color it in for you,” I told her. “They were keeping the humans as slaves, making them fight for the She’Har’s entertainment. The circle he was standing in was a training arena.”
“But you said they were all wizards,” noted Matthew.
I nodded.
“Couldn’t they do something? Break free, fight back, escape—anything but go along with it! That girl sounded like she was a Prathion. She could have escaped no matter what,” observed Matthew.
“Remember the necklace around Daniel’s neck?” I reminded. “They all wore one, and there was no escape while that thing was on them.”
“What was it?” asked Moira.
“Essentially a slave collar, but it kept them from running. It had other functions as well, which I’ll explain as we get to them. More importantly,” I said, focusing on Matthew, “You’re right, the girl was a Prathion, but they weren’t as we know them now. She was little more than an animal.”
“You said she was human,” noted Lynarralla.
The irony made me laugh. “That you should point that out is perfectly natural now, but your mother was educated differently, and everything she saw of humans then, did nothing to make them appear as much more than animals to her. The humans were raised in captivity, without parents to care for them. They received no love, no education, almost no contact with each other. By the time they reached the age of twelve, when they began to fight, their minds were stunted. Isolation made them violent, aggressive, and ultimately, stupid.”
“That’s horrible,” declared Moira.
“It was,” I said slowly. “Let me get back to the story, and you’ll start to see just how awful it could be…
 
***
Kate stared at him with sad eyes, “Why Daniel? I loved you!”
He tried to explain to her, but his mouth wouldn’t work. Instead he tried to hold her, but rather than an embrace, he found himself throttling her. She died beneath him, her face locked into a stare of accusation.
Daniel awoke in the same small room that he had been in before. There was a bowl of soup on the table. It appeared that the sound of the woman leaving after delivering it was what had awoken him. Sitting up, he looked around.
I should be dead.
He quickly examined his body, looking for the holes that the girl had created. They were gone, with only silver scars left behind as a reminder. Taking a deep breath, he could feel that his lungs were clear. Curious, he turned his special vision inward, examining himself from the inside. It was something that he had never thought to do before.
The confusion of organs and tissues he discovered within were a mystery to him, although he was able to identify and name many of them, because of his occasional experience butchering animals for meat. He found numerous places within where his body had been pierced, his lungs, liver, one kidney, the intestines, they all bore signs much like his outer skin. The girl’s attack had damaged them, and somehow they had been fixed.
He had pondered that mystery for a while when the door opened again.
A warden stood in the doorway. “Come,” he motioned without any further explanation.
Having learned his lesson before, Daniel came quickly, without question or hesitation. He followed the man to the edge of the ‘city’ and then into the forest. They walked for almost an hour before arriving at the base of what apparently was the correct tree. The warden walked easily up the side of it.
“Climb,” commanded the other man.
Daniel watched him carefully as he walked. Trying to figure out how he managed it the way that he did. He could see that the man was using his power to adhere to the surface with his feet, but he didn’t seem to be straining to maintain his horizontal posture. It was as if he had somehow lightened his body, so that it was easy to maintain his strange position without injuring his feet.
Moving as quickly as he could, he followed the man on all fours, crawling up the side of the tree.
When they stopped, it was at a platform similar to the one he had been on before. He couldn’t be certain how long ago that had been. Keeping track of the days was becoming difficult, especially considering his bouts of unconsciousness.
Two forest gods stood upon it, and he knew both of them. One was the silver-haired woman whom he had first met, and the other was the black-skinned man who had taken him to the strange city.
The man said something in their strange language and then turned to Daniel, speaking to him in Barion, “There you are. Come closer and Lyralliantha will give you your name.”
“Lyrallialla-lolly what?” asked Daniel. Did he mean the other god?
The man smiled, “Our names are difficult for you, but I didn’t realize that you didn’t know the name of your master. This is Lyralliantha, and she is, in your tongue, your sponsor, or perhaps owner is a better term.”
Daniel already knew that he was a slave, so the explanation didn’t shock him, but it still burned. “Lyral-ianth-a,” he said slowly, practicing the syllables.
“That is correct,” said the man. “You must always kneel when you are before your master.”
Daniel did so.
“My name, is Thillmarius, of the Prathion Grove,” continued the male god.
Daniel filed the name away carefully. “What is a ‘grove’?” He knew the term, but it made little sense the way the man had used it.
Annoyed with the questions, Thillmarius waved his hands, “Enough for now, wildling. You are here for a name, since you won your first battle.”
Battle? Is he referring to the little girl I killed?
To describe to what had happened to him, as a ‘battle’, brought his anger to the foreground. “I already have a name,” he told them.
“Nonsense, wildling,” declared Thillmarius. “Humans get their first name once they’ve survived a trial.” He spoke to Lyralliantha then, using their language.
After a moment she replied, saying only one word, “Tyrion.”
“What?” asked Daniel, uncertain.
“She has given you your name,” said Thillmarius. “You are Tyrion from this point forward.”
“My name is Daniel. Tell her that,” he replied. “If you want to know my name, you should ask—it’s Daniel!”
Lyralliantha watched him with curious eyes. She couldn’t understand anything he said, but she knew that the human was upset about something.
Thillmarius glanced at the warden, “Take him back. Educate him until he remembers his name properly.”
“Yes, master,” said the other man.
The warden led him back, but as soon as they reached the edge of the forest, Daniel took the initiative. Without giving any warning, he lashed out at the other man, sending a powerful burst of energy in his direction. He tried to mimic what the girl he had killed had done, creating an ultra-slim, highly focused lance of power, but not having tried it before, his results were much sloppier. Instead, his attack wound up being more like a battering ram and though it was still somewhat effective, it failed to pierce the warden’s shield.
The man was thrown bodily into the air, rocketing backward to strike the base of one of the god-trees. He was mostly unharmed though, except for his dignity. Standing back up, he glared angrily at Daniel, “You’re going to regr…”
Daniel didn’t give him a chance to finish his threat, lashing out at him again with a bludgeoning wave of force. The warden vanished before it struck.
Can all of them become invisible like that? he wondered, but then his senses registered the other’s presence behind him.
A line of burning pain raced across his back as the warden’s whip struck, erasing his thoughts. Screaming in frustration, Daniel leapt forward trying to escape the man’s reach but he was beside him again, and another line of fire burned across his legs. Collapsing to the ground, Daniel struggled to focus long enough to target his tormentor, but the whip destroyed his concentration. Soon he was reduced to a gibbering mass of pain, huddling on the ground, unable to escape the warden’s ceaseless wrath.



Chapter 19
Daniel awoke again in the small room. He was uninjured, and the whip had left no marks on him, much like the first time they had used it on him.
“This is getting to be a bad habit,” he remarked to himself. I need to learn how to make those shields, he thought.
With an endless day in front of him and no one to talk to, he began to practice. His first efforts were amorphous, sometimes covering him and at other times missing parts of his body. One thing he noticed quickly was the fact that physical objects were easier for him to create a shield around than an empty space, even if the object also included an empty space.
Trying to create a spherical shield in the air in front of him was more difficult than creating a rectangular shield that followed the boundaries of his bedframe. He wasn’t sure why, but it was.
By the second day he was able to create fairly reliable shapes in the middle of his room, but they weren’t particularly strong. He experimented by making cubes and pyramids, arranging them like buildings on the dirt floor of his room. It got progressively more difficult the more separate objects he tried to maintain at once and more so if they were of differing shapes and sizes.
It’s a matter of imagination, he realized. I have to train my mind to visualize these things. The better I get at that, the better my control will be.
He tried creating a small city, raising small cubes of different heights and widths on the floor. Unfortunately he didn’t get very far, and somewhere around the fifth or sixth building, his construction fell apart. Frustrated he drew the outlines of the buildings on the dirt floor using his finger.
“I want a big one here, a smaller one here, a pyramid there, a dome here,” he talked to himself as he drew, thinking about what he wanted to create. He stopped with a collection of fourteen outlines on the ground. “But I can’t seem to get past six…”
On impulse he tried to create them all at once and he was surprised when they sprang easily into existence, just as he had imagined them. The shapes were well formed, and he could tell they were more solid than his previous efforts.
What the hell?
He released them and tried again. It was just as easy the second time. Curious he let them go and erased the lines he had drawn in the dirt and then he tried again, this time the shapes flickered and wobbled before collapsing. He couldn’t maintain them all. He drew a new set of lines, making a total of twenty shapes this time. They appeared easily when he put forth the energy.
“Somehow the lines make visualizing it easier,” he observed. “Which probably explains why putting a shield around the bedframe was easier too.” The shape of the well-known object had served to reinforce his mental image.
He practiced for the rest of the day, making shields that encased his body and others that formed more unusual shapes in the air. Even without creating lines in the dirt it was getting easier as his mind got more used to the task.
By the fourth day, he was creating objects and attacking them at the same time. He would visualize a floating sphere and then try to recreate the focused lance of power that the girl had used against him. Once he got used to doing the two very dissimilar tasks at the same time it was easy, and he could pop the sphere every time.
“How do I know if it’s strong enough to protect me, though,” he said to himself. “If I can break it, so could someone else, making it worse than useless if it creates a false sense of security.”
He tried channeling as much of his energy into the sphere as possible. When he did that he couldn’t break it with his energy pulse, but that didn’t make him feel much better. It all comes down to strength and focus.
He tried drawing a circle on the ground, using it to make a hemisphere. Afterward it took several attempts to break it, until he was forced to concentrate a large portion of his power on it. The circle doesn’t just make it easier to visualize, it lends strength to the structure.
A week passed while he continued to expand his skill and control. Without any real idea what was possible and what wasn’t, all he could look to for inspiration was what he had seen done by others. His extreme isolation, while making him lonely in ways he had never dreamed of before, also drove him to explore his new abilities. There was quite literally nothing else for him to do.
Daniel also tried to imitate the invisibility that the girl had used when he fought her, but he failed miserably. He did learn from the experience, though. He tried creating a transparent shield around himself, but that did nothing at all to keep him unseen. Next he tried making it a solid color, and while that worked, it was also nothing like being invisible. He did learn that he could camouflage himself to a certain degree, if he matched the colors and patterns around him, but it was a pale imitation of what he had seen, or rather not seen.
The teleportation that the warden had used was also beyond his ability. No matter what he imagined or thought about, his body firmly refused to relocate itself.
He was interrupted in his thoughts as his door opened again, showing him not one but two wardens standing outside. Daniel flinched inwardly as he remembered the pain of his last encounter with one of them, and he resolved to avoid letting his temper get the best of him again.
Standing, he exited his small room without bothering to ask any questions and let them lead him wherever they would. That turned out to be back in the direction of the circular arena, where he had killed the girl. This time they took him into the larger building that stood beside it, leading him up several flights of wooden stairs. Well, they looked like stairs, but as with the rest of the building, they were merely protrusions of the same root that comprised the entire building.
They stopped outside a door in one of the hallways, and Daniel could sense Thillmarius inside, waiting for him. One of the wardens touched the door, and it moved aside to allow Daniel into the room. His escorts remained outside.
The interior of the room was undecorated, but it held a number of chair-like protuberances that one could relax into. Thillmarius gestured toward one, so Daniel sat.
“They tell me that you attacked one of the wardens last week after you were named,” said the black-skinned forest god.
Daniel nodded, “That is true, sir.” There wasn’t much point in denying it.
“Could you tell me why?” The forest god seemed genuinely curious.
“I was fearful of the punishment they planned for me, so I thought to escape the man that was walking with me,” said Daniel.
“What would you have done if you managed to kill or incapacitate him?” asked Thillmarius.
“Run for the valley,” Daniel told him honestly.
“But that would mean your death,” said the god. Seeing the confusion on Daniel’s face, he came to a conclusion, “You didn’t know, did you?”
“Know what, sir?”
“You speak so well that I forget you are completely ignorant in everything else, wildling. The necklace you wear, it will kill you if you go beyond Ellentrea or the Illeniel Grove. Our baratti learn this from a very early age.”
Thillmarius’ words raised as many questions as they answered. “May I ask you some questions, sir? The more you speak, the more aware I am of how little I know,” said Daniel as courteously as possible.
The forest god raised one eyebrow, “Why not ask the other baratti?”
“I don’t know what baratt means exactly,” replied Daniel, “though I’ve come to suspect it means ‘human’, and none of them will talk to me.”
Thillmarius studied him carefully, new interest in his eyes. “I’ve never encountered one of your breed who seemed so full of questions, nor one so well spoken. Very well, I will entertain your inquiries for a while. To begin, ‘baratt’ is singular, and ‘baratti’ is plural, but the word does not mean human. I don’t think there is a word in Barion that matches it exactly, but the closest I can think of is the phrase, ‘not of the people’, or perhaps simply, ‘not people’.”
Daniel frowned, “But I am a person. I’m human.”
“You are human, but humans are not ‘people’,” said Thillmarius. “Perhaps it would help if you understood more of my race. We call ourselves the ‘She’Har’, which is the opposite of ‘baratti’. Our name, in your tongue, would be ‘the People’. Do you understand now?”
“So you call yourselves, ‘people’ and everyone else is ‘baratti’,” said Daniel, rephrasing the words.
“Oh, I have it!” said Thillmarius suddenly. “I remembered the word I was searching for. A better translation of baratt into your language might be the word ‘animal’.”
Daniel wasn’t too pleased with that choice, but he decided to let it pass. He had no desire to be punished again. “Among my kind, we call the She’Har ‘forest gods’, and we consider ourselves people.”
Thillmarius laughed, “How ignorant! No, the She’Har are not gods. We gave up such ignorant superstitions long ago, though I suppose the Kionthara might seem like gods to you.”
“Kionthara?”
“It means ‘gate-guardian’,” clarified Thillmarius. “They live in another dimension, one we passed through before coming to this planet.”
“Planet?” said Daniel, struggling with yet another unfamiliar term.
“I thought you would know that one, it’s a human term,” said the She’Har. “Perhaps it has fallen into disuse. From the stories and the memories of the Prathion Grove, it would seem that your kind once knew much more about the world than they do today.”
“The She’Har came here from another world?” said Daniel hesitantly.
Thillmarius nodded, “Yes, over seven thousand years ago we found refuge here. This world was teeming with humans then. They had choked out most of the other large animals, and they covered huge areas of land with their cities and roads.”
“What happened to them?”
“We started small, but once the first groves were raised, we began clearing the land for our use. The humans tried to prevent this, so we were forced to kill most of them. Once we destroyed their cities and their machines stopped working, it got much easier, but in the beginning they were formidable opponents. Comparing the ones we keep today to the ones in my memories, it seems hard to believe that you are the same species.”
With every sentence Daniel was introduced to new and even more world shattering ideas. Humans had been here before the forest gods; that was a pretty big one. The forest gods weren’t gods at all, but an invading race from somewhere—else. There had once been a war between mankind and the She’Har, and humanity had almost been powerful enough to win.
“What did you mean by machines?” asked Daniel, unfamiliar with the way that Thillmarius had used the word. To Daniel a ‘machine’ was little more than a wagon or cart, or something more complex, such as a loom.
Thillmarius smiled, “They were absolutely overrun with them, big and small. Every dwelling was full of them. They had machines that carried them places, over land and sea, even by air. Some of their machines could even talk, and their war machines were fearsome indeed.”
Daniel struggled to imagine such a society and failed. He gave up trying and moved to a different question, “If they were so powerful, how did you defeat them?”
The She’Har smiled, “Despite their seeming cleverness they were a dead race, they were unable to sense or manipulate aythar. Their machines, while complex and powerful, were no match for She’Har spellweaving.”
“Aythar?”
“The energy we use,” said Thillmarius. Lifting one hand he created a globe of swirling light.
“But everyone here seems to use it,” noted Daniel with some confusion.
“These humans are the result of some of our entertainments,” explained Thillmarius. “The wardens patrol the wildling settlements to make sure that none of our genetic alterations get loose into the wild population.” Thillmarius raised his golden eyebrows, showcasing his brilliant red irises.
“You think I’m the result of one of your…,” Daniel hesitated to use the word, “…baratti interbreeding with the people of Colne?”
“It has happened many times in the past,” said the She’Har. “Normally we simply kill any wildlings who are found to be able to touch aythar. You are lucky to be here.” Leaning forward Thillmarius sent a tendril of power out to touch the necklace around Daniel’s neck.
He was paralyzed. The ‘chair’ beneath him rose, stretching outward to become a wooden slab. In the span of less than a half a minute he had gone from sitting to lying down—and he was utterly unable to move. His eyes rolled in their sockets as he sought desperately to find some means of escape.
“Don’t panic, baratt. I don’t intend to hurt you, but after your victory, I’ve taken more of an interest in you. If you are to win fights, we need to know which grove your talent came from. You haven’t exhibited any specific gift yet, but once we know what it should be we can see about exploiting it more properly.” As the She’Har spoke, vine-like tendrils appeared from the base of the ‘table’ that Daniel lay upon. One wrapped around his arm before it drove a sharp thorn-shaped tip through the inside of his elbow. Another snaked its way upward, entering his mouth, slipping past his tongue, and down his throat.
The power of the necklace prevented him from gagging reflexively. Fighting down his panic, Daniel tried to calm his mind and almost succeeded, until he felt another tendril run up his leg. He screamed mentally, but despite the terrible fear that consumed his mind, his body refused to respond.
“It’s just taking samples, baratt.”
To Daniel it felt as though he was trapped there for hours. He could feel the movement of the vine that had gone down his throat as it snaked its way to his stomach and beyond. Surely at some point it must have met its mate, coming from the other direction. Nausea swept over him, but his stomach was unable to respond. The necklace controlled even the muscles in his gut, keeping them still and quiet. After an eternity they withdrew, leaving wet trails across his skin as they left his body. Something smelled bad, and he suspected it was the result of the lower tendril. A drop of blood welled from his arm, but he didn’t bleed any more than that.
Thillmarius restored movement to his arms and legs, and Daniel rolled off of the wooden slab to huddle near the door. He still felt nauseous, but his stomach remained quiet.
“The wardens are waiting beyond the door. They’ll take you back to your room. Your stomach will start working again in a few minutes, so make sure you’re outside before then,” said the She’Har waving him away dismissively.
The door opened on its own, and Daniel wasted no time leaving. He leapt to his feet and scurried, dignity was a thing for other men. The wardens laughed when they saw the fear and disgust on his face.
True to Thillmarius’ prediction, Daniel’s stomach began heaving not long after they exited the building. Bending over, he vomited on the ground while the wardens waited.
“You have one minute to finish that and get moving,” said one of them. “Then we start with the whips.”
Daniel was still fighting with the heaving of his belly when they drew out the magical red whips, but he straightened and began walking anyway. Satisfied, they resumed their trip back to his room while he gagged. Along the way he began throwing up once more, but he kept walking even as he doubled over.
The wardens seemed disappointed, as if they had hoped for another opportunity to punish him.



Chapter 20
The next morning Daniel was awoken by the same two wardens at his door.
“Get up, baratt! It’s time to earn your keep!”
Confused, Daniel nevertheless rose quickly, following them out into the narrow street. They led him back toward the edge of town, where the god-trees loomed large. Eventually he dared to ask, “Where are we going?”
“Today is to be a day of trials,” said the first warden. “You will be placed in your first official fight…” The warden paused, as if struggling to remember something. “What was your name again?”
“Daniel,” he answered.
The second warden drew out his whip and struck without warning. “Come again?” he said afterward.
“T-tyrion,” Daniel replied quickly.
The walk took them over an hour and several miles into the She’Har forest, until they came to another opening. This one was similar in size to the arena that he had fought the girl in, back in what he now knew was called ‘Ellentrea’. Unlike that arena however, this one was surrounded on all sides by god-trees. They had grown massive balconies that faced the arena from every direction, and on them were She’Har in numbers that Daniel was unable to comprehend.
He knew they were She’Har by their distinctive auras, which were similar to those of humans but different in a way that was hard to define. Their appearances varied wildly though, some appeared almost normal, aside from having green hair, while others had brown skin and red hair. There were a fair number who looked like Thillmarius, with black skin and golden hair and others who had a cerulean cast combined with raven black hair. Whatever their coloring, they all had softly pointed ears.
There was only one who looked like Lyralliantha, though. He spotted her silver hair and fair skin almost as soon as he entered the arena. She was too far away for his eyes to be certain of her identity, but his special senses confirmed that it was her by virtue of her unique aura. His perception had gotten good enough now that he found it almost easier to identify people by their auras as opposed to their physical features.
Before he could see more, Daniel was ushered into a small room along the side of the arena, one that was shielded to prevent his senses from passing through its walls. “Wait here,” one of the warden’s told him. “We will return for you when your name is called.”
“I won’t be able to see from here,” noted Daniel.
The second warden laughed, “That’s to make sure you don’t learn about anyone else’s fighting techniques.” He closed the door.
Daniel waited for hours, growing more nervous as time passed. Outside he could hear the crowd cheering as each match finished, the sound rose and fell like waves. Names were called, and an announcer spoke in the strange tongue that the She’Har used. He understood none of it.
The door opened at last, and the wardens led him out. The announcer was speaking, and the crowd was cheering.
“They seem happy,” he pointed out darkly. “Are they cheering for my blood or the opponent’s?”
The first warden answered him, “They just announced your opponent, Carwyn of Centyr. He’s popular.”
The announcer continued, and all that Daniel could recognize of its speech was his name, Tyrion, and the word ‘Illeniel’. The crowd grew silent, and he looked askance at the warden.
“The Illeniels have never kept baratti. I think they’re surprised,” said the man with a shrug. “Good luck,” he added, and then the two wardens left the arena.
“Thanks,” said Daniel.
“I meant in the next life, baratt. Carwyn will kill you,” the warden said over his shoulder just before the barrier went up around the arena.
Standing across from him was a man who appeared to be in his mid-twenties, if his looks were to be trusted. Daniel had learned that the hard life of the people owned by the She’Har meant they often looked older than they were.
As before, there were blue lights arranged around the arena. A loud chime went up, and they shifted to red. It was time to fight. Daniel’s opponent surrounded himself in a dense shield as soon as the light changed, just in time to deflect Daniel’s first attack.
Gesturing with one hand, Carwyn created what appeared to be an animal of some sort, composed of nothing but pure energy. After a second, he severed the link between himself and the creature and it began running toward Daniel, apparently of its own accord.
How the hell did he do that?
Daniel didn’t have much time to speculate however, his opponent sent several stunning blasts across the arena, striking his shield heavily. He was forced to put more of his aythar into defense, even as Carwyn’s energy beast charged toward him.
“It’s a fucking bear,” said Daniel aloud as it drew closer. I’m going to die being torn to shreds by a damn magic bear. For some reason he failed to find the thought humorous.
Ignoring his opponent now, Daniel sent a powerful lance of force toward the bear, hoping to disrupt whatever was holding it together. The attack knocked it sideways but appeared to do little more than enrage the beast further.
In the distance, Carwyn was producing a new monster, even larger than the first.
“Come on!” said Daniel despairing. “That’s not even fair.” Even as he said it though, his inner spectator was already noting that fairness had little to do with slavery or involuntary fights to the death. You’re just here to die entertainingly.
The ‘bear’, as he had come to think of it, struck his shield like an avalanche, with speed and power that he could hardly deny. It held for a moment, before he saw the monster’s claws tearing through it, beginning a rapidly accelerating process of disintegration. Wary of being stunned as some of those he had seen in the past, he leapt backward while releasing the shield. The bear rushed forward, not hesitating to capitalize on his lack of defense, but he forced it back momentarily with a deliberately broad push of his no longer divided power.
Before it could spring back, he bent down and traced a circle in the ground around him and then used his power to create a new shield based on the outline. This time, his shield held with hardly a tremor, firm and unyielding even against the bear’s terrible claws. Now he was only using a fraction of his strength, even though his defense seemed much more powerful. He used the remainder to level a well-focused lance of aythar at his enemy who was nearly finished with his latest creation.
Carwyn had neglected his defenses, keeping only a token shield while letting the bear distract his opponent. Daniel’s attack tore through the light shield as if it were tissue, continuing on to pierce the man’s abdomen.
He’s dying now, unless he finds a way to kill me quick, thought Daniel.
The second monster was charging toward him now, racing to join the first. This one was twice the size of the first, though its basic construction was the same. Daniel felt the shock of its assault in his bones when it struck, but somehow his shield continued to hold.
Putting more of his effort into maintaining the shield, Daniel drew a second circle inside the first and in the space between the two he added a wavy line, moving back and forth between the two. It was a sloppy piece of work, as far as art went, but once he finished and shifted his power into the supporting lines, he felt the load on him ease.
Daniel waited for what must have been two or three minutes, hoping his opponent would weaken as he lost blood, but then he saw the impossible. Carwyn was walking across the open ground, approaching him to get a better view of Daniel’s defenses. The wound in his side was gone, leaving only a silvery scar.
One more thing I need to learn, although the timing is terrible, thought Daniel.
“You blooded me, Tyrion,” said the other man, “for that I salute you! But it will take more than a single wound and such a formidable defense to win the day.”
Looking at the other man, Daniel could see that Carwyn had used much of his strength creating the monsters that were now slowly wearing down his defense, but while Daniel was growing slowly more tired, Carwyn seemed to be recuperating.
So it’s not costing him anything to maintain them after he finishes them, although it took much of his power to create them initially, surmised Daniel. The conclusion was simple enough; he had to kill Carwyn while he still had his own strength and before Carwyn recovered his.
The other man had a stronger shield up now, but otherwise he merely watched while his beasts tore at Daniel’s shield.
I need something like the lines to focus my attack, observed Daniel silently. Looking downward he stared at his hands, and then he was struck by an idea. Kneeling he drew a pair of lines across his double shield lines, imagining them as the defining edges of a doorway. Focusing his will he brought his vision into being while leaping forward. The doorway let him pass even as the two monsters were beating at the sides of his shield zone.
Carwyn was only ten feet away, staring at Daniel with surprise on his face. Daniel released the shielded circle behind him and focused his power on his hands, ignoring everything else. The beasts were already reorienting to attack him from behind anyway. Holding his arms flat, he created two powerful sword-like blades that extended down his forearms and past his fingertips.
The older man tried to strengthen his own defense, but he had spent too much on his pets. Daniel’s bladed arms sliced through his shield as if it was non-existent, and his body put up even less resistance. His body fell in two directions as he came apart at his mid-section. A look of horror crossed his features for a split second before shock rendered him senseless. Carwyn was dead.
Unfortunately for Daniel, his opponent’s creations didn’t disappear with their creator’s death. He felt their proximity and dove for the earth, trying to fall beneath their raking talons, but he couldn’t move quickly enough. Unshielded, the larger beast’s claw caught his shoulder and sent him tumbling and bleeding twenty feet across the arena floor.
The force of the blow saved him, though. The distance bought him time, and he used it to create another simple circle, filling it with his power even as they charged him again. His right shoulder was numb, torn and bleeding, but he knew he had won. Weak, he sat down on the ground, focusing his efforts entirely on maintaining his shield while the maddened constructs raged outside.
“You blooded me, Carwyn, and for that I salute you! But it will take more than a single wound and such formidable beasts to win the day,” he muttered to himself, rephrasing his opponent’s words. That did strike him as humorous, and he began to laugh quietly as he sat in the dirt, watching the monsters trying hopelessly to reach him.
A new chime echoed across the arena, and the lights changed from red to blue. Daniel kept his shield up, though. The monsters seemed to care little for the rules of the arena. They kept at him until Thillmarius appeared and used some strange type of magic to destroy them.
Daniel had seen that sort of magic produced only once before, when Lyralliantha had produced his slave collar. Watching it, he was fascinated. Twin ropes of intricately formed power emerged from Thillmarius’ hands and wound their way around the two magical creatures before constricting and tearing them into smaller pieces.
If I could do that, this wouldn’t have even been a contest, noted Daniel as he lowered his shield for the She’Har. Thillmarius took his hand and held it high over his head, speaking in his native tongue.
There was no applause or response. The crowd remained silent, as if uncertain how to react. Daniel could see Lyralliantha, though, standing on one of the balconies. She watched him, but she did not cheer.
Thillmarius led him from the field and back toward the wardens waiting at its edge. “You surprise me again, wildling,” said the She’Har, “Carwyn was generally expected to win. This was to be his last fight.”
“Last fight?”
“The Centyr Grove had decided to reward him with elevation to the rank of warden. This fight was to be an easy victory for him before taking his new position, or so they thought,” said Thillmarius with a sly grin.
“You knew I would win?” asked Daniel.
Thillmarius shook his head, “I can lay no claim to such knowledge of the future, but I do look forward to more surprises from you, wildling.”
Daniel was left alone with the two wardens who had originally brought him, and after one of them sealed and treated his wounds, they led him away. He watched them with new eyes as they left the forest and entered Ellentrea again.
“Were you both like me once?” he asked them when his curiosity got the best of him. Thillmarius’ remark about a slave being made a warden had him wondering.
One of the two grunted, but the other paused before answering, as if giving the question some thought. “I was never like you, baratt. I grew up in Ellentrea.”
“But you were a slave once?”
“I am still a slave. I just have clothes and a reasonable chance of living another year. Most never get this far,” the warden replied.
Emboldened by the warden’s sudden willingness to talk, Daniel risked another question, “Are there many other ‘wildlings’?”
The warden who had remained silent laughed suddenly, but still didn’t respond. His companion looked at him for a moment and closed his mouth. They walked in silence the rest of the way back to Daniel’s room.
The previously talkative warden opened the door while the quiet one stood back. As Daniel passed him, he said a few words quietly, “You’re the first one, ever.”
Daniel looked at him, a dozen questions leaping to his mind at once, but the door closed, and he was again left alone with his thoughts.



Chapter 21
Two more days of silence passed, and the solitude began to eat at Daniel’s patience. He practiced relentlessly, creating shapes and walls of pure force, both with and without lines or other boundaries to reinforce them.
One thing that had bothered him most during his fight with Carwyn was the difficulty and time that was required in drawing lines on the ground. Dropping to one’s knees and using your finger to sketch in the dirt wasn’t practical or timely when you had another person busily trying to kill you. Plus, he had noticed that parts of the ground within the arena were stony, which would make drawing with his finger impossible.
After a series of experiments, he finally arrived at a method for using a focused line of power to draw on the ground. He would use his finger as a guide for the power, extending it as far as necessary to reach the ground. He practiced within his room, drawing lines on the floor with his invisible ‘stick’ as he thought about it. If he encountered something harder than dirt, he was pretty sure he could sharpen the end of it enough to cut the lines if necessary, but he wasn’t able to test that idea in his room.
Daniel was also concerned about the way Carwyn had healed himself. One of the warden’s had done the same for him before they left, using a light touch to seal the skin over his wounds. He had also repaired one of the muscles in Daniel’s shoulder.
Examining the place with his special senses, Daniel could detect the join line where the muscle had been reconnected. His skin had scars as well, where it had been knitted back together. It wasn’t a perfect method of healing, but it was fast and effective.
It’s damn handy when you’re bleeding to death.
His biggest problem was that he didn’t have any wounds to practice mending. The first thought that occurred to him was waiting until his next fight, if he was injured again, he could try to fix it before the wardens did, assuming he won. But you might lose for being unable to stop bleeding during the fight itself.
He needed to learn sooner.
Gritting his teeth, he created a sharp knife-like blade of force around one finger and used it to carefully cut a two inch line across his right thigh. He kept the cut shallow, to avoid damaging the muscle beneath the skin, but he made it deep enough to ensure that he had a genuine separation of the skin itself. Luckily the sharpness of his aythar made the incision almost painless, although it began to throb almost as soon as he had finished.
The blood welling from the cut made it impossible for him to see the edges with his eyes, but his mind found them easily enough. He tried pulling the edges together and willing them to glue themselves to each other, but that failed miserably. After several more failed attempts he finally hit on a solution.
Weaving a thin thread-like line of power in and out, he could draw the edges tightly together and hold them in place. Focusing his perception even closer he could then find the tiny ‘bits’ of skin that had been severed and torn. With practice he learned to knit them together again. They weren’t linked exactly as they had been before the cut occurred, but they were at least connected to similar pieces. He had no names for what he was working with, but he could see things far too tiny for the human eye to perceive.
After fixing the first cut he realized that while what he had done worked, it was far too slow.
“I need practice,” he told himself, wincing at the thought while he gazed at the neat line of the silver scar on his thigh.
That’s it!
Using his left index finger he cut a long line along the outside of his forearm, following the bone. He stopped to reknit the skin every couple of inches. Now and then he had to stop when the pain got too much for him. His mind had begun to anticipate the cuts, making them hurt more intensely than they really should have, but he kept going anyway.
Half an hour later he had a neat line extending from his elbow to the tip of his pinky finger. Then he began a corresponding line on the inside of his forearm. The second line took even longer, becoming especially painful as he worked his way along the outer edge of his thumb and index finger.
Once he had finished, he stopped to admire his work. He had gotten much better at fixing cuts. So good in fact that he had been forced to relax his standard of perfection for at some points he had almost failed to leave a scar line. And the line is what it’s all about.
Holding his arm up in front of him, he visualized the force blade he had used to defeat Carwyn. It appeared instantly, and his steadily improving perception could tell it was better than before. The amount of aythar required to create it was less now, and its form and edge were stronger. Daniel experimented with changing its length, getting a feel for the differences in how much power it required.
“I feel sorry for anyone who gets within range of this,” said Daniel aloud. Range would be anywhere from three to ten feet if he wanted to use the blade effectively. He could also see using the lines to focus his power for ranged attacks as well, but he didn’t have enough space in his tiny room to practice that as he might have liked.
Daniel stared at his other arm, which was still free of scar lines. He winced inwardly as he contemplated repeating the process on it. Mentally steeling himself he got to work. It was painful and bloody, but he was already learning that most things in this life were like that. Bleed now or die later.
 
***
More than a week had passed, and Daniel hadn’t seen anyone other than the woman who brought his food and water twice daily. She was turning out to be wonderful company.
“Good morning, Brenda!” he said to her when she entered in the early part of the day. She refused to give him a name, so he had picked that one for her out of spite.
“You look beautiful again today, Brenda!” he told her when she returned in the evening.
As the days had gone ceaselessly from one to the next without any reply from her, he began to come up with more creative greetings to amuse himself.
“Brenda, I must confess that I’ve fallen in love with you,” he told her sadly that day. She kept her eyes on the floor and moved to deposit his tray on the table.
“I’ve tried to get you out of my mind, but I just can’t,” he added. “You’re the only woman for me.” She had claimed the empty tray and was making rapidly for the door.
Daniel moved to block her exit, “Really, Brenda, you’re quite literally the only woman I can see anymore.”
“Please move,” she told him.
“But you haven’t told me your name, or do you prefer Brenda?” he teased.
The woman looked up at him, brown eyes framing her bent nose, “I have no name. I am not worth fighting.” Her expression conveyed a sense of pain, long held and well accepted.
Daniel remembered being taken before Lyralliantha after he had killed the girl. They had seemed to feel that he would be happy to be awarded a new name. That’s sick, he thought to himself, these people have to kill someone before they get a name? Even worse, they apparently looked forward to it.
“From now on, I will call you Amarah,” he told her, feeling bad about his previous teasing.
Her eyes grew wide with fear, “You mustn’t! They will whip me if I take my own name!”
Her aura flared for a moment, and Daniel could see the reaction was genuine. Although she possessed the same gift he did, her aythar wasn’t much stronger than some of the people he had known back in Colne. Her weakness must have made her unfit for the arena, and while it assured her of a safer existence, she was clearly unhappy with her lot.
“Only here, when no one can hear,” he told her reassuringly. “You will be Amarah to me from now on.” He stepped back to give her more room, and she ducked past him, running from the room as if it were on fire.
“That went well,” he told himself. He was surprised when only moments later one of the wardens opened the door again.
Did they hear me name her? he wondered. His back was crawling with the memory of his last whipping, and he regretted naming the woman.
The warden was the same one who had spoken to him the week before, after he had killed Carwyn. He led Daniel silently toward the edge of the forest again.
Still afraid, but hoping that it wasn’t more punishment awaiting him, Daniel spoke up at last, “Am I being taken to another fight?”
“No,” said the warden flatly. They walked for another minute before he added, “I am commanded to bring you to your master.”
“Lyralliantha?” said Daniel, using the opportunity to refresh his pronunciation of the strange name.
“Yes,” said the other man.
They had reached the edge of the god-trees when Daniel spoke again. “What is your name?”
The man looked at him with faint surprise before answering, “Garlin.” One hand rose and he made a fist, showing Daniel the back of it. His name was tattooed on the skin there.
“Nice to meet you, Garlin,” said Daniel.
Garlin’s eyes narrowed, “Keep your sentiments to yourself, baratt.”
The warden’s sudden anger confused Daniel, but he held his tongue. It seemed that friendliness angered the humans of Ellentrea faster than any insult, though he still didn’t understand why.
When they reached the base of the right tree, the warden started upward immediately, but Daniel paused, watching the way the man shaped his aythar. It looked as if he had two extra appendages crafted of invisible energy, one above and one below him that alternately pushed and pulled to maintain his gravity-defying stance as he walked.
Daniel tried to imitate the smooth movement of the warden, but he was forced to go slowly, stopping and starting as he tried to copy the other man’s technique. Garlin watched him intently but didn’t comment.
Even with the awkwardness, Daniel still moved almost twice as quickly as he had been able to while crawling. He felt a subtle sense of pride when he reached the platform where Lyralliantha waited.
She said something to the warden before he could leave. Garlin straightened up and moved to stand beside her, when she spoke again he followed her words with his own.
“She wishes to ask you a few questions,” said the warden. “I will remain to translate for her.”
Daniel nodded.
The She’Har spoke again and after a brief pause Garlin translated, “Are you well fed and watered?”
Daniel stared at her then, searching her brilliant blue eyes for any hint of mockery or amusement. He found none, and her aura gave an impression of sincere curiosity as well.
“No,” he replied sincerely. “I have been given only what is necessary to survive and nothing more.”
The warden gave him a sour glance, but after a moment translated for Lyralliantha. Daniel could only hope that the message would be relayed accurately.
The She’Har seemed to think for a while before speaking again, but Garlin’s translation this time was brief, “What more do you require?”
Daniel tried to put the emptiness of his current life into words but failed. Even if he could have described what was missing, he doubted the taciturn warden would have been able to accurately translate it to her. Frustrated, he pointed at his temple, “May I show you?”
Garlin spoke to her, and she nodded promptly, stepping forward to within arm’s reach. Garlin then said in Barion, “She warns you to avoid attempting to manipulate her as you did the first day.”
Daniel was confused for a moment, but then he remembered how he had touched her aura that day, when he had kissed her foot. “Forgive me,” he told her, “I was ignorant.”
After that had been translated, Lyralliantha touched his forehead with her fingers and lifted his hand to her temple. A trickle of aythar flowed through him at her touch and he tried to emulate what she was doing, to connect his mind to hers. The world grew hazy around him while a new vision grew in his mind with sharp clarity, pushing reality aside.
They stood together in an empty space, and with a simple gesture, Lyralliantha caused flowers to grow up around them, basking in the warm sunlight of an open sky. Daniel could feel her emotions clearly now, and he knew she was demonstrating, as if to say, this place is a blank palette, show me what you wish.
Reaching out mentally he changed their surroundings, showing her the room that he lived in. By itself the image wasn’t so bad, but he was able to infuse it with the feeling of isolation and intense desperation. Starting with that as a beginning, he slowly removed the dark cell and replaced it with an image of his home, laughing and talking with his parents. His mother smiled at him as she served him and his father a warm meal.
The vision was given such strength by the power of the space they had created between them that Daniel couldn’t help but go further, using it to recapture some of the happiness of the past. He danced with his mother while his father played on the cittern, laughing at their missteps. Then he let that scene fade, shifting to the memory of the day he had played for Kate on the porch while she sang, her voice flying over the notes from his strings.
The music of Dana’s Lament burned in his heart, even as the song stopped and his memory brought him face to face with Kate, her emerald eyes searing him with their beauty. She leaned in to kiss him and the world dissolved into tears.
Daniel had fallen and was sitting on the platform at Lyralliantha’s feet, tears streaming down his cheeks as he tried and failed to stem the tide of sorrow that had swallowed his self-control.
The She’Har woman was staring down at him, a strange look on her face. She had created a shield around herself, hiding her aura from his view, but Daniel clearly saw the drop of moisture that escaped the corner of her eye.
Lyralliantha walked to the far end of the platform and then said something to Garlin. The warden responded by addressing Daniel, “She says that you will never find that here. You should have chosen death.”
Daniel had regained his feet, and he answered, “Tell her that I am sorry. I wanted to show her what happiness could be like for humans.”
Lyralliantha issued a short command and Garlin moved toward Daniel. “It is time for us to go. She is done with you,” said the warden.
As they started to leave the platform, the She’Har said something else, and the warden stopped so Daniel did likewise. Lyralliantha approached and put her finger to his forehead and abruptly the picture of the cittern appeared in his mind with the sensation of a question.
“Tell her that it’s called a cittern, and we use it to make music,” said Daniel to the warden.
Garlin opened his mouth and then closed it again. “I don’t know what those words mean, or how to translate them,” he replied helplessly. He spoke again in the She’Har tongue, confessing his ignorance to Lyralliantha.
She waved them on dismissing the question, and soon Daniel and Garlin were on the ground again, walking back toward the dismal town of Ellentrea.
Daniel couldn’t help but wonder if Lyralliantha’s true question had been about the instrument or the music itself. Surely they have music.



Chapter 22
“Why did she send him away?” asked Moira, interrupting me.
I sighed, “I can’t say for sure. Daniel didn’t know, and they never discussed it later, but I would guess that she didn’t know what to do.”
“Well, she could have given him a better place to live for starters,” said Matthew suddenly, “or better food. Anything would have helped.”
“I think the intensity of what he showed her overwhelmed her ability to deal with it,” I told my two children. “She was confronted with a deluge of emotions that she wasn’t equipped to handle. Sending him away was her way of creating distance, so she could process what she had experienced.”
“You’d think, as old as she was, that she would know enough to deal with sadness,” commented Moira. She glanced at Lynarralla who was sitting next to her. “She’s barely a year old, and she seems as smart as an adult already,” said Moira.
“I still don’t understand emotions very well,” admitted the She’Har girl, “and I think Lyralliantha was still very young at that point.”
“That’s correct,” I said, confirming her remark. “Although Daniel didn’t realize it yet, Lyralliantha was only four years old when he met her.”
“Wait!” exclaimed Matthew. “So he’s older than she is? How does she know so much about spellweaving and magic?”
Lynarralla spoke up, “We are created with all the knowledge we require already within us, language, spellweaving, and most basic skills.”
“She still seems awfully young,” said Moira. “Don’t She’Har live a long time before becoming trees?”
“Some live for thousands of years before they take root,” I explained, “while sometimes others take root shortly after being born. Thillmarius was nearly eight hundred years old when Daniel first met him.”
“Why do some take root early and others don’t?” asked Matthew.
“It’s a matter of food and space. The mother-trees produce a fruit they called ‘calmuth’, which was the primary food for the She’Har children. Whenever a She’Har is unable to get a regular supply of the fruit, they begin to change, putting down roots in the first good open place they can find,” I said, elaborating. “So if there are too many children for the tree to feed, one or more will become a new tree to reduce the burden and help feed the others. If there is no space to take root, the children will die, which also reduces the food burden.”
“Was Thillmarius a child? You said he was eight hundred years old,” wondered Matthew aloud.
Lynarralla interrupted, answering for me, “All She’Har are children until they take root.”
“That’s so weird,” said Matthew.
“The deeper life of my people begins then,” noted the She’Har girl.
“Let me get back to the story,” I said, “Otherwise this will take days.”
They grew quiet and settled in again, watching me with interest.
“So when he got back, Daniel wasn’t sure what would happen, but the next day Thillmarius came to visit him…” I began.
 
***
The door to his room opened at the wrong time of day.
Daniel knew because he marked time carefully, waiting for Amarah’s visit each day. It was the only social interaction he had to look forward to, poor though it was. The only other times the door opened were when the wardens had come to take him to see one of the She’Har or to fight for his life in the arena.
There was no warden outside today. Daniel’s special sense told him that instead, Thillmarius himself stood waiting in the sun. Walking to the door he looked out.
“Let’s take a walk, Tyrion,” said the She’Har.
Daniel kept pace with his golden-haired visitor, careful to keep his expression neutral.
“Who were your parents?” said the She’Har unexpectedly. “Were they unusual in any way?”
“My father was a shepherd, sir,” said Daniel. “He was well liked by his friends and respected by most everyone else, but I think he was as normal as the next man.”
“And your mother?”
“She was kind to me, and everyone else I think. She had an ear for music and good hands for the cittern. I think that’s what drew my father to her, or at least that’s what he said when we were all together,” answered Daniel.
“Music?” said Thillmarius. “There’s a word I haven’t heard since I learned your language.”
“Should I tell you about music?”
“No, I’m not interested in outdated cultural traditions. What did your father say about your mother when you were alone? Did she have a special gift of some sort?” said Thillmarius, probing further.
Daniel hid a grin at the memory. “He said it was because the best parts of her all came in two’s.”
“Two’s?”
Daniel gestured at his eyes, his chest and then his posterior, “It was a joke mostly, but mother was very pretty.”
Thillmarius stared at him for a moment, thinking before he continued, “That’s all well and good, but it isn’t what I’m trying to find out. Do you think either of your parents possessed the same gift that you do, or perhaps even a more distant relative?”
“No, sir,” said Daniel. “They were all normal. I never met anyone who was like me until the warden’s started searching for me.”
“Then I suppose it’s quite possible you are the first, at least we can hope,” stated Thillmarius.
“The first what, sir?”
Thillmarius faced him, his visage fixed in an expression of intense interest, “The first naturally occurring human mage.”
“What’s a mage?” asked Daniel.
The She’Har sighed, “Your inquisitiveness combined with your excellent command of Barion makes me forget how ignorant you are sometimes. I suspect your mental capacity is much more like your distant ancestors than that of our current crop of humans.”
Daniel waited, his question still unanswered.
“A mage is someone who can sense and manipulate the aythar, the energy that permeates all existing matter. Your race was completely devoid of that capacity when the She’Har arrived here,” said Thillmarius.
“But everyone in Ellentrea is a mage…”
Thillmarius nodded, “They were produced by interbreeding between our children and some of our captive humans.”
That shocked Daniel. He couldn’t imagine any of the seemingly perfect and aloof She’Har wanting to mate with a human. “So the people here are all half-She’Har?”
His companion laughed, “Oh no! Of course not! Hybridization between two utterly foreign species is impossible. No, they are completely human I assure you, baratt.”
That made almost no sense to Daniel, “But you just said they interbred.”
“Yes. Don’t I look human to you?”
Human? Was the She’Har suggesting that he was human? “Not exactly, sir,” replied Daniel.
“Well I am, baratt, or very nearly so. When we came to this world, we modified our children to match the environment, choosing your specie as the template. Our new children, created here on this world, are completely human, aside from some deliberate genetic changes,” said the She’Har.
“Pardon me, sir, but your hair and skin are different than anyone’s whom I have ever seen and humans don’t take root and become trees,” Daniel observed. As an afterthought he added, “I don’t know what genetic means either.”
“It was a word used by the ancient humans to describe the instructions that defined each person’s distinct traits. They were quite advanced in their understanding of it. My people even gained new insights by studying their texts, once we had broken their resistance,” said the She’Har. “But I digress, our bodies are human, with a few genetic changes that give us our distinctive colorations and cosmetic features, along with the ability to manipulate aythar, but within each of us is a seed. When we take root, the human body dies, serving as fertilizer for the new tree. Our memories, our minds transform, becoming part of the new She’Har adult.”
“So you die and the seed inside eats your body?”
Thillmarius blanched at the description, “Such a crude way of putting it. This body dies, but my mind and spirit become part of something greater. In any case, the point of all this was to explain that She’Har children are almost entirely human, with a few improvements. When they conjugate with a normal human, they can produce human offspring, but those offspring do not contain a seed, although they frequently inherit the genetic traits we designed to allow She’Har children to manipulate and control aythar.”
Daniel’s mind was spinning as he tried to assimilate the new information that Thillmarius was bombarding him with. One question kept returning to the foreground of his mind, and while he feared it might result in his punishment, he couldn’t help but ask, “If these people are almost the same as you, how can you enslave them like this? How can you torture your own children?”
“Mind your tone, baratt,” warned Thillmarius. “I tolerate your questions because I find you fascinating, but do not mistake that for friendship. They are not ‘our children’ as you put it. They are the result of crosses between wild humans and the genetically modified, temporary shells that we use to house our seeds. Inheriting a few specific genes that we redesigned, genes that were also human genes by the way, does not make them in any way She’Har.”
Daniel bowed his head, fearful of receiving another horrific round of punishment at the hands of the wardens if the She’Har speaking to him should become seriously annoyed. “Forgive me, sir, my curiosity often gets the better of me.”
Thillmarius stared at him for a moment. “I can see you are not finished, ask what you will.”
“If they inherit the same genes that you use to become mages, why is their magic different than yours?”
“The seed we are born with imbues us with a great amount of knowledge and skills, including the talent for spellweaving. From the day they leave the pod, a She’Har child is far superior to any human, in terms of knowledge, magical skill, intelligence, or any other attribute you might name.”
“Does that mean a human could learn spellweaving, though?” continued Daniel.
The She’Har snorted in derision, “Could one of your sheep learn to spin their wool into cloth, baratt? Spellweaving is the greatest distinction between the She’Har and baratti, it is what separates us from all other species and gives us dominion over them.”
Daniel fell silent, not wanting to risk angering Thillmarius.
“If you are finished with your questions, baratt, I will tell you why you interest me. Aside from your active mind, which I suspect is a product of being reared in the wild, you possess a gene for manipulating aythar that we did not design. On the face of it, if there are no other specimens like you, that would indicate that you are the recipient of a novel mutation induced in the germ cell line of one of your parents. It could also have been a mutation produced during recombination after conception. What is of greatest interest to me, is discovering how effective your new gene variant is, and whether it confers any special talent.”
Much of what Thillmarius said was unintelligible to Daniel, but he grasped the essential concept. He was unique. A sudden hope bloomed in Daniel’s mind as he realized that his new captors might want to keep him alive for further study. “Does this mean you won’t be sending me to the arena anymore?” he asked.
Thillmarius chuckled genially. There was no malice in his voice as he replied, “Of course not, baratt. We have all the samples we need, and even without them we could reproduce this new gene in our children or in our captives. The first step will be to stress you thoroughly and see how you develop, whether your abilities grow or falter. Once we have determined that, we may produce new subjects with your special variant to test further. After extensive experience and testing we might even choose to use your variant in our children, if it is shown to have some advantage, but that would likely be centuries from now.”
“Stress me thoroughly?”
“In the arena of course!” said Thillmarius with audible enthusiasm.
“And after that?” asked Daniel, wondering how many battles he would have to survive before they would decide they had learned as much as they could.
The She’Har smiled, “After that, we will produce new subjects to test.”
Daniel’s heart sank. He intends to keep testing me until I die.



Chapter 23
Garlin arrived early the next morning to collect Daniel.
“Time to prove your worth, Tyrion,” the warden told him.
“The arena?” asked Daniel as they walked.
Garlin nodded.
A few minutes later Daniel spoke again, “Which grove does your talent come from?”
“Mordan.”
“Can I ask what talent that gives you?”
Garlin snorted, “You don’t know much yet. Those with the Mordan gift can teleport.”
“Teleport?”
The warden was walking in front of him, but with a brief surge of aythar he was suddenly behind Daniel, his wooden sword pressed painfully against Daniel’s back. “Teleport,” stated Garlin, not bothering to explain further. He waited a long second before sheathing his sword and resuming his previous gait.
“How far can you go?” probed Daniel.
“Anywhere I can see or anywhere I have ever been,” said the other man.
“So you could escape…” said Daniel with a sense of inspiration.
Garlin touched the necklace at his throat, “For me to be somewhere beyond the limit they have set me, would mean death.
“There is no escape, resign yourself to it, baratt. For you there is only battle and pain. Learn to enjoy it, or let one of them kill you if you cannot bear it. Those are your choices,” said Garlin, a hard note entering his voice.
Daniel fell silent, and soon they had reached the arena. As before, he was placed in a small room that occluded his magesight, to await his turn.
Without being able to sense the outside world, he was unable to judge the passage of time. Knowing that he would soon be fighting for his life ate at his nerves, and he paced the small room. He tried sitting, closing his eyes and relaxing, but his inner tension grew until it was unbearable and he was forced to his feet again. The wait was much longer than it had been the last time. He was certain that hours passed, but whether it was one hour or ten he couldn’t have guessed.
The door opened and the wardens gestured him forward. Moving with assurance, based on his previous time in the arena, he took his place without being directed. The announcer was speaking loudly to the crowd, and they cheered as he said the opponent’s name. Daniel only recognized one word, ‘Mordan’.
The crowd grew quiet when the name Tyrion Illeniel was announced. Raising his eyes to the She’Har lining the balconies, Daniel couldn’t see Lyralliantha, but his mind found her, and after that he was able to spot her standing on one of the upper platforms. She was too distant for him to see her eyes, but it felt as though their gazes met. As if in response to his attention, she turned away, putting her back to the arena.
The chime sounded, and the lights changed from blue to red. The blond haired man on the other side of the arena smiled and raised a close personal shield around himself, walking slowly forward.
Daniel saw no sign of strange animals being summoned, and his foe didn’t vanish so he guessed that those must have been special talents of other groves. He had seen a warden teleport twice now, so he had some idea what to expect, especially after Garlin’s demonstration.
If I stay in motion, it will be more difficult for him to use his ability to ambush me, thought Daniel, and even as it occurred to him the blond man disappeared. He leapt forward, fearful that his enemy was going to appear behind him.
The blond man laughed, having teleported to another position almost a hundred feet to Daniel’s right. He sent a light probing blast of pure aythar at Daniel, testing his shield before teleporting again a few seconds later. He reappeared this time fifty feet directly ahead of Daniel.
Scrambling to change direction to avoid his opponent, Daniel went to his right but then had to switch again when the man showed up in yet a new place.
“Keep running little rabbit!” shouted his opponent. “I will choose the time and place!”
This is stupid.
Stopping in his tracks, Daniel sent a flicker of aythar along his index fingers, drawing a broad circle around himself roughly seven or eight feet in diameter. As soon as it was complete he sent a surge of aythar into it creating a powerful shield around himself. His enemy sent several more probing blasts at it, but unless he was concealing his strength it was readily apparent that he wouldn’t be able to penetrate it.
Daniel lifted his arms, flattening his hands out as he crossed them over his chest in an ‘X’. He kept the vision of what he wanted in his head, and he felt the lines that traced his arms in his mind. He stopped just short of actually putting any of his strength into what he had envisioned.
The other man smiled wickedly before teleporting again, this time showing up just outside Daniel’s circle. He laughed when he saw Daniel flinch. “Your shield won’t stop me, wildling. I can kill you at any time,” he mocked.
The man began teleporting rapidly, barely stopping in any one place before moving again. He laughed while Daniel jerked and shuddered in response, expecting him to appear beside or behind him at any moment.
He’s trying to deaden my reflexes, force me to react over and over until I get used to it and relax.
Daniel closed his eyes and forced himself to relax, watching his opponent vanish and reappear once again. He’s waiting until I stop flinching, and then…
He had grown utterly still, and as the man appeared behind him his arms flared with a blaze of deadly power. Whipping his arms outward he spun, the blades of force that extended from his hands nearly touching the boundary of his shield barrier. First one and then the other cut through his opponent’s shield, continuing onward through unresisting flesh.
The Mordan mage died instantly, his body falling in three gruesome pieces to the ground before Daniel. The crowd had become silent and all eyes were on him.
Drunk on adrenaline and exultant in the rush of power that filled him Daniel raised his bladed arms to the sky. He felt alive in a way that he had only experienced twice before, when he had killed his two previous opponents. The girl had sickened him, but he remembered it anyway. The rush of being alive.
And still the crowd did not cheer.
Filled with joy and rage simultaneously, he screamed at the She’Har on the balconies, “Go fuck yourselves, you bastards! I am alive!”
He had no idea how many of them spoke the human language, but as the adrenaline receded and his body lapsed into shaking, he knew his words had been foolish.
“Learn to enjoy it, or let them kill you,” Garlin had said.
“I’ll choose the former and dare them to try,” Daniel muttered to himself. “Either way I’ll die eventually, but at least I won’t do it cringing and crying.” A calm grew in him as he made a new resolution in himself.
As he was led back to his room in Ellentrea, Garlin spoke, “We’ll have to whip you for your insolence back at the arena.” He glanced over at the other warden.
Daniel’s face hardened, “Do what you must.”
They whipped him until his resolve broke and he begged for mercy, and then they continued until he finally fell unconscious from the pain.
 
***
A few days later Daniel sat in his room, mad with boredom and solitude, waiting for Amarah to bring his morning meal.
The time was drawing close, and he felt ashamed to admit that it was the only thing he had to look forward to. When she entered at last, he stood immediately, greeting her with as much warmth as he could muster, “Good morning, Amarah. You look even lovelier today. Surely the sun has kissed your cheeks to endow them with such a glow.”
Her eyes flickered toward him before returning to the floor. He couldn’t see whether she was blushing through her weather-beaten skin, but her aura told him quite plainly that she was. Amarah was far from what he had once considered attractive, but he had begun to crave the subtle fragility lent to her by her innate femininity.
She placed the tray down and made for the door, but once again he blocked her way. “Do you have a boyfriend, Amarah, or a husband perhaps?” he asked.
“I don’t know this word, ‘husband’, but we are not allowed to mate, if that is what you mean by ‘boyfriend’. Such things are not permitted,” she said as if the idea shocked her.
Daniel ran his hand along her thick, slightly coarse hair. Being so close to a woman after so long alone made his pulse quicken. “Names aren’t permitted either, Amarah, but yours sings from my lips each day when you enter here.”
She glanced up at him, eyes widening slightly. “Stop, we’ll be punished.”
He leaned down to whisper in her ear, “Daniel. My real name is Daniel. ‘We’ll be punished, Daniel’ is what you should say.” He took the edge of her ear lightly between his teeth, letting his warm breath out softly.
Amarah’s body shifted, leaning closer to him, and he saw her aura flicker with growing arousal, even though he had done nothing to manipulate it directly. Her passion was entirely her own.
Responding with fierce fervor, he pulled her tightly against him, for once grateful for their state of nudity. There was no hiding his desire, nor did he need to. Amarah growled into his chest, stretching up on her toes in order to grind herself against him.
Daniel bent his knees, lowering himself to reach her when a sudden searing pain shot through him, burning along his nerves from his neck to his spine and in both directions, destroying any erotic thought he might have had. Amarah screamed as well, releasing him and falling to the floor in agony, clawing at her throat.
The pain was brief, disappearing after a short span of seconds, but it had left him breathless with its intensity. “What the hell was that?” he said aloud.
“I told you we would be punished,” said Amarah as she quickly got back on her feet and ducked out the door.
“It sounded a lot sexier the first time you said it,” he said despairingly to the empty room.



Chapter 24
Daniel was depressed, even more deeply than before. His failure with Amarah the day before had destroyed the one thing he secretly dreamed of, the last hope he had of the pleasure of feminine company. In the weeks he had been trapped in isolation, he had never been punished by the necklace for pleasuring himself. But such things grew old rapidly. For some reason the She’Har had set things up to make certain their slaves never did anything similar with each other.
He still dreamed of Kate almost nightly, at times waking from dreams that seemed so solid they made his heart ache. Reaching out into the darkness as she faded from in front of him, he found only cold air beneath his fingers.
There was no one to see him crying in the dark.
The next day he practiced with his shields and shapes again, but after a few hours it grew boring. For what must have been the hundredth time, he wished he had his cittern. All his life he had taken its music for granted, first listening to his mother play and then learning himself. Since leaving home there had been no music.
The people of Ellentrea seemed to be completely ignorant on the subject. He had yet to hear even a hint of a melody sung or played when he was escorted in or out of the town of captives. Given Lyralliantha’s confusion and Thillmarius’ remarks, he was beginning to suspect that music simply didn’t exist among the She’Har and had been forgotten by their slaves.
If I had my cittern I would at least have some solace here in this dark space.
Glancing around his tiny room, Daniel’s eyes lit upon the flat, wooden ‘stump’ that rose next to his bed, forming the table that served as his only piece of furniture aside from the bed he slept on. His senses had long ago told him that it was composed of a solid piece of wood that had grown up with a gnarled internal pattern. It was easily large enough to form the body and neck of a cittern if one could cut and shape it properly.
Angry and frustrated he used his power to cut the uppermost foot of it neatly off, leaving a bare scarred stump. The wood was damp, still wet with living sap, but he thought that if it dried without cracking, it might be usable. Taking his prize he stashed it under his bed, wondering if the She’Har would discover the damage he had wrought upon the root that formed his tiny home.
He was already regretting his action, his back tingling at the thought of being whipped again.
What’s done is done.
In less than an hour the wardens came.
They entered his room and immediately pointed at the damaged ‘table’. “Outside,” commanded Garlin.
Cold sweat beaded on Daniel’s brow as they marched him into the open air and brought out the red whips that had dealt him so much pain in the past. “Please,” he told them, desperate, “I wasn’t thinking clearly. I won’t do it again!”
His answer came by way of the first touch of a whip on his back, and soon he was howling in agony.
Later he lay on his small bed, unable to summon the tears that he felt. Life had become nothing more than a succession of pain and boredom, punctuated by adrenaline soaked battles in the arena. He found himself looking forward to his next summons to fight. It was the only time he felt even a modicum of control over his own life.
 
***
A few days later he was standing in the arena again staring up at the balconies crowded with She’Har come to enjoy the fruits of their blood sport. Across from him stood a tall woman, lean and muscular, with short cropped hair. Daniel had failed to hear her name, or more importantly the name of the grove she had gotten her gifts from.
His heart was beating fiercely, filling him with strength and vitality, demanding that he fight to survive. As the light shifted from blue to red he walked forward, using his fingers to direct his aythar, sketching several large circles in the earth around him.
Her first attack came without warning, a fierce blast of force that tested the limit of the shield he had placed closely around his body. He ignored it, continuing to walk toward her. His magesight had already told him that his strength was greater than hers. If he could avoid being blindsided by some unexpected ability, he felt certain of victory.
The woman knelt, hands picking at the stony soil around her, and when she stood again he could tell she held several small rocks in the palm of one hand. Daniel thought of Kate and her prodigious throwing arm. If she thinks she can kill me with such small rocks she’s sadly mistaken.
Flicking one stone into the air, the woman sent it hurtling toward him with blistering speed, propelled by the force of her aythar. It struck his shield, hard. If his defense hadn’t held it might have caved in his chest. As it was, he staggered, caught off-guard by the powerful impact. A second stone slammed into him, and his shield shattered, sending waves of pain through his head.
Falling, Daniel hit the ground, struggling to collect his wits. Hesitation meant death. Rolling sideways he made it into one of his circles and sent a desperate pulse of power to raise a new shield with it. His head was throbbing with the effort. Another stone hammered into it almost as soon as it came up, and he felt the impact with his mind. The world swayed around him.
If she’s a Mordan, I’m dead, he thought.
The woman was sending a steady barrage of small rocks against his shielded circle but Daniel was recovering. Putting forth more of his power the shield stabilized, forming a barrier too strong for even her deadly stones to crack.
Stretching out her hand, the woman clenched it into a fist and pulled it downward, snarling, and the earth fell away beneath him, opening into a pit. Daniel dropped into it, and the soil closed over his head, encasing him in an earthen tomb.
Using a shield to push outward, Daniel fought to shove the dirt away, to reach the surface again. Claustrophobia assailed him, and his heart was filled with fear; he had only the air still in his lungs. Time was not his friend.
The earth held him tightly, reinforced by his opponent’s strength. Already underground and buried by a large amount of heavy soil, he was fighting an uphill battle, unable to muster enough strength to force his way free while she used her power to keep him down. His magesight showed her close by now, gazing down at the dirt and rock that covered him. She was smiling.
Chest burning, he gave up trying to escape and sent his power further outward, clawing at the loose soil of the ground above, whipping it into frenzied whirlwind, filling the air around his enemy with a savage flurry of sand and grit.
His assault seemed to surprise her, and her focus faltered. Shifting his power, Daniel thrust downward, against the earth beneath him, while shaping the shield around him into a spear-like form. He rocketed skyward, shooting up from the ground like some fearsome revenant come back from the grave.
She recovered quickly however, sending more rocks to slam into his shield as his whirlwind died away. Daniel put all his strength into the shield around him to keep her stony assault from breaking it. He couldn’t afford to be stunned again.
The woman advanced as he retreated backward. Sparing a small bit of power, he drew another circle on the ground, but rather than stand in it he continued his withdrawal. Seconds later she stepped across it, never taking her eyes off her fleeing opponent.
Daniel changed tactics instantly, sending a surge of aythar into the circle, trapping his foe within a powerful shield. Suddenly panicked, she struck out with her aythar, attempting to break free, but her strength was nowhere near great enough. Daniel was charging toward her, blades of energy enshrouding his arms.
The earth vanished beneath him once more but he was ready for it, creating a plane of force beneath him as he ran to prevent a fall. Reaching the circle, he scythed his arms forward, releasing the shield the instant before they touched it.
Jerking backward to avoid the deadly attack, the woman almost escaped, but the blade of his right arm caught her with its final two inches, slicing through her shield and cutting a deep gash in her left arm and breast. A second step forward and his left arm-blade removed the upper half of her skull. Her body twitched and then went limp, sagging back and sideways to strike the uncaring ground.
Daniel spat, clearing the grit from his mouth before lifting his arms to the sky. Mad with adrenaline and vitality, he screamed at the sky.
And then the audience began to cheer.
It began slowly, hesitantly, as if the onlookers were embarrassed to show their support, but it grew steadily until the sound reached a respectable level. Nothing quite like what they had shown for Carwyn, but their cries lifted Daniel’s heart even further.
Leaving the field, Daniel was immediately flanked by two wardens, Garlin and one other whom he didn’t recognize.
“Nicely done,” said Garlin, congratulating him.
Daniel was immediately struck by the sentiment, it was the first time anyone had said anything positive to him since he had been taken.
“He barely survived,” said the other man. “He won’t last another match.”
Angry, Daniel spoke without thinking, “It’s a shame you’re a warden.  If we met in the arena, I’d teach you a lesson in manners.”
“Easy Tyrion,” said Garlin, “or we’ll have to whip you again.”
“Let the wildling yap,” said the other. “If he feels brave enough to bark at me again, I’ll show him so much pain, he’ll wish he’d never been whelped.”
Daniel gave the warden his full attention, studying him with his magesight, his own body thrumming with pent up power, and his temper fired by adrenaline.
“Don’t do it, baratt,” cautioned Garlin. “Remember how he became a warden. You don’t want to pick a fight with Lavon.”
Lavon was staring back at Daniel now, his shield flickering with fresh aythar, and his pupils dilated. His posture practically begged Daniel to try something. A third warden approached, attracted by the tension in the air.
“What’s going on over here?” the new man asked.
Lavon’s attention wavered as he replied, “The boy here thinks he…”
Daniel struck instantly, his power slamming into Lavon’s shield like a hammer. The warden’s protection collapsed, and his head vanished while the air behind him was filled with a red cloud of blood and bits of brain and bone.
Garlin and the other warden paused, shocked at the sudden explosion of violence. The stranger recovered quickly, creating the red whip the wardens favored, but Daniel still had his shield up preventing the first strike from reaching him.
Garlin stepped back, and Daniel drew another small circle around himself, creating a much stronger shield. The two wardens struck together, using focused attacks rather than their whips, but the barrier held without any sign of stress.
“You don’t want to do this boy,” said Garlin, eyeing Daniel’s shield. The circle he had drawn was too small for the warden to teleport within.
Remembering the way his latest opponent had used the ground Daniel reached out, and delving downward, he gripped the earth with his mind, ripping it upward in a wave beneath the two wardens. Their shields protected them from being harmed, but completely failed to prevent them from being thrown by the surging earth.
Garlin and the other warden landed thirty feet away, stunned by the fall. On one side of Daniel’s shield was a semi-circular moat, ten feet deep that had been left when he sent the ground flying up and outward.
A slender line of power snaked out and wrapped itself around his circle shield. It was formed of intricate patterns and strange symbols, and Daniel knew immediately that it was a She’Har spellweaving. His magesight quickly revealed that Thillmarius was the source, but before he could react the tendril began to constrict, cutting into his shield.
It held for a moment, as Daniel poured more of his strength into the circle, but then the seemingly fragile line of power began to cut into it. A second longer and Daniel was forced to release the circle before it broke, fearing the backlash. Before he could do anything else, the spellweaving caught him, tightening around him and destroying his inner shield. Within seconds it had completely encased his body and the world began to grow dim.
Before losing consciousness, Daniel wondered if he would prefer living or dying. Neither seemed like a good option, but living was much more painful.



Chapter 25
The world slowly came into focus, and Daniel became aware that he was lying on a cold slab of some sort.
“You really know how to stir things up, don’t you wildling?” said Thillmarius, leaning over him. “The She’Har haven’t been this excited in centuries. Some are calling for you to be put down, and others want to negotiate stud fees.”
“Stud, what?”
“Well, we don’t use money, as your ancestors did, but we do have a system of tracking respect and prestige, and some from the other groves would dearly love to get their hands on your genetic material,” said the She’Har man.
Daniel detected another presence in the room, and while she was out of his eyesight his mind quickly identified Lyralliantha standing back at a distance.
“What would they do with it?”
“Use it to breed winners, of course,” said Thillmarius. “Not to worry, though, Lyralliantha continues to refuse to share. She won’t even let me use your previous samples.”
Daniel was confused. Until then it had seemed as though Thillmarius was the ultimate arbiter of his fate, but now it sounded as if Lyralliantha had the final say. Even as he thought about that bit of information, the two She’Har began to have an animated discussion.
Lyralliantha came over to the table, and her look was one of sympathy, or perhaps pity. Daniel couldn’t be certain. She placed her hand on his forehead, stroking the hair from his eyes and sending an intangible feeling into his mind. It had no words, but he could feel the meaning of it.
I’m sorry.
He couldn’t understand why she would apologize to him, but she turned and left before he could think of a way to ask her.
Thillmarius smiled and leaned over, “Good news, baratt. I was able to convince her to let me continue overseeing you.”
“What were you arguing about?” Daniel asked.
“She wanted to euthanize you,” said Thillmarius. “The Illeniel Grove has never kept humans. They took the position that it was immoral and created needless suffering. Lyralliantha made a mistake when she met and claimed you, because it went against her grove’s decision when the She’Har came to this world.”
“She seemed sad,” Daniel noted.
“She worries that you are being made to suffer, but she has no experience in keeping humans. I persuaded her to leave your care in my hands, as she has done up until now. After all, I understand your kind far better than she does,” explained Thillmarius.
“What happens to me now?” asked Daniel.
The black-skinned Prathion smiled at him, “First, punishment, and then we will continue your arena schedule. You continue to develop in surprising ways.”
Sweat broke out on his brow at the thought of the whips. Daniel’s stomach churned and he began to shake. Repeated experiences at the hands of the wardens had created a powerful fear response in him. “Please, no. I’m sorry, Thillmarius. I won’t do it again,” he begged.
“I’m sorry, baratt, but time has taught me the best methods to train your kind. Not to worry, though, I’ll handle this one personally. I can no longer trust the wardens to punish you. They want you very dead.” Vines began to snake across Daniel’s chest, and soon his entire body was covered, and an intense burning itch began to make itself felt.
The sensation escalated until Daniel thought he might lose his mind, but it wasn’t until he began screaming that Thillmarius felt he had reached the appropriate level. The next half hour was the worst Daniel could remember. Unlike the wardens, the She’Har made certain that the recipient of his ministrations didn’t faint from the pain.
 
***
After his punishment was finished, Thillmarius escorted him into a small chamber to have him washed and cleaned. The torture had caused him to soil himself involuntarily. Standing under a falling cascade of warm water, Daniel continued to shake. At the same time he was glad of the water; it was the first time he had felt even close to clean since he had arrived.
A few minutes later he emerged and found Thillmarius waiting for him. “I have a surprise for you, wildling.”
Daniel’s eyes widened, darting to the sides. Not more!
The She’Har laughed, “No, baratt, not more pain conditioning. I feel that, having been raised in the wild you lack a certain respect for your masters. Our humans are born and bred here; they learn proper respect as they grow. I thought I would show you something you will find educational.”
Daniel relaxed slightly. Anything that didn’t involve physical torture was an improvement. Thillmarius led him upward, and he was soon able to tell from the oddly shaped rooms and strange wooden staircases, that he must be in the large building located near the training arena in Ellentrea. They emerged onto the roof of the building, and Daniel was able to look out across the entire town. Not that there was much to see, a bland collection of small, and occasionally larger, wooden structures rising from the earth.
His magesight noticed it first, an extremely large creature flying toward them from the south. It was far too large to be a bird, although its shape was very similar. As it got closer Daniel realized it was some sort of bizarre flying animal, but instead of true feathers, its wings bore strange feather-like leaves. It had no beak at all, or even a mouth for that matter, and when it landed, Daniel could see that its legs ended in strange root-like appendages instead of feet with talons.
“What…?”
“This will take us to the place I want to show you. Here, this is how you mount,” Thillmarius demonstrated foot placement as he climbed up, showing Daniel how to take a seat and directing him to a spot behind himself.
Once he had taken his place, the odd creature began to beat its wings, driving them skyward. Daniel felt a thrill akin to fear, but his recent torment had left him unable to summon true terror. Instead he was merely excited as the ground fell away, and they soared above Ellentrea and out over the god-trees. A transparent shield of spellwoven power surrounded the two of them, keeping the wind from battering them as the creature increased its speed.
As they flew higher the world expanded and Daniel was struck by a sensation of awe at the size of it. He had never imagined that it could be so large. Beyond Ellentrea the deep woods extended in every direction until they merged with the horizon. To the east he could see the rocky foothills rising, creating a region too stony for the great trees to grow.
They traveled to the west, following the river that originated in the hills toward its unknown destination. On every side the massive god trees dominated the land, until finally in the distance, a line of blue took command of the horizon.
“It’s so big,” said Daniel.
Thillmarius nodded, “This is a vast world, Tyrion, and it is almost completely filled.”
The She’Har spoke truly. As they journeyed, Daniel saw no open land, only forest and more forest, occasionally interrupted by a river or lake. A small line of mountains to the north hinted at another area free of the great trees. The blue to the west expanded, becoming what Daniel could only assume was a vast body of water.
“What is that?”
“The ‘ocean’, baratt, a great body of salty water; it covers more than half the surface of this world.”
Daniel had never heard the word ocean before, and as he saw it stretching out his mind went blank with incomprehension. Two unbelievable expanses, one blue and one green… The world had few places where humans could live freely.
“Are there many places where wild humans live?” he asked. Daniel preferred the term ‘free’, but he knew the She’Har would find ‘wild’ more acceptable.
“Not anymore,” said Thillmarius. “A few pockets, here and there, tucked away in mountainous areas or hilly regions where our roots don’t do well, but they have been slowly dwindling in numbers for a long time.”
“The trees go on forever,” said Daniel.
Thillmarius nodded, “Everywhere you can see and far beyond that. Our groves circle the world.” They began to descend as the coast drew nearer. An open area close to the ocean soon became apparent. The ground had an odd appearance there.
Daniel watched quietly as they dropped, soaring over something his mind had difficulty organizing into something manageable. Long grey stony projections soared above the ground, supported by weird trees that were perfectly smooth and straight, although some of them leaned. On closer examination he realized that they weren’t trees at all, but smooth, stone columns. His magesight was able to explore more fully as they landed atop a tall square platform.
Beneath his feet his senses showed him square rooms, filled with debris of various sorts. The building was as much unlike the She’Har’s wooden growths as they were different than the buildings of Colne. The framework seemed to be made of perfectly straight metal, connected in ways that confused him.
“What is this?”
“A museum of sorts,” said the She’Har. When Daniel still looked confused he explained further, “One of the last cities of the ancient humans. They poisoned the earth here, which is why you will see no plants of any kind, much less our trees. While most of their other works were destroyed and assimilated into the earth, this one was left untouched, except by time.”
“And those things?” Daniel said, pointing to one of the elevated stone projections.
“Roads. They went everywhere in machines, and they built roads to ease their way. Before we came, they stretched from one end of the continent to the other.”
The city itself was colossal in size, dwarfing Colne or Ellentrea many times over, to think that it had just been one of many…
“Why are you showing me this?” he wondered aloud.
“To teach you humility,” said Thillmarius. “I have come to suspect that your wild origin makes you feel superior. I brought you here to show you how much greater and more powerful your ancestors were. Beside their achievements, you are but a tiny speck, and yet they fell to the She’Har.”
Daniel’s magesight explored the complex structures that surrounded him, but he no longer focused on what it showed him. Instead, his mind’s eye constructed a vision of what the place might have looked like when it was alive and bustling, filled with men and women. His eyes watered as he felt the loss of something he had never known existed.
So much happiness destroyed. He wants to humble me by showing me this, but instead I have discovered that we can rise to greatness. This is a lesson, but not the lesson he thinks.
“Do you understand now, baratt?”
“Yes,” said Daniel. I understand that you are proud of what should be your greatest shame.



Chapter 26
Daniel spent the rest of the week experimenting with the dirt on the floor of his room, moving it about, digging holes with his power and refilling them. It had never occurred to him to use his abilities in such a way before, until he had nearly been killed by suffocation.
During his experimentation he also tried creating small whirlwinds of dust and dirt, like he had done during his last combat. He had never really thought about air as a solid ‘thing’ before, always considering it ephemeral or intangible, but he had become aware of it as something truly physical now.
He could tell he was stronger. Something had changed in him during his fight with the woman, or possibly during his fight with the wardens. His power flowed more easily and he felt stronger. Continual practice had paid off, and he was able to envision complex shapes and forms far more easily than in the past.
When the time came for his next fight in the arena it was only Garlin who came to escort him. He said nothing as they walked.
The fight proved to be a let-down. His opponent this week was a Prathion mage, but he wasn’t particularly strong. As soon as he vanished, Daniel created two circles, a small one around himself and a much larger one that encircled him at a distance of over fifty feet on all sides. The larger circle he covered with a tiny layer of diffuse aythar just below the surface, extending from its edge inward to his smaller circle.
He ignored the other mage’s attacks, small probing assaults that came from a distance. He became visible for a moment each time, but Daniel didn’t bother attempting to respond. His opponent would vanish and move immediately after each assault. Daniel waited.
Eventually the man drew closer, probably hoping to try a more focused close range assault on Daniel’s nigh impregnable shield. Due to his complete invisibility he failed to sense the aythar that was spread across the earth beneath his feet.
Once he felt the contact of bare feet within his outer circle Daniel swiftly changed tactics, abandoning the thin layer of aythar on the ground in favor of raising a giant shield, following the outlines of his larger circle. He had the other mage trapped now, between his small inner shield and the larger one.
He began to move the air in a circular fashion, creating a small cyclone centered on himself. Lifting dirt and gravel the area was soon filled with a miniature sandstorm. The Prathion quickly dropped his invisibility and created a strong shield around himself, but it was far too late for that.
Daniel was merely experimenting. His room was too small to create anything large, and the soil of his floor only extended a short foot before it reached a wooden floor created by the root of the god tree. Here in the arena he had earth and air to play with and an opponent to focus on. The audience was just an added bonus.
He whipped the air and the dirt it carried into a blistering frenzy, scouring a wide circular depression into the ground. Eventually the force of it became so great that the other mage’s shield failed. He died terribly, for the man’s aythar still anchored him to the ground as the wind scoured the flesh from his bones. When he finally lost consciousness, his power failed completely and the air lifted him, to tumble around. By the time Daniel stopped the wind and lowered his shield, there was nothing left of the man. His body had disintegrated and been absorbed by the earth that had flown around the ring.
The She’Har roared with approval as he left the arena. Glancing at the crowd, he saw several with the distinctive silver hair of the Illeniel Grove, but his magesight did not find Lyralliantha’s aura among them.
He walked back to Garlin, feeling somewhat elated by his victory but without the adrenaline madness that had filled him the week before. “I’m glad it’s you today,” he told the warden.
“None of the others wanted the task,” said Garlin noncommittally.
“I lost my temper,” admitted Daniel. “It was Lavon who angered me though, not you.” He didn’t apologize. It would have been insincere, and besides, Garlin didn’t expect one, he had been raised in a different world.
“He was a bigger ass than most,” commented the warden.
“We’ve been ordered not to touch you in future. Most of the others want you dead,” Garlin informed him. “If you decide to do anything wild in the future, don’t worry about me. I’m not to interfere.”
“Why have you escort me at all then?” asked Daniel.
“To show you where to go and advise you if you are about to do something that will result in punishment from Thillmarius. There isn’t anywhere to run, Tyrion.”
“He made sure I was aware of that,” replied Daniel.
When he was back in his room, Daniel relaxed by using his aythar to peel away some of the outer layers from the wooden block that he had originally cut from the ‘table’ in his room. The table itself had healed over and grown back to its former shape, while the piece he had cut free seemed to be slowly drying out.
Daniel only peeled a small layer off, helping it to dry more evenly, but he was mindful of the fact that if it dried out too quickly it might begin to crack. He kept the piece in the soil under his bed most of the time, to prevent it from drying too fast.
Today he took the shavings and let his imagination play with them. Thin layers of wood became petals and small fibers peeled from the edges knitted themselves together to hold each in place, attached to a slender wooden stem. After more than an hour of delicate concentration Daniel found himself with an interesting facsimile of a rose. Drawing up reddish pigments from some of the soil, he tinted the petals a faint red color while leaving the rest a light brown.
Then he waited for Amarah.
She hadn’t spoken to him since their ‘punishment’, but she continued to bring his food and water twice daily. He plied her with words and apologies, but she shrugged them all off without any sign of interest.
Today he blocked her exit again, “Wait.” Before she could protest he produced the wooden rose. “This is for you.”
Amarah’s eyes went wide. “What is this?”
“A flower,” said Daniel simply. “I have nothing here, other than memories. I made it to remember the past. I thought you might like it.” Before she could respond, he pressed the wooden stem into her hand.
She was gone before he could guess what she might be feeling.
The weeks passed slowly after that, without much to relieve the tedium. Daniel was summoned each week to face a new competitor, but the fights were no longer a challenge. The arena had become his playground, and each contest was merely an opportunity for him to practice his skills in the open air and sunshine. He killed men and women without compunction, though he was glad that he hadn’t been forced to fight any more children. Apparently that was only for the inexperienced.
He could no longer be certain exactly how long he had been there, killing and living in near complete isolation. The seasons passed, and he knew when summer arrived again that it had been at least a year.
The block of wood he had saved was fully dry now. There were some small cracks in the exterior but Daniel’s magesight could see that they didn’t run deep. The main body had dried slowly and remained whole. Taking his time—he certainly had plenty of it—Daniel used his ability to slowly remove material from the outside, carving away pieces of wood to create the body and neck of a cittern.
His mother’s cittern had been constructed of several pieces of light wood, carved and then glued together. Notably, the body had been made from two large pieces to form a bowl and the open face, while the neck had been an entirely separate piece. The frets and other protrusions were additional pieces of wood and metal that had been glued into place.
Daniel had no glue, nor did he have any metal, but he had patience and a tool that allowed him to remove fine amounts of material even from the interior. He slowly carved the interior of the bowl out and shaped the neck, crafting the entire thing, including the frets, from his single block of wood.
The tuning pegs he was forced to make separately, using some larger pieces he had removed while shaping the body. Using his aythar, he carefully drilled holes in the head, tapering them so that the pegs could be withdrawn slightly when tuning and then pushed firmly inward to wedge them in place once the desired tension had been found.
Amarah took notice of his strange work when she came twice a day, even pausing on occasion to watch him for a minute or two. He always complimented her, and attempted conversation, but she rarely spoke.
After a couple of months his work was nearly complete, and his unformed block had become a well-defined and elegant looking instrument. It lacked some of the color of his mother’s, but it made up for that in the fineness of its woodwork, along with delicate patterns of wildflowers etched into the face of it.
Eventually Amarah’s curiosity got the better of her, and she asked him a question. The first question he ever recalled coming from her in fact. “What is that?”
“A cittern,” he replied quietly.
“What does it do?” she continued.
Two questions! Today was a landmark in his communications with her. “If I can finish it, I will show you,” he told her. “But I don’t think I will ever get that chance.”
“Why not?” Amarah was obviously fascinated by the beautiful and utterly foreign device.
Daniel sighed, “No strings.”
His mother’s cittern had had metal strings, an expensive luxury, but they made for a lovely sound and held up well over time. Daniel had no hope of finding anything like that in Ellentrea. He had also seen strings made more commonly from gut, which was something he probably could get ahold of, if he was sufficiently brutal during his next arena match. In the past, the thought of using a fellow human’s intestines would have sickened him, but he had descended far past that, to a level of practicality that was just shy of animalistic.
Unfortunately, that wasn’t really an option either. Even if he carried a grisly trophy back from his next match, he had no idea of the method used for curing and producing strings from gut. He did know how to make string from hair or wool, by twisting and splicing fibers one at a time, but he had no good source of hair, other than his own.
He tried initially to craft strings from wood fibers, using his aythar to separate and wind the tiniest of fibers into a lightweight string, but it had proven brittle and weak. Using his own hair produced something more serviceable but it still broke when he attempted to play on it.
He needed a longer hair, with a thicker shaft. At home, he had spliced hair from the tail of his father’s horse, using it to create string and short ropes for halters. That would be ideal, but he had no idea where the wardens stabled their horses, nor how he would convince them to let him use their hair.
“What do you do with strings?” she asked.
Daniel mimed playing on the instrument, strumming with one hand and pressing down at various points along the neck with the other. “You play them. The strings generate the notes, if you pluck them properly. Can you get string?” Seeing her interest, he began to wonder if perhaps she might be convinced to help.
“They have a thick yarn here…” she began.
Daniel interrupted, “No, yarn won’t do. It’s too thick. Horse hair would work, but I have no way of getting it.”
“Horse hair?”
“From the tail,” clarified Daniel. “The long pieces. White hair is usually stronger if you can find it.”
Amarah stared at him for a moment before turning and leaving without comment.
She didn’t ask him about the instrument the next time she returned, but after a week she surprised him one morning. Placing the tray with his food on the table, she waited rather than leaving immediately.
That was unusual behavior for her. Then Daniel noticed the mass of hair piled along one side of the tray, long strands of white hair, most of them over two feet long.
“How did you get this?” he asked her.
“Some days I care for the horses,” she told him, making a brushing motion with one hand. “No one notices if I take a few from the tail.” Her lips parted slightly, exposing her upper teeth slightly.
Is she smiling?
A flood of emotion struck Daniel at that realization. He had never seen Amarah, or anyone else in Ellentrea, smile. He didn’t count Thillmarius. The She’Har’s smiles were often more frightening than his serious expressions.
Standing suddenly, Daniel put his arms around Amarah before she could retreat, his cheeks wet. “Thank you,” he said honestly, though his voice had gone hoarse.
She stiffened in his grasp, unfamiliar with such affection. “We’ll be punished again,” she said fearfully, probably thinking he meant to seduce her once more. She tried to pull away.
He held her tighter. “No, this is different. I won’t try that again. This is just a hug.”
After a long moment she relaxed, returning the embrace, and the two of them stood there for some time, content. Finally she spoke, “You are crying,” noting the wetness on her bare shoulder.
“So are you,” returned Daniel.
Touching her own face, she seemed surprised, “I am.”
They continued holding one another until Daniel began to become noticeably aroused and released her. “We’ll be punished,” he observed sadly.
Amarah glanced at him once more, making eye contact, which was unusual in itself. Then she glanced downward, eyeing his erection.  “You are beautiful,” she said, borrowing one of the phrases that Daniel greeted her with each day. Reaching out she touched him there casually before turning and leaving without another word.
Oh hell, thought Daniel, suddenly overwhelmed by lust.
Later, when he had regained his calm, he couldn’t help but laugh as he reviewed her statement. “You are beautiful,” he mused aloud, “that has to be the first time any woman has ever said that to me before, especially when referencing you.” He glanced downward.



Chapter 27
Daniel spent considerable time using his aythar and both hands to carefully splice the horse-hair into fine but strong strings. The amount she had brought him wasn’t enough to completely string his cittern but it allowed him to make enough to string one and test it. It produced a different sound than the clear notes produced by his mother’s cittern, but it was strong and vibrant.
Amarah appeared with more horse hair a few days later, and he was busily working on it when Garlin arrived that afternoon, motioning for him to exit the small room.
“It’s time,” he told Daniel.
Sighing, Daniel followed the warden, impatient to finish the arena match and return to his project. Crafting the instrument was the first thing that had given him any hope in the bleak existence that his life had become.
A surprise awaited him at the arena, however.
Thillmarius walked with him to the edge of the field and waited for his inevitable question.
“There are two men,” said Daniel.
The She’Har smiled, “Indeed, Tyrion, there are two. The crowd was becoming tired of the old matches. You were besting your opponents too easily.”
Daniel glared back at him, “Two doesn’t make a challenging match, it makes for a slaughter!”
Thillmarius raised his eyebrows, “Perhaps, though I think you may be underestimating your abilities.”
Daniel began swearing, but he strode forward into the arena boldly nonetheless. The crowd’s voice surged as he walked to his place, and the small contingent of Illeniels who had begun attending over the past months cheered more loudly than any. Daniel ignored them, listening to the announcer in order to hear the names of the groves that his opponents hailed from.
Centyr and Prathion, he noted clinically, an interesting combination.
The signal lights turned red and his two opponents wasted no time. The Centyr surrounded himself with a strong shield while quickly starting to craft a magical companion. The Prathion vanished.
Daniel didn’t hesitate, running sideways, he didn’t bother drawing a circle; instead he ripped a massive section of earth ten feet deep from the area the two men were standing in, sending it skyward and then pulling it toward himself.
The Centyr mage was forced to abandon his cast in order to save himself from an awkward fall, while the raging wall of earth made the Prathion abandon his invisibility and shield himself or lose his skin.
Marching forward, Daniel met the oncoming wall of earth and wrapped it around himself, forming it into a cyclone of screaming sand and small stones. Imbuing it with his aythar, the storm created a deadly and impenetrable shield of violence around him. It extended for ten feet in every direction, and his control was absolute. Advancing steadily Daniel’s furious storm kept pace with him, never wavering.
The Centyr mage began again, this time managing to finish his creation, a large bull-like monster.  Meanwhile, his companion had become invisible again, once the earth had bypassed him and become part of Daniel’s cyclone. The magical bull charged at him but Daniel ignored it, continuing to move with his storm, steadily approaching his Centyr foe. At the same time he extended a thin, woven mat of aythar along the upper surface of the ground until it covered the floor of the arena.
The mat was a trick he had used countless times in the past. It didn’t require a lot of power, and while it was in place, he could pinpoint the footsteps of his opponents, a useful ability when dealing with invisible mages.
The bull was thrown back when it attempted to breach the cyclone and get at Daniel. The storm kept moving, and the Centyr man was forced to run before it, knowing his shield wouldn’t stand up to its relentless violence.
The Prathion mage abandoned his invisibility as he realized its uselessness given the strange power covering the earth. Instead he directed his strength into raising a wall of earth to try and slow the storm’s advance and buy his ally some time. Moving sideways, he passed close to where Daniel had been standing when he had first summoned his storm.
Two arms encased within blades of pure aythar erupted from the earth, neatly bisecting the Prathion mage from groin to shoulder. Rising from the loose soil Daniel stood, covered in dirt and grinning evilly at his remaining opponent. He had hidden himself under a thin layer of earth while his dirt-devil had hidden him and then used his mat of aythar to occlude his enemies’ magesight while it moved onward. They had assumed he was still within the storm, and the power that covered the ground had prevented them from finding his true location.
The mage still alive gasped as he realized the ruse. Calling his beast away from the storm he directed it toward Daniel’s current location while he continued running from the raging winds. Daniel ignored both and picked up a loose rock from the ground. Imitating the highly effective attack he had learned from another opponent almost a year ago, he sent the stone hurtling toward the Centyr mage as he ran.
Daniel was already tiring, so his stone struck with less force than it might otherwise have had, but it served its purpose. The mage was knocked from his feet and the cyclone swallowed him before he could recover.
Diverting the remainder of his strength, Daniel hastily drew a circle on the ground and erected a much stronger shield around himself just before the bull reached him. He was so weak by then that it almost failed, and he was forced to release his concentration on the whirlwind. It hardly mattered, though. The second mage was already dead, his mangled corpse falling to the ground as the winds died.
Daniel stood, victorious, although his limbs shook with weakness and spent adrenaline. It was all that he could manage just to keep the circle up until the She’Har came to destroy the Centyr spell-beast and declare him the winner, but he refused to show his frailty to them.
The audience watched in stunned silence before erupting with a wall of sound, cheering for the wildling’s victory. Over the past year, Daniel had gone from disregarded to become their favorite, and his latest achievement sent them into frenzy. “Tyr-ion, Tyr-ion, Tyr-ion…,” their chants affected him like a drug.
“You continue to develop, wildling,” said Thillmarius as he walked Daniel back to meet Garlin.
“Until you manage to kill me,” Daniel responded.
“You will never face less than two again,” warned the She’Har lore-warden.
Mad with blood, as he often was after a match, Daniel grinned fiercely at him, “I like a challenge.”
 
***
A few days later Daniel had finally spliced and whipped enough horse hair to string his cittern. He plucked it lightly at first, fearing to break the strings, before he began to carefully tune it, trying to match the sounds it produced to the notes he remembered when he dreamed of music.
He had always had a good ear, but he was forced to retune the cittern after playing a bit, realizing some of the notes weren’t correct after all. His fingers felt awkward and clumsy even though they remembered the patterns readily enough. Faltering at first, he began to play, slowly, but not daring to stop.
The first short melody reduced him to tears. He had been denied music for so long, it seemed almost too much for his soul to bear. It took him half an hour before he felt composed enough to begin again.
Once he started, it was impossible to keep his hands off the cittern. The pegs turned out to be too smooth and he was forced to retune the instrument after almost every song. He eventually grew tired of the constant retuning and created new ones from some of his left over wood, making them slightly larger to fit more tightly into the holes.
The new pegs worked much better, and soon he could play for a while before needing to tune the cittern again. An hour passed before he broke the first string.
Frantic he put the instrument aside and began repairing it, using the unbroken end to begin a new splice with some of his left over hair.
I’ll have to make spare strings if Amarah will keep bringing me more, he thought to himself. Stopping to work on it drove him to distraction now that he had once again been able to enjoy music.
When Amarah arrived that evening he didn’t tell her that his project had been completed. He asked her for more horse-hair instead, wanting another day or two to practice before showing her what he could do. He was rusty and to his ear his music sounded rough and awkward.
Her first time hearing music should be something she’ll remember, not my clumsy clawing at the strings.
It was a week before he finally let her hear him. He had tuned the instrument carefully and was lightly strumming it when Amarah arrived with his breakfast that day. Smiling at her, he motioned toward the bed beside him, indicating she should sit. She looked at him curiously, but her face changed within seconds as his hands began to pluck the strings.
She stood still, struck by a feeling she could not contain, unable to move for fear of losing it as he played a light, capricious tune that spoke of happy days and merry dances. Long minutes passed while she watched him, rapt by the sounds that emerged from beneath his hands. Amarah’s cheeks were marked by tracks that had formed in the dirt on her cheeks as she cried, unable to understand the beauty she was experiencing.
When Daniel finally stopped, she approached him cautiously, as though seeing him in a new light. The look of awe on her face was both humbling and disconcerting. “I have never heard such a thing before,” she said in a hushed tone.
“It’s just music, Amarah,” he said nonchalantly. “Where I come from we listen to it almost every day.”
“More,” she begged.
He obliged her, playing a softer melody to appeal to the gentler emotions, letting his attention become wholly absorbed by the music and the motions of his fingers on the strings. When he finally stopped, he found her close, leaning in to stare at him with wide eyes.
Pushing his cittern aside he felt his heart begin to race, and he leaned in to kiss her. She was clumsy and awkward, having probably never experienced such a delicate thing, but she met his lips eagerly. After several minutes he drew back, aware that his body was reacting too strongly again.
“We’ll have to stop,” he told her.
She glanced downward, noting his gallant reflex with hungry eyes. Reaching over she stroked him and then moved downward, to kiss him softly in a manner he had never expected.
“We’ll be punished,” he warned her.
Amarah shook her head, “Only if we come together as man and woman. Other things do not bring punishment. Let me show you.” Her eyes were gentle in a way that he had never seen before.
“I love you,” he confessed some time later, as he experienced something he had never dared to dream of with another person again.
Amarah gazed at him strangely, “What do you mean?” While the people of Ellentrea still used the word, it was only something one said regarding food or objects, not something one would say to another person.
“I’ll show you,” Daniel replied and then he returned her favor.



Chapter 28
For the first time since coming to Ellentrea, Daniel felt that his life seemed to be taking a turn for the better. The cittern allowed him to rediscover music, like an old friend returning from a long journey. He remembered the songs he had learned in the past, and with all the time he had on his hands, he created new ones to fill his waking hours.
He quickly realized, through his playing, that he had changed profoundly. The old melodies were familiar and strange at the same time, while the new ones he made for himself seemed to express one of two main themes, sorrow or anger. It was listening to his own music that showed him the bitterness that had settled within him.
Amarah also seemed to have been changed by the introduction of music. She lingered more often, staying to listen to at least one song whenever she brought him food. Occasionally she would stay longer, enjoying his company in a more direct manner. Daniel learned more about her in the span of the next week than he had in the entire year prior.
Her emotions seemed to have been released from whatever dark place they had been locked in, set free by the sound of music. She cried often, and sometimes rewarded Daniel with smiles when she visited. Amarah’s newfound feelings were much like her; rough and unsophisticated, reminding Daniel of a child in their honesty.
She never stayed very long, fifteen or twenty minutes at the most. Amarah was fearful of punishment if she was caught spending too much time with Daniel, but they made the most of their short time together each day.
“What was your mother like?” Daniel asked her one day when she seemed particularly open.
Amarah frowned, “I do not remember.”
“Who raised you then, your father?”
“Raised?” she asked. “No one lifted me.”
Daniel was used to their constant misunderstandings. “Who took care of you as a child?” he clarified. “I’m curious about your childhood.”
Her face took on a pained expression, “That was a bad time. The pens are a bad place. No one wishes to remember them.”
“The pens?”
She nodded, “The She’Har keep the children there, after they have been weaned, until they are old enough to be blooded.”
Daniel immediately remembered the girl he had been forced to kill when he was first brought to Ellentrea. “When you say ‘blooded’, do you mean forced to fight?”
“Yes, the fit are given the chance to earn a name. The rest remain nameless, like me. We are made to serve,” she explained.
Daniel had already had a year to get over his shock at the violence and cruelty inherent in what passed for human society in Ellentrea. “What are the pens like?”
“Bad,” she replied. “The larger rule the smaller. Food is brought twice a day, but many starve, unable to hold their share. Sometimes they kill one another, or worse.”
He was beginning to see the picture now. Human children were taken from their mothers once they were old enough to eat solid food and walk, forced to live in pens like animals. Fed and watered twice daily and otherwise left to fend for themselves.
No wonder the people here seem cruel and stupid. They are stunted, starved of love, and allowed to grow without teaching or guidance. Even after a year of murder and bloodshed, Daniel found himself somewhat shocked. What would I have been like without my mother and father’s love? What would life be like, locked in with cruel and ignorant children? The people he had met over the past year made Ronnie Banks seem kind.
Amarah left, having run out of time, and Daniel was again alone. He settled on the floor and closed his eyes. Today was an arena day, and he knew Garlin would be along soon to collect him. Meditating in silence, he listened to the strange voices of the world.
Over the past months his strength and magesight had both grown. The arena battles were no longer even a challenge for him. His opponents almost invariably had much less experience in the arena than he did, since few survived many battles before dying. They were also almost universally weak and unimaginative. The tricks they used were old and oft repeated.
The voices he heard with his mind, in a fashion that seemed related to the way he experienced vision with his magesight. Listening to them soothed him in a fashion similar to his music, which also seemed to have a voice of its own.
Daniel finished clearing his mind and decided to play for a while, taking up the cittern and running through a lively ditty to waken his mind and imagination before his upcoming battle. The door opened and Garlin looked in, a curious expression on his face.
“What is that?” he asked in a tone of grave solemnity.
Shit! Daniel normally stopped playing when any of the wardens were near enough to hear, but he had been so caught up in his playing that he had forgotten to keep watch.
“It’s just music,” he said defensively, praying inwardly that Garlin wouldn’t create some reason to confiscate his cittern. Briefly, he considered killing the other man. The thought of another session of punishment with Thillmarius was enough to make him break into a cold sweat and nearly lose control of his bowels, but losing his music again was too terrible to contemplate.
Garlin stepped inside and closed the door. He saw the desperate look on Daniel’s face and suddenly realized he might be flirting with death. “Now, Tyrion, I won’t tell anyone. I’ve just never heard anything like that before.”
“Isn’t it time to be going to the arena?” suggested Daniel, uncomfortable with the other man in his room.
“Yeah,” said the warden, “but we can spare a minute. Make it do that thing again, the sounds…”
“You really won’t tell?” asked Daniel.
Garlin nodded.
Taking up the cittern again, Daniel ran through a short playful melody. The original song had been something to do with a small boy and an old man hunting in the forest, but Daniel had forgotten the words.
He finished and looked at Garlin, “We should go.”
Garlin seemed lost in thought as they walked to the arena. “Will you let me hear it again afterward?”
“I’m worried that I’ll be punished if they discover me playing music,” said Daniel.
The warden struggled for a moment, as if searching for the right words. “Please?” he said at last.
Daniel wondered then if he had ever heard anyone use the word ‘please’ since he had come to Ellentrea. He was fairly certain that that was the first time. “Alright,” he answered, “but you have to keep it a secret.”
The battle that day proved to be different than those in the past.
Daniel found himself facing three opponents now, rather than two. How many people do I have to kill before this ends?  He wondered. One, came the answer in his mind, kill yourself, and then it’s done.
“Like hell I will,” he muttered to himself as he strode out to take his place. A sudden thunderclap shook the arena, as if in response to his determination. Glancing up, Daniel saw that the sky was clear, except for a few clouds.
When the lights turned red, he started forward, drawing lines and shapes on the ground as he went, seemingly at random. It was something he had begun doing at the start of every fight. Frequently it confused his enemies, making them hesitate as they pondered, trying to anticipate his tactics. In reality, it was just as random as it appeared. Often he would dance with his opponents, creating shields and walls, to trap or defend as the occasion demanded. He tried to avoid having a discernable plan.
One of his opponents, a woman with short black hair, transformed; her flesh flowing and sprouting feathers as she became a giant hawk of some sort before launching herself into the air. She shielded herself even during the transformation, a notable feat.
A Gaelyn mage, and a strong one, noted Daniel mentally. Her mobility might complicate matters, depending upon the talents of the other two. Too distracted by thoughts of Garlin and his musical interest, Daniel had failed to take note of the names of his opponents.
The hawk sent several probing attacks downward at him while the two men remaining on the other side of the arena walked sideways, moving apart from one another. Daniel stepped into a large circle nearby and raised a dome shaped shield around himself. He immediately regretted the mistake.
Both of the men vanished, reappearing beside him inside the shield. They were both Mordan mages. They struck instantly, using brute force to try to shatter his weaker personal shield.
A year before it would have worked, but he was much stronger these days. Now, it was merely painful. Straining to hold his inner shield and maintain the outer one, Daniel swept his bladed arms outward, spinning in place to bisect his enemies. They teleported away before his weapons could strike.
Cursing his own stupidity, Daniel released the outer shield and began running. If he had paid attention when the announcer had been speaking, he would have been ready for the teleportation ambush. His delayed response had cost him a valuable opportunity to kill two of his three enemies. The fight might be a lot more protracted now.
The hawk was becoming annoying. It flew too well to be caught by the rocks he sent whistling toward it and moved too fast to be struck by any of his truly powerful attacks. Given a chance to concentrate on just that, he could have killed the Gaelyn mage rapidly, but Daniel had to keep moving to make it difficult for the Mordan mages to focus their attacks on him.
The space is too large, he realized. His opponents’ mobility in such an open area gave them a large advantage.
Dodging to one side to avoid another attack from the hawk, Daniel drew a new line as he ran, bisecting the arena. Once it was complete, he raised a gigantic, although relatively weak shield across the entire field, separating it into two parts. The hawk was forced to veer away to avoid striking the wall as it flew.
The Mordan laughed, ignoring the shield, as they teleported to join their ally inside the half that Daniel occupied. He continued running and drew a new line to further bisect the half they were in into quarters. Each time he made a new line, it reduced the area the hawk had to fly within. As the area grew smaller, he released the larger shields that he no longer needed; they didn’t affect the Mordan mages’ mobility anyway.
The two Mordan were forced to stay close, though. Their presence was necessary to prevent Daniel from killing their Gaelyn ally. If they retreated to the more open part of the arena they would lose the hawk, and the match would soon be over after that.
When the area the hawk was trapped within was no more than thirty yards across Daniel stopped, creating a small circular shield around himself. This shield was different than others he had used in the past, for he created it as a cylinder, open at the top and rising all the way to the top of the arena, where the She’Har shield prevented them from escaping. At the same time he sealed the rest of the area that the other mages were within.
Their assaults on his shield became more intense, and one attempted to remove the earth from beneath his feet, but Daniel had already created a solid platform beneath himself.
Before they could do more, Daniel ignited the air within the small area, turning it into an inferno. The temperature soared, though the flames failed to touch any of the shielded mages, but Daniel kept them going. After ten seconds the heat became so intense that the Mordan mages teleported out, unable to refresh the air within their shields.
The Gaelyn wizard was not so lucky.
Once the fight had been reduced to a mere two against one, things got much easier. No longer forced to defend against three strong attackers, Daniel moved to the center of the arena and shielded himself with a small dome, too small for the Mordan to teleport within. Then he raised the wind and used it to scour the earth, whipping up dirt and small stones. It was one of his favorite methods for disposing of Mordan and Prathion mages.
It took a minute to create enough velocity to begin causing them trouble, but he didn’t let up until the entire arena was filled with one enormous cyclone of howling air. A few minutes after that, he felt them die.
Daniel basked in the crowd’s cheering. This is my life now, he thought, no longer entirely dissatisfied. The blood of my enemies and my music, that is all I have—and the occasional moment with Amarah. It was not the life he would have chosen, that life still haunted him in his dreams, where he sometimes tended his father’s sheep and would often get a glimpse of green eyes and red hair.
Thillmarius congratulated him, and Garlin was soon taking him back to his room.
“How many did you kill before you became a warden?” asked Daniel.
The warden frowned, “Almost fifty, Tyrion.”
Daniel had slain more than a hundred and fifty. At some point in his first year he had begun marking his kills, scratching lines into one of the walls of his room, but he couldn’t be sure how many had died before he started keeping track. The full tally might be closer to two hundred now. Thillmarius really does plan to keep this up until I fail.
“Surely they will run out of people for me to kill someday.” How many humans could they have? Ellentrea was large, but Daniel had spent a considerable amount of time trying to estimate how many arena matches occurred every week. He already knew that they held matches on only one day, and that his matches had long ago been changed to be the last of the day. Always save the best till last.
By his very rough calculation, at least seventeen people died every week, eighteen now, if they planned to keep putting him against three every time. Seventeen or eighteen was the most conservative of his estimates, it might be higher. Since he wasn’t allowed to watch the other matches he couldn’t be sure. Even if it’s only seventeen a week, that’s almost a thousand people a year.
“How many people do you think they keep, Garlin?”
The other man looked at him oddly, “No one knows.”
“Guess for me,” said Daniel. “I know even less than you.”
Garlin had shown himself to be one of the more intelligent people whom Daniel had met since coming to Ellentrea, but he was still far from a deep thinker. His upbringing in the pens had guaranteed that. “You will still let me hear it when we get back to your room?”
By ‘it’ he meant the music. Garlin was the closest thing Daniel had to a friend, other than Amarah, and yet he still felt the need to ensure that Daniel would play for him. He didn’t know whether to feel sorry for the other man’s untrusting nature or himself for inspiring so little trust. Such was life in Ellentrea.
“I will play several songs for you Garlin, whether you give me good answers or not,” he told the other man.
The warden nodded. “Ellentrea has many thousands of people in it, many like the woman who brings your food.”
“How many thousands?”
Garlin frowned, “I do not know, but more than twenty. Thillmarius takes a count each year, and I overheard him discussing it with another of his people once. At that time it was close to twenty-three.”
Daniel thought about it for a while before replying, “That isn’t enough, Garlin. Even that many people can’t produce enough children to supply so many victims for the arena.” He also suspected that the death rate of children in the pens might be very high. Even if they bred their humans like rabbits the She’Har would not have enough.
“Ellentrea is not the only camp providing warriors for the arena,” said Garlin. “There are three others.”
“Three others?” Daniel was aghast. Even as large as the world Thillmarius had shown him was, he had never considered the possibility that they might be keeping more than one ‘city’ for their slaves.
“Baratrea, Sabortrea, and Garoltrea,” answered the warden succinctly. “Each is similar in size to Ellentrea.”
The She’Har were keeping close to a hundred thousand humans as fodder for their entertainment. I never thought there were so many people in the entire world, thought Daniel. Not only was the world much larger than he had ever suspected, but it held a hundred times the number of people he had ever suspected. Colne and Dereham were a drop in the bucket by comparison. And virtually all of humankind are slaves. No wonder they called him a ‘wildling’, free humans were a true rarity.



Chapter 29
Daniel let Garlin sit on his bed while he stood to play. From the first note, he could see a change in the other man’s aura, even though he kept his face smooth. By the time he had been playing for a minute, Garlin began to lose control of his facial features as well, his mouth rounding into an ‘o’ of amazement.
“I-I have never…,” Garlin’s voice trailed off, as he struggled to find words.
Daniel smiled and began another, this one a song about long summer days. It was a song his mother had sung to him as a boy, and he still knew the words. Closing his eyes, he focused on the music and tried to keep his rusty voice from missing the notes. When he finished, he saw that Garlin was sitting with his face in his hands.
For a split second Daniel was reminded of a child, hiding his tears, and he wondered if Garlin had done the same as a boy in the pens, alone and afraid. “Are you alright?” he asked.
The other man looked up, with red eyes and puffy lids, “Please, play it again.”
The note of desperation in his voice tore at Daniel’s heart. The wardens had never displayed the slightest sign of any gentler emotions. Laughter at someone’s misfortune was the closest thing he had seen to real emotion in them and it was a far cry from kindness or empathy. Garlin had been the least cruel of the lot, but to see him in such a state brought a lump to Daniel’s throat.
“I would be glad to,” he told him.
After a half an hour Garlin admitted that he needed to go, though he was obviously loathe to do so. “If I come tomorrow, will you play for me again?”
“Tomorrow isn’t an arena day,” said Daniel, surprised.
“I am allowed to move as I please when they have no tasks for me,” said the warden.
Daniel was still hesitant, worried that strange visits might earn him unwanted attention from the other wardens or the She’Har.
“I will do you any favor, if you will allow me this,” added Garlin, and by the sound of his voice, Daniel knew that he meant it.
The other man’s eyes drifted downward meaningfully, and suddenly Daniel grew embarrassed. “What?” he sputtered, realizing that Garlin was offering a service he had never considered, given the fact that they were both men. Struggling to come up with an excuse that wouldn’t insult the other man, Daniel thought furiously. “I wouldn’t want to bring punishment upon you.”
“They only punish acts that can result in offspring,” said the other man with a grin.
Daniel had discovered this fact with Amarah already, but he had hoped that it wasn’t common knowledge. “I will play for you, but I don’t require favors, Garlin,” answered Daniel.
“Truly?” asked the other man. “Why would you do that?”
“Perhaps we can be friends,” said Daniel.
“But you don’t want favors?” Garlin seemed genuinely confused.
“Where I come from friends help one another, but not for sexual favors,” replied Daniel, hoping he wouldn’t offend the other man.
The warden frowned, “That isn’t what ‘friend’ means here.”
Daniel had long ago realized that very little he was familiar with meant the same thing among the emotionally stunted people of Ellentrea. “What name do you use then, for two people who help each other?”
“Why are they helping each other?”
“Simply to be kind, because they like one another,” explained Daniel.
“Ah,” said Garlin. “That is very rare, but when it does happen, we call those people ‘fools’.”
Daniel sighed, “Let us be fools then.”
The warden seemed embarrassed at the notion. “If anyone discovers, I will tell them that we are friends. They would think me insane otherwise.”
Daniel flushed red. It was probably the first time he had been genuinely embarrassed since leaving home, but after a moment he let the subject drop. The rules and morals among the people of Ellentrea were strange to him.
 
***
Amarah continued to linger after bringing his food, sometimes for music, and sometimes for mutual amusement. The day after his conversation with Garlin, Daniel decided to see if he could understand the people of Ellentrea better. More specifically, he wanted to make sure he understood her motivations.
“Amarah,” he began, “I know you enjoy the music.”
She nodded.
“But the other things, the moments between the two of us…”
She gazed at him blankly.
“Are you just doing me favors so I will play music for you?”
She nodded, “Yes, but you have returned so many that I am still in your debt.”
He had worried that she might be offended, as any woman from Colne would have been if he had essentially implied that they were prostituting themselves. Amarah seemed to think his question and the answer were perfectly reasonable. Daniel’s mood darkened as he realized that what he had thought was something special, seemed to be nothing more than a transaction to her.
Amarah wasn’t particularly bright, but she sensed the change in his mood. “Did I say something wrong?”
Unable to conceal his hurt, Daniel replied, “I loved you, Amarah.”
She shook her head, misunderstanding him, “No, let me repay you. I will love you.” She made her intention clear with her hands.
Daniel stopped her for a moment, “That isn’t what I truly want from you, Amarah.”
“But I am your friend,” she replied, a look of uncertainty on her face.
A woman tells me we’re friends while offering me sexual gratification. A few years earlier he might have thought differently, but now the thought just made him sad. “If I could no longer play music, if you owed me no debt—what then? Would you still want to do this?” Daniel resisted using the word love, since it was quite clear that it had no meaning in her vocabulary.
Amarah stared at him seriously. “You think strange things.”
“I know I’m odd, from your perspective, but I want to know what you think,” said Daniel.
“I think… maybe,” she replied at last.
“Do you feel something for me, Amarah?” he asked with a pained expression.
She stood quickly, moving away as if suddenly uncomfortable. “Do not talk of this. People die. You will die soon, or I will die.”
Amarah left, her posture tense and angry. Daniel was unhappy with her response, but unsurprised.

Abuse her and she thinks it normal, but try to speak on matters of love, and you invoke her wrath. These people are mad.
The next day Amarah returned, but she said little. Daniel played a song for her, and she left. Garlin appeared that afternoon, but he had someone with him, another warden.
The newcomer was, for Ellentrea, stunningly beautiful. Athletic, with a tall frame and lithe build, she was smooth skinned and dark haired.
“Who is this?” asked Daniel, suspicious. Two years earlier he might have been embarrassed as well, since he was naked, and both of them were clothed, but he had long since gotten past that.
“My name is Layla,” said the woman in a challenging tone. “Garlin tells me you make a special noise.”
Daniel stared daggers at Garlin, “Can we talk for a moment?”
Seeming almost embarrassed, Garlin allowed him outside while Layla waited for them within. “I couldn’t help it,” he began immediately once they were alone.
“You promised to keep my secret.”
“Did you see her?” stated Garlin.
Is he referring to her looks? “I thought you preferred to trade favors with men,” said Daniel, bewildered. He had just turned Garlin down the day before, and now the man appeared with a woman. Maybe he’s trying to tempt me with her.
“Prefer? We rarely get such choices here,” answered Garlin. “She wants to hear your music.”
“You’re hoping she’ll be your friend,” accused Daniel, suddenly beginning to understand. He’s hoping to use me to get himself laid.
Garlin smiled, “With the music you make, she might be friends with both of us.”
Daniel gaped at him. Such things had never been mentioned, much less discussed openly where he had grown up. “No, whatever happens between the two of you, I want nothing to do with it.”
Returning inside, Daniel moved to pick up his cittern, but Layla spoke to him first, “You are Tyrion, the wildling.”
He glanced at her. The symmetry of her face was only slightly marred by the bend in her nose. It had been broken at some point in the past, but then that was almost the rule amongst the people of Ellentrea. It was rare to see someone with a perfect nose. “That is what they have named me,” said Daniel.
“They say you have killed more than two hundred in the arena,” she questioned, wetting her lips.
“More than that by now,” he told her. Before she could ask anything else, he began to play, already irritated with her attitude. She stopped then, her face frozen as her ears struggled to understand what they were hearing.
Garlin chuckled at her astonishment and helped her to take a seat while Daniel played.
They listened for almost an hour before leaving. In truth they tried to do more, and Daniel was forced to ask them to leave, not wishing to witness their interchange.
 
***
Months passed and Daniel’s life settled into its new pattern. In the arena he never faced fewer than three at a time now, and he was already looking ahead trying to figure out how he would handle four when they eventually decided that three was no longer a challenge.
He was already aware that most of the human mages of Ellentrea were much weaker than he was, in terms of overall strength. Left alone, he could kill any number of them, if he was given the opportunity to turn the interior of the arena into a windstorm. The problem lay in defending himself long enough to do so. With two he could afford to ignore them if he drew a circle. Three was enough to threaten him though, if he didn’t keep a significant portion of his strength engaged in his defense. Four—that might be the breaking point for him.
Garlin and his new friend, Layla, failed to keep their secret very well. With each passing month, more wardens showed up to hear Daniel’s music. The numbers of his visitors swelled, and by the time a year had passed, it got to the point that Daniel was forced to stand outside and play for a crowd of wardens every evening.
Many of them offered him ‘favors’ for a private song, but Daniel rejected their advances. He had long since learned that since the people of Ellentrea had no possessions or other means of barter, they used sex almost as a currency.
Those with some small amount of power, such as the wardens, frequently abused the unnamed servants, people like Amarah, forcing them to provide favors for nothing. They bartered only with other wardens, or people like Daniel, who were considered too dangerous to try and compel by threat. The unnamed, likewise bartered amongst themselves and sometimes with those who had been chosen to fight in the arenas.
It was a system in which the only occasion for equal exchange was when people of similar power were involved, and those at every level took advantage of those who were beneath them in the hierarchy.
The more Daniel learned, the more disillusioned he became, and despite receiving many offers, he refused them all, except for Amarah’s. He still had his weaknesses, and though she refused to admit to any feeling, he pretended that deep down she cared for him somehow. The people of Ellentrea were brutally honest, but Daniel needed the lies he told himself to keep from going insane. The self-deception of his relationship with Amarah was all that held him together.
At night his dreams continued to bother him, though less frequently now. He had been a slave to the She’Har for over four years, and his life before seemed more distant than ever. Still he would wake sometimes, alone in the dark, weeping as a vision of green eyes faded in his mind.



Chapter 30
I paused for a moment, seeing the strange looks on Moira and Matthew’s faces. “What?” I asked bluntly.
“You should know,” suggested Moira, and Matthew nodded.
I had been rather caught up in my tale, reliving the events of Daniel Tennick’s life and relaying them without spending too much time editing or reflecting upon them directly. I took a moment to review the last half an hour. “Oh,” I said suddenly before adding a weak excuse, “It was a different time.”
Matthew grinned at me conspiratorially, “I don’t think Mom would want you telling us about some of these—things.” His body language indicated that he was perfectly fine with a secret conspiracy.
His sister wasn’t quite so ready to become an accomplice, “Those people were disgusting.”
Her tone set me back, for it seemed she was missing some important lessons. “There is no doubt that they lived miserable, almost animal-like existences, but you should remember that they had little choice in the matter.”
“Nobody forced them to do those things,” she argued.
“What do you think you would do, if you were raised in a pen, forced to fight with other children just to get your daily food, with no parents to protect and love you, and no one you could trust? How would you think if you were given no education? You have seen how cruel children can be, especially to one another. Imagine if they were ungoverned and left to their own devices. Imagine being beaten and abused by those older and stronger.”
Moira’s face took on a pained expression.
I didn’t let up, though, “Then imagine that when you finally got close to what you thought of as ‘adulthood’, the ripe old age of twelve, you were forced to fight and kill another child. Your initiation into adulthood is being forced to kill or be killed, by the only beings you can possibly regard as authority figures. The only reason they weren’t more bestial and crude was that the most insane and animalistic of them tended to die earlier.”
“It’s still horrible,” she declared.
“I agree,” I told her. “Just remember that those people are our ancestors. We are descended directly from them, the survivors of that time. Only a few thousand years have passed, and we are no different from them in our nature at birth. We have one big advantage, though.”
Lynarralla chose that point to interject, “What is that?”
Both I and my children found that answer obvious, especially given my speech, but Lynarralla wasn’t born with enough experience to understand. “Love,” I told her. “We care for one another, we rear our young and teach them. That’s exactly why Tyrion surprised the She’Har of that time. They thought the humans in their camps were devolved, lesser creatures, incapable of the strength they had found in the humans they fought seven thousand years before. What they didn’t realize, was that the major difference was in upbringing.”
Her face was still confused.
“She’Har are born with all the knowledge they will need. They are born without weaknesses, other than a lack of experience. Humans are different. We develop from helpless, completely ignorant little animals, into complex and loving social creatures,” I explained. “The nourishment we receive, in love and knowledge, as well as food, while we are growing, makes a huge difference.”
“I think perhaps I understand,” admitted Lynarralla.
“It may be that if the She’Har of Tyrion’s time had understood, we wouldn’t be here now, or maybe the war would have been avoided.”
Moira seemed a bit impatient. “Get back to the story,” she insisted, “just leave out the sex stuff.”
I sighed, “I haven’t been describing any of it, and the story wouldn’t make sense if you didn’t know what was going on.”
“My innocence is already ruined,” Moira replied melodramatically.
“Just go on,” said Matthew.
“Alright,” I began, “Let’s see, Daniel was twenty then, and nearing his twenty-first birthday, although he had no good way to keep track of exact dates. He just counted the seasons. He had been there almost four and a half years, and word of his strange music had spread throughout Ellentrea…”
 
***
It was late spring and Daniel had grown accustomed to the changes his music had brought. In the evenings the wardens would come to release him and all those who were unoccupied would wait outside his room to listen. Some of the unnamed servants would come as well, those who had jobs that left them free near that time. They risked abuse at the hands of the wardens, but such was the draw of his music that those who were able, came anyway.
Today Daniel was just beginning. The crowd had heard all of his songs many times over by now, but they never seemed to tire of them. He spent much of his free time picking out new melodies, but he was still forced to play many of the same tunes again and again. He frequently lamented that, without other instruments, the people of Ellentrea would never know the sound of a multi-part piece played by a real band.
Halfway through his first song the gathered people began to move away. Most of the unnamed servants simply left as quickly and as directly as they could. Some of the wardens did so too, while the others merely drew back, creating some distance between themselves and Daniel.
A brown-skinned She’Har male, with vivid red hair and eyes approached. His coloration immediately declared that he was a She’Har of the Gaelyn grove. The red hair of the Gaelyn’s was nothing like the natural red that Kate’s hair had been. It was a crimson that might have been more at home on a rose or some other flower.
Knowing that each grove had originally designed their human forms, Daniel couldn’t help but think that the Gaelyn She’Har must have terrible taste, but he kept those thoughts to himself.
“Why are the baratti gathered here?” he asked, directing his question to Daniel.
Setting his instrument aside, Daniel answered, “Pardon my ignorance, master, but I do not know your name to address you properly.”
“I am Syllerond,” responded the She’Har.
“Master Syllerond, these people came to hear music,” explained Daniel. He had had few interactions with the She’Har directly, other than Thillmarius, and the few meetings he had had with Lyralliantha. In general they had always seemed rational to him, if indifferent and sometimes cruel. Thillmarius had taught him that his punishments, while painful, were not malicious, but rather the result of cold calculation. As a result of learning his lessons, Daniel had not required ‘correction’ in years.
“Who has given you permission to make such noise and disrupt the peaceful functioning of Ellentrea?” asked the She’Har.
No one, thought Daniel, but he wasn’t particularly worried. Thillmarius had doubtless noticed his music-making months ago and hadn’t seemed inclined to punish anyone for it. Ellentrea, and all those within it, except for Daniel himself, were the property of the Prathion Grove. If anyone were to punish them, it would have been Thillmarius or someone under his direction.
Daniel was the sole exception, being owned by Lyralliantha. The Illeniel Grove had never owned humans before, so Thillmarius had graciously agreed to provide for Daniel’s care and feeding, as a favor to Lyralliantha. Daniel knew it was primarily an excuse so that Thillmarius would have free reign to study him. In any case, his punishment wouldn’t come at the hands of a She’Har of the Gaelyn Grove, unless he offered some offense.
Daniel knew better than that.
“Thillmarius oversees us here,” said Daniel, reciting a fact that Syllerond must already know. “He has not forbidden it,” he added truthfully.
“You are Tyrion, the wildling, are you not?”
“Yes, master.”
The She’Har’s eyes narrowed, “Your tone is arrogant. Do you think that your victories in the arena make you greater than the She’Har?”
“No, master,” Daniel replied meekly, keeping his eyes downcast.
Syllerond frowned, “Your answer is correct, but I doubt your sincerity. What is that?” The Gaelyn She’Har pointed at Daniel’s instrument.
A shock of fear ran through him. Syllerond might hesitate to do any harm to the property of another grove, but the humans of Ellentrea owned nothing. Daniel’s cittern was fair game. “It is my musical instrument, master. My people call it a ‘cittern’.”
“Your ‘people’?” questioned Syllerond with a sneer.
Daniel knew his mistake instantly. It was something that even Thillmarius was prone to be irritated by—the suggestion that humans were ‘people’. “I meant no disrespect, master,” he apologized hastily.
“I know exactly what you meant, baratt,” said the She’Har. “Give me the device.”
Daniel hesitated. He already knew that no matter what he did, he would be punished. Syllerond was probably one of the Gaelyn trainers for Garoltrea; most of the She’Har didn’t bother to learn the human language. Once Syllerond spoke with Thillmarius the Prathion trainer would have no choice but to discipline Daniel. Still, he couldn’t bear to hand over the cittern. Its music had saved him. Without it there would be nothing worth living for.
Cold sweat appeared on his brow, and the memory of Thillmarius’ punishments threatened his bladder control. “Please, master, it is of no value,” he begged. His hands pushed the instrument further behind him.
Syllerond lashed out with his fist, striking Daniel hard. He had no shield up, nor would he dare to create one in the presence of one of the She’Har. The blow sent him sprawling onto the hard packed earth that served as a street in Ellentrea, his cittern fell to the ground a few feet away.
Lifting his leg, the She’Har made as if to smash the wooden instrument with his foot. Without thinking, Daniel pushed himself away from the ground and threw himself bodily against Syllerond’s legs to keep him from damaging the precious instrument.
“You dare?!” shouted the Gaelyn She’Har, eyes wide with rage.
Daniel knew he would die then. He had done violence to one of ‘the people’.
Syllerond summoned up a deadly looking spellweaving, creating a long black rod of interwoven aythar and raising it above his head. Stricken by fear, Daniel cowered.
Death would have taken him then, but for one thing. Before the blow could be delivered, a woman ran from the crowd, throwing herself over Daniel as a shield. The black rod struck, and seemed to dissolve against her skin as the lines of power that comprised it sank into her body, twining and twisting like worms sinking into soft soil.
“Out of the way, trash,” said Syllerond coldly, kicking Amarah away from Daniel. Her body was twitching, and he could see the She’Har spellweaving inside her, shifting and moving as it destroyed her flesh from within.
“No!” screamed Daniel, as if his voice alone could deny the reality in front of him. Amarah was writhing on the ground, dying, and there was nothing he could do for her. Syllerond paused, seeming to delight in watching the drama unfolding before him.
Amarah gazed intently at him as she writhed, and Daniel understood then, what she had never been able to articulate before. Her lips opened, “Thank you for my name…”
Sorrow was something Daniel lived with, and depression was an almost daily companion. Anger and violence he had learned to accept, but love was something he had given up hope for.
He had been unsure if it truly existed, and now it was gone before he could appreciate it.
“Be fearful, baratt, for the nameless one’s fate awaits you,” said Syllerond.
The paralyzing fear that Thillmarius’ past torments had instilled in him vanished, replaced by a formless fury that left no room within him for anything else. Staring up at Syllerond, Daniel’s mind hardened and became clear, suffused with the clarity that he normally only felt when in the arena. Death was a gift, his eventual reward, but first he would share his pain with the foe who stood before him.
“Her name was Amarah,” said Daniel.
The She’Har stood looking down on him; a new rod, already prepared and waiting for its victim, was in his hand. His confidence, developed from countless decades dealing with human slaves, was so great that he hadn’t bothered to erect any sort of defense. Syllerond began to laugh at Daniel’s pronouncement of her name.
He simply can’t conceive of a human threatening him, noted Daniel.
“Burn!” said Daniel, sending his will out with a speed that he knew would surprise his tormentor. The air around the Gaelyn She’Har ignited and encased him in flames.
His power was even more effective than he had expected, almost as if the word had reinforced his imagination. Daniel had spoken purely in anger, but the back of his mind noted the effect, and he resolved to test it later.
There won’t be a later. They’ll kill you for this, his inner voice reminded him. But this one dies first, though.
The flames winked out, smothered instantly once Syllerond managed to focus past the pain and fear that the searing fire had wrought. His hair was gone, leaving nothing but charred remnants and burned skin where it had been. His face was ruined, covered in a mixture of blisters and blackened skin, much like the rest of his body. The She’Har’s eyes were seared and opaque.
He had to be in considerable pain, but other than that, and the cosmetic damage, Syllerond was still a serious threat. He didn’t need eyes to see, Daniel knew that already. The burns might inhibit his movement, but they wouldn’t interfere with his magic.
A strange shield surrounded the She’Har now. Unlike those used by Daniel and the other human mages, this shield was not smooth, but rather composed of a legion of tiny interwoven lines of aythar. Within the lines, Daniel could see tiny symbols linked together, but the overall effect made it look as though Syllerond’s shield had been created by twining vines around himself.
Syllerond’s mouth opened as he attempted to speak, to threaten the man who had burned him, but he had inhaled some of the flames, and his voice was unintelligible.
Daniel had a shield around himself, but it was purely from reflex. He knew from past experience that his shields, even if reinforced by a drawn circle, wouldn’t do more than slow down She’Har spellweaving.
If you can’t stop the attack, make sure you aren’t where it lands.
Hundreds of matches in the arena had made Daniel’s responses in combat smooth and automatic. He had seen the tricks of a multitude of opponents and learned to deal with them. Some he had copied or improved.
Fighting against Prathions had often made him wish for their invisibility, but had also forced him to develop his own alternatives. Using his aythar to whip the air, Daniel raised a cloud of dust and dirt around them, but he didn’t stop there. Rather than just creating a cloud of dirt, he imbued it with his aythar, making the cloud opaque in a way that obscured not just normal vision, but magesight as well.
Syllerond still hadn’t moved from his position, but he lashed out with the spellwoven rod he had created, using it as a staff. He swung at the area that Daniel had recently been standing in, but failed to hit anything. Extending his power, the staff grew to a length of more than ten feet, and the She’Har began to whip it around himself, hoping to hit anyone or anything nearby.
Daniel had already moved beyond that range, and his mind was working on his options for attack. The She’Har’s ability with spellweavings gave him a tremendous advantage, but his overall strength was less than half of Daniel’s, a fact that surprised him.
He isn’t much stronger than the human mages I’ve fought. In fact, he’s weaker than some of them.
The magical dirt cloud obscured Daniel’s senses, but he didn’t have to guess at Syllerond’s location. The She’Har had obviously never fought in a serious battle before; he remained standing in the same location, confident that his shield would protect him from anything.
Daniel began to send a barrage of rocks and stones at him, accelerating them to incredible speeds with his aythar before directing them at the center of the cloud. He was fairly sure none of them would break the other’s shield, but they kept his foe focused on defense. The She’Har had released his spellwoven rod and was now responding by sending spear-like lances out, striking back along the trajectory of Daniel’s stony missiles.
As if I would be fool enough to send them from my current location, or to stand still if I did. Daniel’s contempt for his opponent’s ineptitude was growing.
He had to be careful, though. A lucky hit would probably impale him. The She’Har’s spellweaving would tear through any shield he could create, regardless of its strength.
The thing about shields, particularly when they were impenetrable, was that they resulted in a sense of security that was generally unfounded. Most of the time, Daniel was on the other end of the stick, and because of that he had experienced first-hand many of the techniques an enemy might use to kill someone who stayed too long in one place, secure in their advantage.
The simplest was to bury them, removing the ground they stood on and covering them with it, but most experienced mages were quick to prevent a fall by creating a shield beneath themselves. Another method that Daniel occasionally used was to create a larger barrier outside the defender’s and then make the environment intolerable, either by filling it with flames, or simply removing the air itself.
That required the attacker to be, not only stronger than his opponent, but also to be able to create a shield that his enemy couldn’t break. In this case Daniel was stronger, but Syllerond’s spellweaving would make it easy for him to breech any containment Daniel created.
A change in the air alerted Daniel that something had changed, causing him to switch directions and run further back until he was at the edge of his cloud. A nightmare of tentacles exploded outward, flailing around him. One connected with his shield and began to curl around it, while more came to reinforce its hold.
He’s a Gaelyn, fool! Daniel had been so preoccupied with trying to plan an attack that would defeat the spellwoven defense, that he had forgotten to take into account that his enemy had the special gifts of the Gaelyn Grove.
Sheathing his arms in razor sharp blades of force Daniel struck out, slicing away the thick fleshy arms that were grasping at him. Unfortunately, Syllerond had taken an immense size, though, and the wounds were of little consequence to him. The cloud of dust began to dissipate as Syllerond summoned a strong wind to disperse it, and Daniel noticed one thing immediately.
He dropped the shield when he shifted.
The human mages he had fought were usually careful to keep their shield up when they transitioned from one form to another. The few who weren’t careful didn’t live long.
That special shield he uses must be too difficult to maintain while he transforms—and he’s too proud to use something inferior like a simple shield in the interim.
Visible to each other now, Syllerond’s shield was already back in place, and his impossibly long tendrils wrapped themselves again around Daniel. He sliced at them with his bladed arms, but the She’Har’s defense kept them whole despite his best efforts. He fought to anchor himself, but the tentacles pulled him inward with irresistible strength.
Daniel’s own shield was still intact, for the spellweaving around Syllerond was defensive in nature, not being designed to cut through another’s shield, even one as simple as a human’s.
A voice emerged from the maw of the nightmare beast. Apparently Syllerond had repaired his voice during his transformation. “I have you now, baratt. I’ll crack your pathetic defense and strip the flesh from your bones while you scream.”
“Thanks for the kindness,” said Daniel as he drew near to the center of the pulsating mass of flesh and disturbingly sharp looking teeth, “but I’ll pass.”
There was nothing he could do to hurt Syllerond now, but he hadn’t survived so long without developing a finely tuned killer’s instinct. Daniel had already formed his plan. Sending his aythar down into the soil, he focused until he had a firm grasp on the ground beneath them before ripping it upward, propelling both of them skyward with violent force.
Using the earth to knock an opponent upward was difficult to defend against, much more so than pulling it out from underneath them, but it was usually not particularly damaging, especially if they had some means of saving themselves from a fall. Gaelyn mages in particular tended to shift almost instinctively into a form that would enable them to fly, turning a disorienting moment into a sudden advantage in mobility.
Daniel was betting that a She’Har of the Gaelyn Grove would react similarly.
The tentacles around him vanished as Syllerond’s flesh flowed inward, contracting to form the body of some large raptor. As before, his shield vanished for a brief moment.
Daniel lashed out, and his bladed arms cut neatly through Syllerond’s almost complete bird form. With an ignominious squawking noise, the She’Har died and fell away in two distinct halves. Daniel fell with him, gravity taking its inevitable hold on his body.
It wasn’t his first big fall, however. Stretching out his aythar, Daniel created a wide circular half dome of aythar beneath him, leaving it open in places, so that it functioned like a fine sieve, allowing air to pass but only with some resistance, slowing his descent. The main difficulty lay in balancing himself on top of it. He managed that by pushing and pulling at the wind around him, but he wondered if there might be a better way.
Settling to the ground, Daniel spared no more time thinking of his dead enemy. He went instead to Amarah’s body. She lay where she had fallen, thoroughly dead, but most of the damage was internal. Inside, her organs had been shredded, but outwardly he could find little wrong with her.
Wet drops fell to the dusty ground between his feet. Sitting down beside her, Daniel pulled her body up and against himself, so that it appeared as if she was sitting in front of him, resting her back against his chest. He stroked her hair and then wrapped his arms around her, as if the embrace might somehow ease the terrible ache within his heart.
Not daring to move, he used his mind to draw the cittern back to his hands, lifting it carefully into the air. “Let me play you one more song,” he told her, whispering into the hair beside her ear. He eased the instrument into place across her lap, so he could reach around her and play it. It was something they had done a few times in the past, when she had been the only one to hear his music.
He didn’t think on it consciously, but his fingers began to play ‘Dana’s Lament’ as soon as he put them to the strings. He tried to sing the words, but his throat closed and the words became choking sobs, so he gave up and just played the music, letting the gentle chords soothe him.



Chapter 31
 
Daniel played for an indeterminate period of time, until Thillmarius found him there. The other humans of Ellentrea had fled during his battle, and none dared to return while he played. They feared being killed or punished for what had happened. None wished to be associated with the death of one of ‘the people’.
The Prathion She’Har stood and listened until Daniel finished playing through the song one more time, his eyes caught up in thought. When silence returned at last, he spoke, “You’ve surprised me again, Tyrion.”
Daniel ignored him.
“This will have interesting repercussions. No one would have thought you could kill one of my people, even one as arrogant and foolish as Syllerond.”
“Does that mean your experiment was a success or a failure,” asked Daniel blandly, his voice coarse and heavy.
Thillmarius raised his eyebrows, “Oh most definitely a success, and a far greater one than I ever dared to imagine. But the results make it clear that there are many factors involved that were not properly considered in its design.”
“Do those factors include, Amarah?” said Daniel, a dangerous edge in his tone.
“Who?” responded Thillmarius, but then he focused on the woman in Daniel’s arms. “You mean the servant? Yes, that may well be a part of the puzzle. Our knowledge of humans in captivity has, until now, shown no sign of the capabilities they once had. Your development indicates that something about you is very different, but genetically you do not differ in any significant fashion from them, aside from your magical potential.”
“Geneteckly?” Daniel said.
“It refers to your inherited traits. Aside from your new mutation for aythar manipulation, you might as well have been sired in Ellentrea,” said Thillmarius.
Daniel was tired of speculation; he wanted an end to things, “What’s next?”
“Well, naturally I’ll lodge a complaint with the elders. Syllerond was obviously here to rob the Illeniels of valuable property, and more specifically he wanted to disrupt my advantage in the arena. The Gaelyn Grove will undoubtedly also complain about the death of one of their children…,” began Thillmarius.
“No,” interrupted Daniel, “How are we going to do this? Will you just wave your hand?” He pointed at his necklace. “Or will there be an extensive period of torture first?”
The black-skinned She’Har laughed, “Oh my, no! Only your owner can use your necklace, otherwise Syllerond would have done so.” He put his hand to his chin, “Then again, perhaps he wouldn’t have, being the pompous ass that he was. In any case, I have no intention of disposing of valuable property, nor could I. You belong to Lyralliantha.”
“Then you should call her,” suggested Daniel. “Dangerous animals should be put down.”
Thillmarius grinned, “No, I believe that must be a human notion. The She’Har prefer to train them and use them properly. You’ll be punished and taught to channel your aggression more appropriately.”
A cold hand seemed to grip Daniel’s heart as Thillmarius mentioned punishment. His arms tightened involuntarily around Amarah, as if she might somehow protect him from his fear.
“Your owner has already been summoned, but there’s no reason to wait for the first round of punishment.” Thillmarius sent a long line of spellweaving snaking toward Daniel.
He began scrabbling backward, still dragging Amarah’s limp body with him, clutching at her like a doll. His greatest fear had come to life, not only would he not be given death, but he would have to endure even more of Thillmarius’ horrific ‘attention’ before being forced to continue living.
Creating a shield around himself was all he could manage. His rage and anger had dissipated already, and sorrow offered him no protection against the deep fear that Thillmarius’ previous sessions had engraved on his heart.
A woman’s voice rose, speaking in the alien tongue that the She’Har used among themselves. Thillmarius’ magic stopped and then withdrew. Lyralliantha was walking toward them, moving gracefully through Ellentrea’s crude streets.
When she had gotten close enough, the two She’Har began a discussion that, while it seemed calm on the surface, showed an entirely different level of emotion to Daniel’s special perception. Lyralliantha was angry and Thillmarius, while he began the exchange mildly amused, soon became irritated. The conversation was liberally sprinkled with a word that Daniel had learned meant ‘no’ in their language.
After a few minutes they grew calmer, and their tongues grew still. Thillmarius was radiating a sense of resignation while Lyralliantha seemed infused with sadness and something else—guilt? Regret? Neither of the two made sense to Daniel.
“Your kind master wanted to put you out of your misery,” said Thillmarius. Misunderstanding the look of hope on Daniel’s face, he clarified, “Her words, not mine.”
“Wanted?” said Daniel in dismay.
“Yes, I managed to talk her out of it. Unfortunately, she is insisting that I relinquish you. I am afraid you will be under her care for a while, until she realizes the impracticality of trying to keep baratti in her home.” Thillmarius seemed rather put out.
Lyralliantha was speaking to Daniel in soothing tones now, as one might speak to a wounded animal. Her eyes were full of pity.
“What did she say?” asked Daniel.
Lyralliantha didn’t wait for the other She’Har’s reply, interrupting instead with a barrage of angry words. Thillmarius pursed his lips and then answered Daniel.
“She was explaining that you would be coming to live with her,” he said.
“And after that?” said Daniel suspiciously.
Thillmarius paused, but Lyralliantha barked another word at him, and he resumed, “She was angry that you still do not speak our language. She seems to think you would have learned it from me or the other baratti by now.”
“Will you tell her that I wish to die? Please?” begged Daniel.
“I will not,” replied Thillmarius. “It was hard enough to convince her to keep you alive. I’m not sure how I will continue my studies with you living outside of Ellentrea. I would caution you not to communicate otherwise to her, wildling. If you do, I will see to it that the people of your village pay for your inconsiderateness.”
Daniel gaped at him. Thillmarius had never threatened him with such a thing before.
The red-headed She’Har smiled kindly at him, “Just do as she tells you until she tires of this game and sends you back into my care.”
A light touch on his arm brought his focus back to Lyralliantha. She motioned for him to stand, to follow her, but he was still holding Amarah’s cooling body. He disengaged himself and eased her to the ground before he stood, but the sight of her there broke his heart once again.
She lay motionless on the dusty earth, coarse brown hair in disarray. More than ever her features seemed plain, and her bent nose was starkly unattractive. To Daniel’s eyes she seemed at that moment a symbol, representative of humanity as a whole, or rather, what they had been reduced to, in the hands of the She’Har. She had been raised like an animal, unloved and uncared for, nourished on violence and crude punishment, but Daniel had seen the spark of love and laughter in her. It had risen from her heart, when it had seen only the tiniest bit of light.
He remembered her rare smiles, lips curling over crooked teeth, and in the memory of it, he knew that it was the secret to humanity’s greatest successes. The great cities and machines weren’t made by people nursed on hatred. They were made by people like me, people brought up to love one another.
Lyralliantha spoke again, tugging on his shoulder. Daniel’s face was dry now, his tears gone, but he couldn’t leave Amarah like that. “May I do something for her?” he asked.
Thillmarius had already gone, so Lyralliantha put her fingers to his temple and raised his own hand to hers, allowing him to show her what he intended. She nodded a moment later and let him proceed.
Opening a deep pit in the earth with his power, Daniel lowered Amarah’s body into it before covering it again with soil. It was an impromptu grave, there in the middle of the street, but it was better than any other human living in Ellentrea had ever received. Picking up the cittern, Daniel let Lyralliantha lead him away.
She glanced at the instrument in curiosity, but said nothing. Perhaps she remembered it from the vision he had shown her once. Daniel wasn’t sure.
Together they strode from Ellentrea toward the great trees that made up the Illeniel Grove.
 
***
Daniel spent the night sleeping on the same platform that he had been placed on when he first came to the She’Har. The air was chilly, but unlike the previous occasion, he now knew how to keep himself warm, wrapping his body with a light shield and heating the air within it slightly.
He didn’t play the cittern, although he had nothing else to do. He was nervous and uncertain, not really understanding Lyralliantha’s intentions. To avoid the risk of irritating her, he stayed quiet and did nothing.
Despite his self-imposed inactivity, he was far from bored. After years of living in a small room with nothing new to see or do, sitting on a platform in the Illeniel Grove was almost overwhelming. With his magesight, he watched the She’Har coming and going, traveling back and forth along the wide branches that served them as pathways between the trees. All of those he saw were similar to Lyralliantha, with silver hair and blue eyes.
Lyralliantha herself was on a platform several hundred feet above him, meeting with several others of the Illeniel Grove. He could see them together, but he had no way of knowing what they were saying. Even if he could hear, he wouldn’t have understood the words.
Over the years he had picked up a smattering of random words in her language, simply from listening to the announcers and random conversations here and there. He knew the names for a variety of common objects and a few simple responses such as ‘yes’ and ‘no’. For the most part he was still ignorant of the language. He had been surprised when Thillmarius had mentioned that she was angry he hadn’t learned her tongue.
Had she thought someone would talk to him?
His few conversations with Thillmarius had been in Barion, the human tongue. The She’Har hadn’t had the patience to spend any time trying to teach him his language. As for the other humans, it had taken him years just to get Amarah to speak to him. The only other person he had spoken to was Garlin, and the warden certainly hadn’t had the time to tutor him.
Lyralliantha returned to him in the morning. She had a bundle of linen and leather in her arms, a warden’s clothing. She offered it to him while speaking slowly, carefully enunciating her words, “Tyleth si mach ni juerpar.”
Daniel accepted the clothes from her, but the words meant nothing to him. Seeing the incomprehension on his face, Lyralliantha leaned forward, touching his temple and showing him a picture of himself putting on the clothes. She repeated the words slowly at the same time and then added an image of him speaking to her in turn.
He realized after a second that she wanted him to either repeat her words, or to teach her the same phrase in his language. Unsure, he did both, “Tyleth si mach ni juerpar,” he said and then he gave her what he thought must be the translation in Barion, “Put the clothes on.”
Lyralliantha graced him with a smile, nodding. She repeated his translation, “Put they cloves onn—tyleth si mach ni juerpar.”
They repeated the phrases back and forth a couple of times, until each of them had the pronunciation close enough to be understood. Once they had that mastered, and Daniel had donned the clothing, she said something new, touching his forehead to explain her words. A picture of her leaving and then returning appeared in his mind.
“I will be back,” Daniel said aloud, after repeating her words.
She smiled, “I will be back,” and then she left, leaving Daniel to his thoughts.
Am I a warden now? Is this the reward for killing one of them; clothes and a home in the trees? None of this makes sense.
Lyralliantha didn’t return until that evening, when the sun was falling below the horizon. She bore a tray with several bowls on top of it. One was filled with an assortment of nuts while another held berries and small fruits. The third bowl contained two pear sized fruits that Daniel hadn’t seen before. The fourth bowl held a dead rabbit and two potatoes.
Her words and the picture she put in his mind made the question clear, “What do you like to eat?”
His answer took considerably longer to relay. He began by sampling the nuts and berries, telling her “I like this,” each time. She taught him a new phrase in her tongue to reflect his Barion phrase.
When he got to the fruit that he couldn’t identify, he resorted to trying it. It was mildly sweet with a resistance to his bite that fell somewhere midway between the crunch of an apple and the softness of an overripe pear. The flavor reminded him somewhat of a peach. “I like this,” he told her, repeating the phrase in her tongue.
“Calmuth,” she told him. The picture she gave him showed the She’Har picking the fruit directly from some of the great trees. She followed by eating one of them herself.
I wonder if that’s their only food.
That question was answered quickly when Lyralliantha ate a handful of the nuts and followed them with some of the berries. She wrinkled her nose with an expression of faint disgust when she looked at the rabbit and potatoes.
Daniel had done some cooking with his mother, and he was fairly sure that rabbit and potatoes had been one of the mainstays of the poorly made stew that he had been fed on the past few years. He had never considered himself to be a good cook, but he knew that the most basic things he had learned watching and helping his mother would produce something far better than what the people of Ellentrea seemed to subsist on.
Raising his hand he offered it to Lyralliantha, waiting for her consent before putting his fingers to her temple. He painted a picture for her, showing himself skinning the rabbit and peeling the potatoes. He added new vegetables to the vision, onions, carrots, parsley and cabbage, in the hope that she might recognize them. He ended by showing himself cooking them in a pot over a low fire. He wasn’t able to give her a picture of salt that was descriptive enough, but he managed to convey the ‘taste’ of saltiness combined with an image of small white crystals.
She seemed to understand, sending him images of carrots and what he thought might be salt, but she didn’t move to leave. He hoped she was indicating that she could bring the additional items in the future, but he had no way to be certain.
In some ways communicating with pictures is very broad, and yet it still fails to approach the depth that language routinely accomplishes, he noted.
He used his special abilities to skin and gut the rabbit, leaving the unwanted parts in the bowl. He had been tempted to throw them down, but he wasn’t sure that was the proper way to dispose of waste for people who lived in trees. He cleaned the potatoes in a similar fashion, easily scouring them until all the dirt and most of their peels were removed. Without a pot or an oven, he simply created a box-like construction of pure force and then slowly heated the interior of it, roasting the meat and tubers.
She watched him with interest, but said nothing.
A few minutes later they still had nothing else to do. His food was still roasting quietly in its makeshift magical box. Lyralliantha showed him pictures of a new person, another She’Har talking with him, but he wasn’t certain what they meant.
Then she pointed at his musical instrument, voicing another question.
“Cittern,” said Daniel, providing its name.
“Sit-urn,” she replied before adding another unknown phrase. Her tone was still questioning.
He mimed holding it and strumming the strings with his fingers, “You use it to play music.” That earned him another curious glance, so he picked it up gingerly and eased it into position. A light touch sent a soft chord vibrating through the air between them.
Lyralliantha’s face lit with sudden recognition; touching his forehead she showed him a dim vision of his mother playing the cittern to him. She had remembered it from what he had shown her years before.
Daniel blinked, eyes watering at the sudden emotion the vision evoked in him. I can’t believe she remembers that. He nodded at her, saying the She’Har word for ‘yes’. Relaxing his shoulders, he began to play again, the melody for ‘Dana’s Lament’ flowing from his heart to be expressed through the strings. After Amarah’s death it was the only song that his hands felt like playing.
Lyralliantha became strangely quiet, as if afraid to move while he played. Her lips stayed smooth, but the skin around her eyes shifted as subtle emotions played beneath the surface. She watched Daniel play until the song was finished and then urged him to play again.
There was no further talk between them after that. Only the soft interplay of notes dancing through the air before they finally reached the ears that waited for them. The Illeniel She’Har seemed as though she would never get her fill of music, but eventually Daniel’s food was done roasting, and he was forced to stop before it burned.
She left while he picked at the hot food, voicing more words that he didn’t understand.



Chapter 32
The next morning she returned, bringing with her another She’Har. The newcomer was male, and also of the Illeniel Grove.
“My name is Byovar,” he said, introducing himself. “Lyralliantha has asked me to teach you our tongue, Tyrion.”
“That would be a help,” admitted Daniel.
“While you learn our language, I will endeavor to teach your owner some Barion,” added Byovar. He repeated his words in their language and then spoke to Daniel again, “The first thing you should learn is the name for our language, ‘Erollith’.”
“Erollith,” repeated Daniel dutifully.
From that point Byovar began to school Daniel in a variety of nouns, expanding his vocabulary greatly. As he taught each word, he repeated its name in both Barion and Erollith, which helped Lyralliantha learn the corresponding term in Barion.
After a couple of hours, Byovar called an end to the lessons, declaring that they would resume the next day, to give them time to assimilate what they had learned.
Before he left, Daniel asked him a question, “Pardon me, but can you tell me what’s going to happen to me?”
Byovar lifted an eyebrow, “That depends entirely upon Lyralliantha.”
“But, Syllerond, surely there will be a trial or something,” said Daniel.
The She’Har man frowned, “Trial? Do you mean a test?”
It took Daniel a moment to explain the human concept of justice and judgment.
The She’Har laughed, “No, we have nothing like that. The Gaelyn Grove has already paid the Prathions for their intrusion into Ellentrea, and Lyralliantha has paid the Gaelyns for the loss of Syllerond.”
“Paid?” asked Daniel.
“In ‘shuthsi’,” said Byovar. “It isn’t quite like the human concept of money; we don’t use it to pay for property or food. It is more a measure of respect and status between the groves.”
Daniel wasn’t entirely sure of the concept of ‘money’ either. In Colne they had traded goods directly with one another. The closest thing to money they had possessed was the record that Tom and Alice Hayes kept of what each person was owed by their store.
“What is money?” asked Daniel.
That set Byovar back for a moment, but he took up the challenge, “It was a medium of exchange used by the ancient humans. They used tokens to represent valuable items. Everything was assigned a value in tokens, and people would trade them to gain the items they needed. The idea was powerful enough that some preferred to possess mainly a large surplus of the tokens.”
“What were the tokens like?”
“Most were metal discs, but they also kept records on paper and in their machines. We were so fascinated by the concept, that we later developed the current system of shuthsi based upon it,” explained Byovar.
“So shuthsi is your name for money?”
“It is similar, but different. We do not trade tokens, nor do we keep a personal tally of shuthsi. Each grove has its own tally, and that is increased or decreased by the actions of those who belong to that grove,” answered the She’Har.
“Those who belong—you mean the children of the grove?”
“Like me, or Lyralliantha, yes, we belong to the Illeniel Grove. The baratti affect this also, for you belong to a child of the Illeniel Grove. When you killed Syllerond, you incurred a debt of shuthsi on our grove, but the blame for this does not fall on you. It falls upon Lyralliantha.”
Daniel felt as if he was starting to understand, but some things still didn’t make sense to him. “But she wasn’t even there. The blame should be mine.”
“You are baratt, an animal, property—you have no standing in our society. Your actions can only gain or lose shuthsi for the grove that owns you,” said Byovar.
“And Lyralliantha cannot possess shuthsi either? It belongs to her grove?” asked Daniel.
“Yes, she belongs to the Illeniel Grove. Children are property of their grove. Their purpose is only to grow the shuthsi of their grove. If they are successful and space permits, they someday grow to join the grove,” answered the She’Har translator.
So they don’t have a system of justice, or true ownership, except in regard to animals. And apparently their children are not much better than the baratti, other than their potential to someday become true She’Har adults.
“Does this mean that I have reduced Lyralliantha’s chance of becoming an adult?”
Byovar smiled, “You are beginning to understand. When she took you in, she lost standing within the Illeniel Grove. Our grove has refused to take baratti for pets. We do not participate in the games. Our shuthsi has dwindled, and our grove has remained small.”
“Why is the grove small? I’m confused,” said Daniel.
Byovar sighed, and then spoke directly to Lyralliantha. After a brief exchange he addressed Daniel again, “She says I should explain, but this is complicated. I do not know if you will understand. Please listen until I am finished.”
Daniel nodded and Byovar proceeded.
“When the She’Har lived in the world before this one, and the world before that one, we also used the arena, but there was no shuthsi. Merit was decided by survival, and the children of the She’Har fought for the right to exist. Those who were successful became adults. Those who were very successful became lore-wardens and helped to guide the children before becoming adults themselves.”
“Your world possessed its own sentient species, the ancient humans, and their battle to prevent us from claiming this world taught us much respect for them. We adopted their idea of money, creating the shuthsi system, and we adopted their forms for our children. In the beginning, we continued the old ways, letting the children fight in the arena, but later, some of the groves began using their pets as proxies, to fight for them.”
“Naturally, the baratti never prevailed against true children of the She’Har, but it gradually became apparent that by using them, we did not need to die to prove our worth. The groves used shuthsi to determine where their trees could grow, and the children used the baratti to determine their worthiness. The idea of using humans to fight in our places became very popular, until all of the groves stopped letting their children fight.”
“Our grove did not support this change. The Illeniel Grove felt that it was wrong to use animals to fight in our place. They were opposed to the suffering this created in the baratti. Since they refused to take pets and use them, the Illeniels have not earned much shuthsi since coming to this world. Our grove has remained small, while the others have grown to encompass most of this world.”
“When Lyralliantha took you as her pet, she brought shame on herself for disregarding our stand against the practice,” explained Byovar. “We do not keep livestock.”
Daniel raised a hand to interrupt, “I think I prefer the term ‘slave’ to ‘livestock’.” I can’t believe I just said that, he thought to himself.
Byovar acknowledged his suggestion, “Very well, slave then, we do not keep slaves.”
 
***
Daniel’s days settled into a new routine. Byovar would return each morning and spend a few hours instructing him and sometimes Lyralliantha, in their respective languages. The afternoons he spent alone, and in the evenings Lyralliantha would return with food, and they would eat together.
After the first day, she brought a larger variety of vegetables for him, including carrots and onions. She also found salt for him, which greatly improved the stews he made. She sampled some of it, but she could never get over her reluctance to eat animal flesh. Daniel later learned that the She’Har used the bodies of their children and other animals to help fertilize the ground near the great trees, but it was considered disgusting for one of the children to eat the flesh of another animal.
He was also gradually becoming aware that being a child of the She’Har was not much better than being a baratt. Lyralliantha owned nothing, other than Daniel. All other property belonged to the groves, and the groves decided the distribution of land and growth based on shuthsi. Since the Illeniels refused to participate in the new system, they had become the equivalent of paupers.
Their lives were not particularly valuable either. The She’Har children were merely potential ‘seeds’. Until they took root, they were just property. The groves could produce more children as needed, and they were born with all the knowledge they needed. Children were a plentiful and easily replaced asset.
He began to realize that this difference was largely behind the way the She’Har treated the human children in their special camps. She’Har children required no rearing, no love, or nourishment. They were born complete and ready, whether to compete with one another or to take root if the need was immediate. The idea of educating and protecting children was foreign to their race.
It was because of this that they failed to understand why their captive humans turned out to be so inferior to their parents. Without love and nurturing, they were violent and mentally stunted. They understood the basics of human learning, but their solution had been to simply lump the children together into pens so that they could share information.
Love itself had no meaning whatsoever.
A few months after his removal from Ellentrea, Daniel was able to ask Lyralliantha questions more directly. Both of them had improved their language skills, and they were beginning to be able to handle more complex conversations by switching back and forth between Erollith and Barion. When their words weren’t enough, they sometimes added mental images.
“Why did you give me clothes? Does this make me a warden?”
“Yes. It is a sign that you have been removed from arena combat,” she answered. “It also means that you may move freely within the Illeniel Grove.”
Having spent more than three months living on a single platform, Daniel felt rather stupid for never having asked before. After living in that tiny room for years, it never occurred to me that she would let me move about on my own.
“I am allowed to travel?” he asked.
Lyralliantha nodded, “So long as you remain within the borders of our grove. If you wish, I will show you tomorrow. If you are to go beyond that border, you must have my permission first.”
“Why do you no longer wish for me to fight in the arena?” asked Daniel. “Is it because of the Illeniel belief about baratti and suffering?”
“Yes,” she responded. “Thillmarius told me that it was in your nature. He has been caring for the Prathion baratti for a long time. I trusted his judgment, until I saw you with that woman.”
Amarah, corrected Daniel silently. “How did that change your mind?”
“He had told me that humans were naturally violent. That it would be a cruelty to keep you from the arena. When I saw you holding the dead woman, I remembered the vision you showed me of your family. I knew then that Thillmarius was wrong, and that you were suffering. I still do not understand your social interactions, but I could see the pain in you. Her death caused it, and you fought Syllerond because of it.”
Daniel hesitated before his next question, “Thillmarius said you wanted to put an end to me.”
“I thought it the best way to end your suffering,” she replied honestly. “Thillmarius convinced me to wait, but if you disagree, I will allow your death.”
Remembering the Prathion She’Har’s threat, Daniel kept silent for a moment. “I think I prefer to live now, but at the time I would have welcomed death.”
“What has changed your mind?” she asked, staring at him with pale eyes. Her face held little expression, as usual, but sometimes he could see hints of emotion in her aura or faint changes in the muscles around her eyes.
“Life here is not so bad. Humans live to learn and grow. Ellentrea was bad, but now I see that perhaps the future is not too dark to accept,” he answered.
“Play some more music for me,” said Lyralliantha, and Daniel thought he detected a hint of pleasure in her response.



Chapter 33
The next day Lyralliantha was true to her promise. As soon as the sun had arisen she took Daniel on a tour of the Illeniel Grove, or at least its boundaries.
It turned out that the border of what Daniel had thought of as the ‘deep woods’, where it approached the valley he called home, was the western most edge of her grove. From there it extended several miles to the north and two miles to the south. The eastern edge bordered the Prathion Grove and was only five miles from the western edge of the Illeniel Grove.
“Your grove is huge,” observed Daniel.
Lyralliantha looked down for a moment, “Only from your perspective, Tyrion. The other groves are much larger.”
Daniel remembered his flight with Thillmarius. The world had stretched out beneath them for hundreds of miles in every direction, and from what the She’Har had said, it went on for countless miles beyond the horizon. Compared to that the Illeniel Grove was small.
“How many groves are there?” he asked her suddenly.
“Five,” she replied.
“Do the Illeniel She’Har have more groves elsewhere?”
“This is all that is left of us. After we had claimed this world, and once we had finished with your people, the five groves spread and began to colonize the fertile regions. Things were balanced in the beginning, but once the shuthsi system replaced the old system we stopped growing. The other four groves gradually claimed everything.”
“Because you wouldn’t keep slaves?” he asked, to clarify.
“Yes,” agreed Lyralliantha. “Before that time, the Illeniels were the most prosperous, for our children had the greatest success in the arena, but once we were here things changed. The world was empty, and the elders felt it should be filled quickly. Allowing the children to fight would slow our expansion. Using baratti to fight in their place allowed them to expand more quickly. Naturally it was considered unfair for Illeniel children to fight against baratti, so we withdrew completely.”
So her grove willingly gave up their ability to expand simply because they felt that slavery was wrong.
“Did the Illeniels gain shuthsi when I was fighting in the arena?” he asked, suddenly curious.
She nodded, “Yes, for the first time since the system was started. But the elders were not pleased, for they felt that I brought shame upon our grove by participating in the cruelty.”
“How many elders are there?”
“I do not know,” she replied, furrowing her brow. After a minute she added, “The number is somewhere near twenty-five-thousand—for the Illeniel Grove.”
Daniel was astounded, for he had seen no more than a few hundred She’Har with Lyralliantha’s coloration. “How can there be so many?”
She gestured, extending her arm to point at the nearest tree and then sweeping it slowly around to indicate all of them. “Can you count them all?”
He knew that they considered the trees to be their adult form, but since they couldn’t talk, Daniel had assumed they were passive regarding the daily doings of the Illeniel Grove. “The trees? Those are your elders? But they can’t talk,” he stated, somewhat confused.
Her lips quirked into a half smile, “They talk to us, Tyrion, and they speak to each other. They decide all the important matters. Can’t you feel their presence?”
He had often felt as though the trees were watching him, but he had just assumed it was the paranoia produced from his years living in Ellentrea. “I feel something,” he told her, closing his eyes. The aythar the trees held was ponderous and massive, but it moved slowly. It gave the impression of awareness without the quick movement he associated with sentient minds. Beneath it all he could feel the rhythmic beat of a deeper existence. “I can feel the trees, but they move too slow to be awake—and there’s something else, like a heartbeat.”
“They move slowly, yes, but they are awake. Their conversations take a long time. The lore-wardens handle matters that require immediate action. I am not certain what this heartbeat you speak of is, however,” she answered.
“What is a lore-warden, exactly?” asked Daniel, putting aside the question of the heartbeat. He had heard Thillmarius refer to the title once before, but he didn’t really know what it meant.
“As you know, we are created with the knowledge we require already within us, but there is more. Each tree will produce a fruit we call the ‘loshti’. The loshti is a repository of knowledge. It contains all the memories and wisdom that the tree has gained, both during its childhood and during its adulthood. The child who eats the loshti is known as a lore-warden, and depending upon the tree who gave them the loshti, their knowledge may stretch back over many generations.”
“Do all of you become lore-wardens before becoming trees?”
“No,” Lyralliantha said, shaking her head. “When we came here there were fewer than twenty Illeniel lore-wardens, and the number of lore-wardens for the other groves was even smaller. After that the groves expanded rapidly, so most of the new adults were from new seeds, children who had never been given the loshti. Now our growth is limited to replacement when one of the great trees dies.”
“So most of the loshti now come from trees who don’t have a long history,” said Daniel.
“Exactly, and our elders live long lives. They do not die of age, and we are able to manage any disease that might occur,” she added.
“If all the usable land is occupied, and the elders don’t die, how do the young find a place to become an adult?” wondered Daniel.
“Since the land was filled, over five thousand years ago, there have been only thirty-three elder deaths. A few were from terrible windstorms, but most were caused by an upheaval of the earth. The children today will have to wait a long time.” Lyralliantha’s face never changed as she spoke, and even her aura was still. As usual her emotions were as placid as her exterior indicated.
“How long do you live before…,” Daniel stopped, thinking the question might be a touchy one.
Lyralliantha gazed calmly at him, “Before what?”
Her serene expression made up his mind for him. It would be more unusual if he found a topic that did upset her. He went on, “Before you die? If you don’t get a chance to become an adult, will you grow old?”
“The seed within helps to maintain our animal bodies,” she replied. “We do not age as a human would. Most of the children you have met are already hundreds of years in age.
His parents had taught him that it was a bad question to ask, but Daniel was struck by the strangeness of his situation. Could she be that old? She looks no older than me. His features twitched, but he kept his lips closed. He opened his mouth again but stopped, not knowing how to proceed.
“You wish to know my age?” she queried, granting him another half-smile.
He nodded.
“I am nine now.”
His brows knotted in consternation. That would make her around four when I first met her. What the hell?
“I was created to replace one lost in an accident. We regulate the number of our children as carefully as we do the number of our adults,” she said, misunderstanding his question.
“You certainly don’t look nine,” he finally said, unable to contain his amazement.
“I’ve told you before, we are born with all the knowledge and abilities we will require. That includes our bodies, we are full formed when the mother trees release us,” she explained. Then she added, “Before you ask, yes, I am the youngest at present. Among the Illeniels there are no children currently younger than at least a century. I am not sure about the other groves.”
I came to the forest to die, and instead I ran into the youngest member of an impossibly old race. She was probably the only one young enough to make the mistake of taking a wild human as a ‘pet’. Someone else might have thought themselves lucky, but to Daniel it seemed like the preamble to an unfortunate destiny. Instead he remembered the loneliness he had suffered, punctuated by Thillmarius’ terrible punishments. If I had known what lay before me, I would have forced her to kill me then.
Now though, he wasn’t so sure. Life with Lyralliantha wasn’t anything like his life in Ellentrea had been. He had conversation as well as music, and the food was steadily improving.
“We’ve spent the day traveling, and you still haven’t seen all of the border yet,” she reminded him.
“Horses might have improved our time.”
“Time is one thing I have in great supply,” Lyralliantha said plainly, but Daniel spotted a brief flash of something that in a human he might have labeled melancholy.
“You are too young to seem so bored,” he returned.
“Even nine years can seem a burden when little changes,” she supplied.
Perhaps there’s a downside to being born knowledgeable. Half the fun of youth is learning, he thought to himself.
“I am here now,” observed Daniel.
“Your music has been a balm for my spirit. Will you play for me again this evening?” It was the same question she asked every day.
He wondered why she asked. It wasn’t as if he could refuse. He was completely in her power. Daniel wondered if she was as aware of that fact as he was. Perhaps she was able to forget.
 
***
Later, after they had fed themselves and returned to the platform that Daniel had begun to think of as ‘his’, he played for her again. Once he had finished the first song Lyralliantha spoke up.
“Will you play the song from your vision again? The one you played the day that wom—Amarah died,” she asked. It was a testament to her diligence that she remembered to call the unnamed servant by her name. It had been a sore topic for Daniel for a few of their early conversations. She used it now to avoid distressing him, even though death held little meaning for her.
“Dana’s Lament?” he clarified, taking no offense at her blunt affect. He had learned that while Lyralliantha was exceptionally sensitive for one of the She’Har, she was still unable to comprehend grief fully.
“I think that is what you named it before.”
Once again he was amazed at her clearly spoken Barion. While his understanding of Erollith was progressing quickly, his ability to speak it was advancing more slowly. Byovar complimented him, but he could tell the She’Har thought he should be learning faster.
“I don’t like to play it very often,” he admitted.
“Why not?”
“It makes me sad.”
Lyralliantha cocked her head sideways slightly, reminding Daniel of his dog, Blue, when he was curious. “Does it make you remember your family?”
Family was something they had spoken of previously; although Daniel had despaired of her ever understanding why he would have such a powerful attachment to other people. “That is part of it, but it also reminds me of the other things I’ve lost.” A memory of green eyes made him blink.
“Will you play it?” she asked, unperturbed by his evident sadness.
“It makes it worse when you listen with me,” he told her.
“Why?”
Daniel decided to be brutally honest with her. “Music like that is meant to allow people to share sorrow, to gain strength and support from the experience. When you listen to it with me, I’m reminded of how alone I am, because you don’t understand the sadness and loss within the song.”
If his words hurt her, it didn’t show. As with almost everything, she simply stared at him thoughtfully. Eventually she spoke again, “I feel something when you play it, but I don’t understand. Our bodies are like yours—we can feel, but we don’t have the same experiences that you do. We do not have families.”
“There’s no way to bridge that gap,” said Daniel.
She had moved closer and now her blue eyes were staring intently at him from no more than a foot away. “Your music already has. I can feel it. I think I could understand, a little, if you would show me.” She held her hands up, as if she wanted to place them on his head.
Daniel realized he was holding his breath. Her nearness was causing him to react in uncomfortable ways and he was glad that he had clothes now. “Stand behind me then, so I have room for my cittern,” he said, surrendering to her wish.
He took a seat and she stood behind him, her hands lightly touching his temples. A moment later he felt the light touch of her mind on his, and he knew that she could see and feel what he was experiencing. He tightened his fingers against the frets and began strumming with his other hand, letting the chords flow from one to the next as the melody took hold of him.
He hadn’t intended to sing, but the words were running through his head, and he let them carry him along, striving with his imperfect voice to give them life. They told the story of Dana, a quiet country maid who fell in love with a traveling soldier named Byron. Their happiness was short, however, as Byron was soon called away to war. The last half of the song was a sad tribute to Dana’s steadfast love as she waited for her lover’s return.
The words rolled by, but in Daniel’s mind he was seeing a different vision. Rather than Dana and Byron, his heart was filled with red hair and green eyes. Days on the hillside, watching his father’s sheep and occasionally catching a glimpse of Kate. He remembered her kiss, and her tears, the pain in her eyes when he told her that he didn’t love her. The awe he had felt when he realized that she might forgive him for everything, might love him despite his flaws and mistakes, filled his heart again. Catherine Sayer was an ache that made his chest feel hollow, a pain that never quite disappeared, despite five years of blood and pain.
He had learned to love again, when he discovered kindness in Ellentrea. Amarah had given him some comfort, loving him without understanding the word. She had been a gift, one that had helped him survive. Her mind had been almost childlike in its simplicity, but he had cherished her, the one bright thing in a violent existence.
Now she was gone, and Daniel was left alone once more, longing for something to fill the void. In his heart, Kate was sitting on the bench on her mother’s porch, staring into the empty night, waiting for her lover to come home.
The song ended, and Daniel became aware of himself again. His chest felt heavy, and a coolness on his cheeks told him that tears had recently found their way down them. Lyralliantha stood behind him, quiet, her hands on his shoulders now. His magesight could see her shoulders moving, and he felt the motion being transferred through the light touch of her arms.
Is she crying?
Glancing up and over his shoulders he saw red-rimmed eyes brimming with tears. She sobbed silently, unable to stop herself and without a shred of self-consciousness.
He put the cittern to one side and stood, turning to face her. “It’s alright,” he told her.
“How can you feel all of this?” she asked, still weeping. “Doesn’t it make you want to die?” The expression on her face reminded him of a child, one who had fallen for the first time and was learning the truth of pain.
“Sometimes,” he admitted, moving closer and putting his arms around her. “That’s why we do this.”
She let him embrace her, although she didn’t return the gesture, keeping her arms folded across her own chest. Lyralliantha couldn’t fully comprehend her emotions yet, nor did she know how to comfort someone else.
Daniel could see her relaxing though, the tension leaving her shoulders as she finally stopped weeping. Fascinated by her proximity, he stroked her strange silver hair, feeling its softness under his palms. She had a pleasant scent, one that reminded him of the trees and growing things. Without thinking, he began to stroke her aura, trying to awaken the same attraction in her that he felt himself.
With his magesight he saw her aura change, lighting up with the distinctive patterns that indicated arousal, before shifting suddenly to anger. Lyralliantha pushed him back.
“No, baratt!” she declared, glaring at him with an icy ferocity.
He released her, confused by her sudden reversal. “What?”
“I have much to learn, baratt, but you also must learn some things,” she said angrily. Striding quickly away, she left the platform and was gone.
Daniel watched her with his magesight, wondering whether she was retiring for the evening. She didn’t stop at her own sleeping platform however; Lyralliantha kept moving until she had left the tree entirely, and she didn’t stop until she was outside of the range of his senses.
Why is she so mad? He wondered.



Chapter 34
Lyralliantha did not return the next day.
Daniel was left wondering if he had offended her in such a way that she might not forgive him. He still wasn’t entirely sure what he had done wrong. Was she disgusted at the notion of having sex with a human? Had it been her emotional reaction to the song?
Her anger had seemed at odds with her reaction to the song, so he guessed that it had something to do with his potentially sexual advance. He knew already that the humans kept in Ellentrea and the other camps were the direct result of unions between humans and the She’Har children, but he didn’t know much about how it was accomplished.
Did they only mate with female humans, to avoid having to bear the children themselves? Perhaps they didn’t even have direct physical contact—Daniel was thoroughly ignorant of the customs in that regard. He had never thought to ask Amarah about it once they had started talking more freely.
Then again, the Illeniel Grove had never kept humans, or produced any via such couplings. If they had, Daniel would have been forced to fight some of them during his years in the arena. They might have a philosophical objection to sex between the races, one not shared by the other groves.
Unable to resolve his doubts, Daniel put the question aside. Lyralliantha had told him that he was free to travel within the Illeniel Grove’s boundaries, so he decided to test his newfound freedom. Dressing himself in his warden’s leathers, he descended the trunk until he reached the ground.
He felt strange walking without an escort or some sort of guard. He was constantly looking over his shoulder, wondering if someone would approach and harass him for leaving his platform without permission. Of course, he needn’t have turned his head; his magesight told him quite plainly that no one was near, or following him. Still, old habits die hard.
“No, baratt!”
He heard her words again in his mind. He couldn’t recall her ever using the term baratt when referring to him before. That realization alone was startling and even more painful now that she had actually used it to refer to him. Daniel had begun to think of Lyralliantha as different, more human, than the others of her kind. He had thought that she was more compassionate, or perhaps even considered him to be more than just an animal, as the rest of her race did.
Daniel wandered for hours, and no one approached him. On the rare occasion that his magesight told him that he was near someone, they would relocate. None of the Illeniel She’Har had any desire to consort with a baratt.
Not finding anything to hold his interest, and also being nervous at having left without express permission, he returned to his platform. Lyralliantha was still not there, so he waited. She never appeared, but Byovar did arrive with food for him.
“Have you spoken with she?” asked Daniel, struggling to pronounce the words properly in Erollith.
“Her,” said Byovar, correcting his choice of pronouns. “She told me to continue your lessons.”
“But, where is she?” asked Daniel, switching back to his native language.
The She’Har ignored him.
With a sigh he carefully constructed the sentence in Erollith, “Where at she is?”
Byovar smiled and replied in the same language, “You should say, ‘where is she’.”
Fighting down his irritation, Daniel repeated the words, “Where is she?”
Byovar rattled off a response that was too unfamiliar for him to understand. He was able to pick out the words for ‘lore-warden’ and ‘elders’. “One more time,” he requested, using one of the first and most common phrases that Byovar had taught him.
The Illeniel male repeated his answer, speaking more slowly. This time Daniel was able to piece the meaning together a bit better. “She is dressing with the elders and the lore-wardens,” he said in Barion, to give his teacher a chance to correct his translation. That doesn’t make sense.
“The verb ‘ouelvar’ does mean dressing, but in this instance it has a different meaning. In this sentence it means that she is meeting or discussing something with them,” lectured the She’Har.
“Another idiom?” said Daniel, with undisguised annoyance.
“Do not complain, baratt. Your language has even more of them than mine,” observed his teacher.
He was right, of course, but Daniel hadn’t even been aware of the concept of idioms until he tried to learn a second language. “At least our idioms make sense,” he argued.
“You know better than that,” said Byovar. “Now, speak to me in Erollith if you wish for me to answer you.”
Gritting his teeth, Daniel cleared his mind and focused his thoughts on his next question. “What subject are they dressing around?” he asked in his broken Erollith.
Byovar began to laugh before correcting him again. “No, baratt, you use the verb for talk when you change to the active voice.”
Groaning, Daniel tried again and this time Byovar was satisfied. “They are discussing you, baratt.”
That revelation made him immediately nervous. I made her angry, and now she’s gone to report the problem to the leaders of the grove. Was my sexual advance really that terrible?
Byovar saw the look on his face. “If she wished to punish you, she would simply do so. She has no need to consult anyone for that. You are her property, baratt.”
“She told me that the Illeniel Grove doesn’t believe in needless cruelty,” said Daniel in Barion.
Byovar ignored him again, forcing Daniel to rephrase his statement in Erollith.
After several minutes of frustrating exchanges, his teacher finally replied, “We don’t, but punishment is not cruelty if it is used for teaching. My comment stands, however, if she wanted to punish you, she could do so without consulting anyone.”
“Am I to be killed?” asked Daniel. Those words he already knew well enough to manage flawlessly.
Byovar laughed, “That would be even less of a concern.”
“Then what is it about?”
“Ask her yourself, when she returns,” said the She’Har in his most inscrutable fashion.
 
***
It was two days before she reappeared.
Naturally, Daniel had already been through several stages of anxiety. He had been amazed to discover how much his life already revolved around the She’Har woman. In her absence he had been bereft of reason or purpose. Not because of any particular romantic interest, although he did find her incredibly attractive, but because he had been a slave so long.
In Ellentrea his life had hinged upon Thillmarius’ decisions, Amarah’s visits, and Garlin’s appearances to escort him to the arena. Things were similar now, except Lyralliantha was the one who fed him, and aside from Byovar’s language lessons, the only one who visited him. Not only was his day to day existence dependent upon her, but she was nearly the entirety of his social life.
He had no intention of showing his dependence when she returned to his platform on the third day. Daniel was in the middle of practicing with shapes and lines, forming fields of force both with and without guides. It was an exercise that he had practiced while living in Ellentrea, and even though he had no expectation of ever returning to the arena he still felt it was a good idea to continue to keep his skills sharp.
Lyralliantha had been visible to his magesight for quite some time, but when she finally stepped onto his platform he gave no sign that he noticed her. He continued working; constructing complex shapes in the air using only his imagination. Some of them he imbued with colors and others he left transparent, creating a complex array of abstract forms.
She said nothing for a time, possibly fearing that it might ruin his concentration. Likewise, he ignored her. After several minutes she grew tired of waiting and spoke, “I have some news that may interest you.”
Daniel turned to face her, keeping a portion of his mind on his magical creation. Trying to do one thing, such as talking, while keeping them firmly in place, was another form of practice. “I am always at your disposal, mistress,” he replied, putting a faint emphasis on the last word.
The subtleties of sarcasm were lost on her. Barion was still new to her, and the She’Har seldom used sarcasm in their own language. “Your music, and the vision that accompanied it, have been on my mind.”
“It is comforting to know that you think of me, mistress,” acknowledged Daniel.
Lyralliantha frowned. She could detect something like irritation in his aura, and she thought there was an odd quality to his phrasing, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was. “Is there something wrong?” she asked, never one to dance around a question.
“No, mistress,” said Daniel. “The sun shines only when you are here, so there can be nothing wrong when you are near.” That was almost poetic, he thought, congratulating himself for a second.
She looked at him doubtfully before continuing, “Very well, I went before the elders to present a question.
“I’m sure that was fascinating, mistress.”
Lyralliantha realized then what seemed odd to her about his speech. “I don’t recall you using honorifics when addressing me before.”
“My manners became lax while I lived among the baratti in Ellentrea, mistress,” Daniel told her. “Few of us are so lucky as to be allowed frequent contact with our owners.” To compensate for her oblivious nature Daniel coated his words liberally with sarcasm.
She wasn’t able to figure out the dual nature of his words, but his aura showed her his mood. “You are angry with me,” she stated.
“A slave should not direct such emotions toward his owner.”
“Is your life here so terrible?” she asked. “I have tried to improve your condition since learning of your suffering in Ellentrea.”
The obvious sincerity in her words hit him solidly, as if he had walked into a wall. Despite the fact that I am an ‘animal’ to her, and despite shaming her grove by taking a pet, she is honestly trying to make me happy. Lyralliantha was much like the other She’Har, largely unemotional and clueless with regard to human foibles. She firmly believed the ‘people vs. baratti’ paradigm, and yet she also earnestly sought to avoid unnecessary cruelty.
She’s trying to be kind.
It wasn’t the kindness of equals, but the kindness a man might show his dog. Daniel was reminded of Blue then. I wouldn’t let him sleep in my bed, but I loved him.
A languid despair passed over him then. The despair of a man who knows he will never be treated as a true person. Lyralliantha seemed the best of the lot, and yet he doubted he could ever teach her to consider humans as people.
“No,” he replied, letting go of his anger. “My life has improved dramatically here with you.”
She watched him, studying his aura, and in it she saw only honesty and resignation. “You wish you could see your family, don’t you?”
That question caught him off guard, “What?”
“I saw it in your memories, when you were playing,” she told him, speaking slowly. “Your thoughts were filled with them, images and flickers of moments in the past. I could feel your longing, especially when you remembered the red haired girl.”
“Catherine,” said Daniel, giving her name. “She wasn’t family.”
“Yet, you miss her. I felt it, Tyrion. It poured out of you, a river of feeling, so deep that I thought I might drown in it.”
“To be so new to my language, you already have a poet’s gift with words,” said Daniel.
“Do not try to redirect me,” she said mildly. “I felt it, through you. I do not understand the reason for it, but I understand how important they are to you.”
“And for that you had to speak to the elders?”
She nodded, “I asked them for permission to allow you to leave the grove.”
Daniel’s mind snapped to full attention, “I thought that was your decision.”
“I have the power to alter the limits in your collar, but we are forbidden to allow our baratti outside the groves without permission,” she said.
That didn’t make sense to him. Daniel had seen the warden pass through and near Colne at least twice after his power had awakened, and he was fairly certain that they had probably been making yearly trips through the area, whether they were always seen or not. He said as much to her, “Don’t you let wardens patrol the valley regularly?”
“We don’t,” said Lyralliantha, correcting his misperception. “The Illeniel Grove has never had a warden before. The other groves send wardens, but only on a strict schedule.”
“Does your grove have to get permission from the others before they can allow someone like me to leave?” he asked.
“No, Tyrion, we do not, but sending you without consulting the other groves could have consequences.”
Consequences? He gave her a puzzled look.
“In the past, the wardens went merely to eliminate any children who were detected with the ability to manipulate aythar. This was a precaution to keep our special genes from escaping into the wild population. Your particular mutation and your success in the arena have led some to speculate on a different strategy regarding the wild human settlements,” she explained.
Sudden fear shot through Daniel. Could the She’Har be contemplating genocide? “I’m the only one with this ability,” he told her. “The people of my village aren’t a threat.”
“You are thinking along the wrong lines,” she warned. “Your service in the arena has given the Illeniel Grove access to a large amount of shuthsi over the past several years. The Prathion Grove has also prospered. Thillmarius arranged your matches to benefit them by eliminating the strongest competitors from the other groves. You are now seen by all the groves as a tremendous asset. Do you see where this line of reasoning leads?”
They might be thinking of searching for more ‘wild’ talents and acquiring them, instead of just culling them. “You worry that they will think the Illeniels are trying to secure an even greater advantage in the arena, by finding more like me? But there aren’t any others, it wouldn’t benefit them.”
“We do not know the truth of that statement, nor do you,” she asserted, “but if we send you, it could lead the other groves to begin searching. Currently they do not know for sure which settlement you came from.”
“Thillmarius said you have genntik information from me already. Can’t you use that to create as many slaves with my abilities as you want? Why would they need to search the free villages?” asked Daniel.
Lyralliantha appraised him thoughtfully, “I am amazed you remember so much from Thillmarius’ ramblings. Yes, we have your ‘genetic’ information, and we could create new humans with your genes, but we haven’t studied them long enough yet to take such risks. Also, that information belongs to the Illeniel Grove. If the others wish to gain access to it, they must seek permission from us, unless they find their own samples.”
He noted the difference in the way she pronounced the word to correct his own usage, but another question occurred to him, “How long would this trip last—if I were allowed to go?”
“The usual time is one or two weeks,” answered Lyralliantha, “and while the restrictions on your collar will be temporarily removed, you are not to breed with wild humans.”
“Breed with wild—humans…,” Daniel let the words trail slowly from his lips. I never asked to breed with anyone! Even as he thought that, though, he felt an odd disappointment. Perhaps the thought had lain quietly under the surface of his mind. “Why would you think that I would want to do that?” he asked, unable to restrain himself.
“You are a rapist, so I thought it best to be clear,” she replied with a perfectly straight face.
If Daniel had not spent so much time with the She’Har, he would never have believed her deadpan expression. She delivered the statement as if it were a simple fact, not something worthy of being upset over. Not an insult or an offensive label, it was just a noun. “You are a rapist,” the words repeated themselves in his head.
Eventually his mouth fell open, “What?!”
“Did I use the wrong word?” she said, glancing upward as if she was searching her mind to double check. “A rapist is one who forces another to have sex, correct?”
Daniel nodded dumbly.
“I thought so,” she said brightly, pleased with herself for not choosing the wrong word. “The other groves have many rapists, to make sure the arena has plenty of competitors.”
There were so many oddities in her last sentence that Daniel’s mind almost shut down. They have many rapists? Was she referring to their method of producing children for camps like Ellentrea?
“I am not a rapist,” he told her frankly. He could only imagine the ways in which they created children in Ellentrea, but he wanted to be clear on his own viewpoint.
“But you have already tried to rape me twice,” said Lyralliantha. Again, her carefree manner of speaking was in complete opposition to the horror of her statement.
“I—what? When?”
“Immediately after accepting the collar, and then again a few days ago, when you were holding me.” She seemed surprised, as if he should have remembered.
He was flabbergasted. “I will admit to being attracted to you, but I had no intention of trying to force myself on you,” he said arguing in his defense.
“You wished to have sex with me, yes?”
Never in his life had Daniel ever expected to have such a conversation with a woman, of any species. Reluctantly he nodded, “Well, yes, among other things…”
“And you attempted to manipulate my feelings, to force my acceptance using your aythar,” she interrupted. “This is forcing, you take away the other person’s choice. Forcing sex is rape.”
He was unable to believe his ears. “I was trying to be persuasive, perhaps, but that is all.”
“You are deluded,” she told him. “Shall I teach you the difference?”
He was growing angry, so he accepted her challenge, “Go ahead.”
The stinging slap that struck his cheek was sudden and unexpected. Even so, his reflexes gave him the opportunity to avoid it. His days in the arena were still fresh in his memory. He let it land, thinking it better not to anger her by dodging. The sudden pain made his eyes water, and he was even madder now. “I guess you taught me a thing or two,” he responded.
“To make my point you must be angry,” she answered coldly. She opened her hands, and long lines of spellwoven aythar snaked outward, wrapping themselves around his wrists and ankles as if they were ropes. They certainly felt solid.
Another wrapped itself around his head, and despite himself, Daniel created a shield to keep it away from him. It sent tiny thorn-like protrusions out and ate through his shield within a matter of seconds. Then it sank inward, affecting his mind. He realized then that he had lost the ability to control aythar.
“Now you are trapped, physically and mentally,” she told him. “Are you angry?”
His anger had vanished, to be replaced by cold fear. Her change in attitude and the bindings she had placed on him were uncomfortably similar to the things that Thillmarius had once done. “Actually you’re starting to scare me,” he admitted. “Are you still trying to prove a point? I never tied you up like this.”
“You are too aggressive for me to demonstrate in any other way, otherwise you might react violently,” she explained. She produced a long red whip between her hands.
Beads of sweat were rolling down his forehead now. “Look, I’m sorry. Please put that away.”
“Are you angry?” she asked. “Do you want to have sex with me?”
“Frightened,” he offered, “but I definitely don’t want to have sex with you. Please let me go.”
“That will suffice,” she said, satisfied. Letting the whip vanish she sent a line of power out, touching his aura, near his head. Suddenly Daniel’s mood began to shift.
Daniel’s trousers began to feel tight as his blood-flow changed course. Although he had been fearful only moments before, he began to experience a powerful sensation of pure lust. Lyralliantha’s eyes traveled downward. Stepping closer, she unfastened his trousers and pulled them down, freeing him.
Shame fought with passion as Daniel stood before her, trapped, both within and without.
“If I have sex with you now, will you say that I persuaded you?” she asked him.
At that particular instant, he hardly cared. He gave her a deep throated growl, as if that might communicate his wishes better, but she ignored it. She shifted the line of spellweaving that linked them together, and he felt his passion wane suddenly. His lust faded and his interest vanished. She removed the bindings that held his arms and legs and left him standing, half naked and embarrassed in front of her.
He hurriedly fixed his trousers. After spending almost five years without clothes, he had become accustomed to them within just a few weeks of having them again. His cheeks were red with shame as he looked at her.
“Now you understand,” she told him, “that is rape. That is what you tried to do.”
“Please forgive me,” he said as the realization swept over him. Kneeling before her, he thought of his days in Colne, when he had used his power recklessly. Then he had felt that what he was doing was a sin, but he had not thought of it as rape. He had seen it as a violation of himself without considering the impact on the women he had forced to lay with him.
Lyralliantha stared at him curiously, “Human apologies are a strange custom. My people do not require them. You do as you wish, but you are my property. You cannot rape me.”
Daniel was shocked once more. While he was filled with guilt and remorse he could not comprehend her attitude. “Apologies are what we do, to make amends when we have hurt someone,” he tried to explain.
“You have not hurt me. You simply act according to your nature. This does not bother me, but you must be properly trained,” she stated.
Her explanation did nothing to assuage his guilty heart. It only made clear to him that she did indeed see him as an animal. She’s no madder at me than I was when I caught Blue humping someone’s leg. The realization only made him feel worse.
Their conversation came to a halt after that. While Lyralliantha was ready to go on, having made her point, Daniel needed time to think. His world view had been altered in a fundamental way, and although he hadn’t seen himself in a very positive light before, his self-assessment had fallen precipitously.
He spent the evening alone, thinking, and he did not play any music.



Chapter 35
Daniel’s sleep was filled with dreams of the past. They woke him frequently, leaving a feeling in his head like broken glass. He was left with painful shards in his waking memory that, when examined in the light of day, only served to cut away his old self-delusions.
“You are a rapist.”
Awake he struggled to find some rationale for denying it, but her words cut cleanly to the bone, cleaving away his pitiful excuses and laying bare the truth of the matter. The fact that most of them probably never suspected that they had been forced, was irrelevant.
How much damage did I do to their families? How many of the unmarried ones did I leave with child?
In a small community like Colne, social ties were everything. The shame of pregnancy without a husband might doom some of them to poverty. The ones already married risked losing their husbands if they ever suspected the origin of their newest children.
He had hidden the truth from himself, refusing to look at it. It had lain there, in the back of his mind, naked and ugly, hidden behind his decision to run away. He had come to the deep woods seeking his own death, not because he felt remorseful over the warden’s death, or even Ronnie’s death. In that dark corner of his soul, he had been ashamed of what he had done, and he had known already what Lyralliantha had so bluntly said.
Part of the reason he had so readily accepted his violent and isolated existence in Ellentrea, had been because subconsciously he had felt it was something he deserved, not because of his magical ability, not because of what Brenda had done to him, but because of what he had done to the women of Colne.
And Kate had simply forgiven him for it.
Anyone with the strength to forgive something like that would surely have the strength to handle the truth of what Brenda did to me. Daniel had been an utter fool.
He gave up on sleeping before the sun rose and spent the wee hours of the morning exercising and practicing. Years of solitude in Ellentrea had taught him that the secret of remaining sane was to silence the thoughts of an idle mind. Focused on his magic, Daniel experimented with creating visible illusions. He couldn’t replicate the invisibility that the Prathion mages used, but he could create extremely realistic illusions.
He had yet to find a practical way to use them in the arena. Other mages could see through them far too easily, since they didn’t provide the same visibility in the magical spectrum. Among the She’Har and the humans of Ellentrea, that meant everyone could tell illusion from reality.
Lyralliantha returned in time for their lessons with Byovar, and Daniel avoided discussing their previous conversation. She seemed unfazed, just as she had the day before. Her revelation had only been traumatic for Daniel.
When Byovar finished and left she wasted no time. “Have you thought about what I told you yesterday?” she asked.
“Yes,” he responded, “and I don’t know if I will ever get over the shame of what I have done.”
She frowned, “I was referring to the possibility of visiting your family. Shame is a waste of energy. Besides, you did me no harm.”
“Before I left home—there were others,” Daniel told her.
“Do not dwell on the past, Tyrion. It is a small thing.”
He was ever more aware that what the She’Har considered small could be a large consideration in human society. Without love, family, or marriage, a crime such as mine is a small thing. The She’Har have very little to lose.
He gained a flash of insight then, the She’Har are poor. In every way that matters, they are paupers. Without love and friendship, the nurturing of children or the joy of laughter, what do they have?
“Do you ever feel sad?” he asked suddenly, changing the subject.
She accepted the switch without complaint, “We have human bodies, and so we experience the same emotions that you do, but we do not assign the same value to them.”
“So you can feel, but that doesn’t answer the question. Have you felt sadness?”
Lyralliantha nodded, “Yes, in small amounts I have. I had never experienced the sort of sadness you projected to me that day, when you played ‘Dana’s Lament’. Such overwhelming feelings are uncommon for us.”
He kept probing, “Did you feel empty once it was gone, when you realized why I felt it?”
She blinked, and it was a long minute before she answered. “Something changed, but I am not sure what. I went to the elders because I knew you needed to see your people. Keeping you here with no chance of seeing them again was a greater cruelty than any of us ever knew.”
“But now that you know, now that you’ve felt the love and longing, the joy and sorrow, of having and losing my family—do you feel a corresponding lack, for yourself?”
“I am uncertain. I am grateful that I do not suffer the powerful negative emotions that seem to plague your kind, but I find myself somewhat envious of the bonds that you share with each other,” said Lyralliantha. “I am also learning that the way we keep humans may be even crueler than the Illeniel Grove ever knew, and we already believed it was too harsh.”
“Do you wish that you had a family?” he continued.
“I do not misuse my time by wanting for something I cannot have,” she stated.
Daniel refused to be put off. “If you can feel the same emotions as any normal human, then it isn’t something you can’t have. You could form friendships. Good friends are a type of family.”
“None of my people are interested in such things,” she said flatly.
And clearly you never considered the possibility of being friends with an animal, he thought to himself.
They stared at each other in silence, mulling their respective thoughts. Her candor and lack of fear were refreshing for Daniel. Unlike the people of Ellentrea, who found direct eye contact to be a challenge, threat, or an attempt at domination, Lyralliantha was perfectly willing to meet his eyes. Sometimes it made him feel as if he might fall into them, swallowed by the icy blue that so perfectly reflected the calm soul that lay within her.
“So, did you get permission to send me beyond the grove?” he said, breaking the stillness.
She stood and looked away, “That depends on you. They will allow it, but there is a condition.”
He shrugged, “I would accept almost anything.” That was simple truth. After five years, he felt he would suffer almost anything for even a minute with his mother and father, or a chance to talk to Kate again.
“Listen before you accept!” she snapped angrily. It was an uncharacteristic display of emotion for the She’Har woman. “This condition will mean your death.”
Daniel didn’t even pause, “That’s fine, so long as I can see them first.”
“For having made so much of human bonds, you seem eager to cast them aside,” she remarked.
“Life without contact, without love, is meaningless. I would rather live for a brief time and then die, than to go on forever with no hope,” he responded.
She watched his face thoughtfully, her aura flickering with subtle emotions, “Is there no hope for you here?”
“No.”
Lyralliantha sighed, and something approaching frustration passed across her features. “The elders have found new inspiration in the shuthsi that you won for us these past years. Despite their objections, they have begun to hope that you would continue fighting. My decision to remove you and make you a warden was a disappointment to them.”
“So much for their high moral ground,” observed Daniel sarcastically.
“They felt that since you came to us voluntarily and had already suffered in the arena, that perhaps it was acceptable to continue. Now they want to know if you will return to the arena again. In exchange they will allow you a week to visit your village.”
Daniel laughed, “That’s hardly death, Lyralliantha. Do you realize how many times I have fought in the arena already, how many I have killed? One more fight is nothing to me.”
“Four hundred and seventy-three,” she replied instantly.
“What?”
“That is how many you have killed in the arena,” she explained.
He was stunned, “I thought you never went to see the matches…”
“I didn’t,” she responded, “but I kept count. Their deaths have stained the Illeniel Grove’s stance against unnecessary brutality, and at the same time earned us much shuthsi. This match will not be like those, however. You will fight an opponent you cannot win against.”
Daniel’s eyes narrowed, and he felt his heart rate pick up. His years in the arena had made him an addict, and only now he realized that he had begun to miss the thrill of coming so close to death. I’m not normal anymore; the thought of blood excites me. “Who is it?” he asked.
“They will pit you against one of the Krytek,” she replied.
There was a word Daniel hadn’t heard before. He gave her a blank look to convey the breadth of his knowledge.
“They are the guardians of the She’Har, the sterile fruits of the father-trees. They live but a few months and can be grown in many shapes or sizes,” she said, elaborating for his benefit.
“So they’re some sort of monster soldiers?”
“Your description is apt. If you accept, they will probably craft one especially for you.”
“Can they spellweave, like you?” he asked, intrigued by the notion.
She nodded, “Some can. Certainly any whom they put you against would be able to do so; otherwise the match would be no contest.”
“You haven’t forgotten Syllerond, have you?”
“In the days when the children fought as the baratti now do, that would have been more meaningful, but Syllerond had never fought before, nor have any other of our children who live today. The Krytek are different.”
Daniel frowned, “If they only live for a few months, how do they train them to fight?”
“They are born with the knowledge and skills required for battle. The father-tree can imbue them with as much of his own knowledge and past experience at battle as he thinks they need,” she told him.
“But none of you have fought since you defeated my kind,” countered Daniel.
“The elders who grow here now, fought in that war. Some of them came from the old world before taking root here. The knowledge of the loshti goes back to the world before the old world. The Krytek they place you against will know how to fight, Tyrion. You will not survive.” Her words held cold certainty, as if there were a knife already against his throat.
Daniel had already made his choice. He knew he would accept the challenge, whether winning was impossible or not. Still, he didn’t intend to give up without a fight. “Will I be allowed my clothes, or a weapon?” he asked hopefully.
“Will it matter?”
“I’d rather not die naked if I have a choice,” he said with a grimace, but that wasn’t his real reason.
“I doubt they will have any objection to whatever you wish to wear or use,” she admitted. “It will not affect the outcome.”
“Hmm,” Daniel grunted. “Why this? Do they want a way to punish me?”
“No, Tyrion,” she answered, shaking her head. “The other groves have offered the Illeniel Grove a prize of shuthsi to agree to this, win or lose. The Illeniel Grove will gain much, even if you lose.”
“And if I win?”
Her lips turned down slightly at the edges, and the muscles around her eyes tensed. There was concern in her face. “You will not win.”
“But if I did?” pressed Daniel.
“We will receive twice as much, but it does not matter…”
He laughed, “Of course it matters.” Then he reconsidered, trying to understand Lyralliantha’s reluctance. “Are you worried about me?”
She flinched, as if he had slapped her. “I have come to understand the wisdom of my Grove’s decision regarding the baratti. Forcing you to fight is beneath us. It is an evil.”
Daniel leaned closer, a predatory instinct rising within him. He could sense her resolve faltering. Lyralliantha was vulnerable. “What if I wanted to fight? What if I enjoyed it? As Thillmarius once told you. If that were true, if death were no concern to me, would it still bother you?”
She did not look away, though his face was mere inches from her own. He could smell the sweetness of her warm breath as she started to answer, her lower lip trembling imperceptibly. “It would still be wrong.”
“Wrong in the greater sense, or wrong because it would hurt you?” he said, pushing to the heart of the matter. Her lips served as a crimson counterpoint to the cerulean blue of her eyes. He could feel an almost physical draw toward her. Was she moving closer?
Searching his face, she didn’t reply as the moment stretched out, and then she closed her eyes. It was a signal that no man could ignore, and Daniel felt the wolf rise within him, the male spirit that he had learned was an integral part of his psyche. Kiss her, take her, it roared.
“You are a rapist.”
Flinching at the sudden remembrance of her words, he drew back. Not anymore, never again. He had come to decide that she was right, he could do nothing to fix the past and shame was wasteful. He could only control the present. I have been a victim, both of others and of my own desires and weakness, but no longer. Henceforth I will take only what I truly desire, and when I do, I will not apologize.
Daniel moved further away, and he saw a change in her aura as it flickered from arousal to something akin to annoyance. She was testing me, he surmised. Lyralliantha’s lips parted, as if to answer his question, but he stopped her, “I’ve made up my mind. If you will allow it, I will take their offer. Let me see my family, my people, and I will return to face whatever opponent they wish to put against me.”
She looked unhappy with his resolve, “And if I refuse?”
“You will regret it.”
“Is that a threat, Tyrion?”
He shook his head, “No, but if you truly care about the suffering of others, you’ll let me go. Keep me here and I will wither. Let me see them. I would rather return, vital and alive, to face a swift death, than to live in slow decay.”
Her visage hardened, “Very well, it shall be as you wish. I will remove all the restrictions on your collar for a full week. A horse will be waiting for you in the morning.”
With that pronouncement she left, radiating a coolness that made Daniel curious. He pushed it aside, though, in favor of looking to the future. Would he dare to see Kate? What would his parents say when they saw him alive? Would the people of Colne curse him for what he had done?



Chapter 36
“Daddy, why is he so stupid?” Moira asked me.
I couldn’t help but laugh at that, “In what regard?”
“It’s obvious she likes him, but now he’s going to go back to see the other girl. If he had stayed with her in the beginning this wouldn’t have happened, and now, if he would just stay with Lyra then he wouldn’t have to fight. They could be happy,” my daughter explained.
Lynarralla spoke up, “Why do you say that it is obvious that she likes him?”
Moira looked at her, “You can tell by the way she’s acting. For one thing, she says she doesn’t want to cause him cruelty, but she does more than that. She visits more than she has to, she keeps looking at him. All the clues are there, in the story.”
The She’Har girl laughed, “I think you do not understand my people.”
Moira smirked in return, “I think you don’t understand your human self.”
I decided to interrupt while their disagreement was still friendly, “I’m afraid in this case, Lynarralla, my daughter is correct. She was harboring some feelings for him, but she didn’t understand them any better than he did.”
“Would understanding such irrational feelings have helped them?” asked the daughter of Lyralliantha and Tyrion Illeniel.
“I think so. He would later regard that moment as a colossal mistake. If he had remained, he might have lived peacefully there for the rest of his days, but by accepting the deal her elders offered him, he continued the cascade of events that eventually led him to genocide,” I told her.
Matthew broke in, “But if all that hadn’t happened we wouldn’t be here today.”
I nodded, “That’s true also. The remaining free population was dwindling. By now humankind would have gone extinct, except for the slaves whom they bred.”
“I don’t like this story,” said Moira.
“You aren’t alone,” I told her, “but there is beauty even in tragedy and lessons to be learned from such extremes. Let me continue…”
 
***
Daniel rose early the next morning, a feeling of anticipation robbing him of his ability to sleep. True to her word, a horse had been brought for him. Garlin appeared and led him down to see it.
The warden spoke quietly in the early morning light, “This is a good horse. Don’t even think about running off with her.”
The mare or the girl I left behind? Daniel knew he meant the horse, though. “I will be back,” he told the other man.
“They can set limitations on your collar, even from across great distances,” said Garlin. “If they decide that you’ve been gone too long, they can reset it and you’ll die, no matter what. Don’t forget that.”
“I said I’ll return,” huffed Daniel. “No need to keep warning me.”
The older warden looked him over carefully. “Many have tried it in the past. They all died. Why are you taking that?” He pointed at Daniel’s cittern.
“I can’t leave it. It’s dearer to me than my life.”
Garlin grunted, “Just remember your purpose, don’t get distracted by music and daydreams.”
“What purpose?” asked Daniel, suddenly confused.
The warden gave him a serious look, “They should have explained it to you. You ride, you examine, and you keep your senses open. If you detect someone with talent, you kill them. No explanations, no excuses, just kill them and move on.”
Is this what they normally tell wardens? Apparently they hadn’t told Garlin the reason for Daniel’s trip. He decided it was better to leave it alone.
An hour later he was making his way through the massive trees, riding back in a direction that he hadn’t been in over five years. He had first ridden into the deep woods seeking punishment, and an end to his misdeeds. He had thought the forest was inhabited by gods who would show him the way to atone for his sins, and he had believed it would require his death.
Now five years later, he was riding in the other direction. He no longer feared the wardens, he was one. He no longer believed in the forest gods, or atonement. He was a slave to a race from another world. Forgiveness was not his goal these days, merely acceptance, and maybe a proper farewell.
Death had been his frequent companion for years, and if Lyralliantha was to be believed, it would finally come for him when he returned, but his thoughts refused to dwell on that.
He carried several days’ worth of food in his saddlebags and a wooden sword at his side. The leather armor he wore now fit him perfectly. His body had filled out over the years, even with the bland food that he had received in Ellentrea.
The journey home was little more than half a day, but he was prepared to camp for most of the week if necessary. There was no telling what sort of reception he would find. He worried that his parents might no longer be there, having moved or fallen victim to some illness.
He had no way of knowing.
The house was still there, sitting small and quiet on the hillside, a tiny wisp of smoke exiting the small chimney on the east end. The barn looked as though it needed some work, and the yard in front hadn’t been swept in some time. That might have been because of his absence, though; two people would find more work without their son there to assist them.
His magesight had already found his mother within the house, tending a small pot in the kitchen. He knocked on the door to get her attention.
Unexpected visitors were rare in the hills outside of Colne, so she was slow to respond, and when she did, she did not immediately open the door. “Who’s there?”
“It’s your son,” said Daniel, not knowing what else to answer.
The door flew open, and a very angry woman stood in the doorway. “Do you think I take kindly to such jokes?!”
Helen Tennick was older than he remembered. Her hair was more gray than brown now, and the lines under her eyes seemed to have been etched there. Daniel remembered his mother as the most beautiful woman in the world, aside from Kate perhaps, but she had aged far beyond that memory. He was taken aback by the sight of her and failed to answer her.
Her eyes took in his appearance and found their own answer, fear finding a home in them. She registered his leathers and the sword at his hip and it was only then that he appreciated what he must look like to her.
He stood almost six feet in height, with broad shoulders and the powerful musculature of a grown man. He was wider than his father had been, with a square jaw and a wild beard. His hair had grown long, reaching past his shoulders and complementing his facial hair.
In short, he looked like a trapper or hunter who had been in the wilderness for years, but his clothing and equipment named him as a warden. There was good cause for the fear he saw reflected in her eyes.
“What do you want?” she said, finding her voice before he did.
“Mother, it’s me, Daniel. I’ve come back. I know I look different now, but it’s really me,” he told her, hoping his words would reach her.
Anger replaced her fear for a moment, and she stared up at him, “I don’t know what you think…” Her voice trailed away as her eyes locked on his. Recognition dawned upon her, and she stepped back a moment. “Daniel? Is that really you?”
The plaintive sound in her voice made his heart ache.
“It’s really me,” he reassured her.
Helen’s hands fumbled at the front of his leathers as she sought to pull him in. Catching them, he pulled her into a hug before walking with her into the house. She never let go, they walked together, like some awkward four legged beast.
“We thought you were dead,” she cried into his chest, trying to release the tension and grief that had been buried within her. “Daniel, what happened to you? Why are you dressed like that?”
“I’m a warden now, Mother,” he answered. “It’s a long story, and I’ll tell you everything, but it will take some time. Where’s Dad?”
That started her crying again, “He’s out in the hills, with the sheep. He’ll be so glad. You don’t know what losing you has done to him. We have to tell him now, this can’t wait all day.”  Helen was almost incoherent, her words slurred with tears and relief. “Let me go find him.”
Daniel held her tightly, “No Mom, I’ll go. Don’t fret over it.  You probably need to watch the pot.” His face was wet.
“To hell with the pot!” she exclaimed. “I’m not letting you out of my sight.” Pulling away, she took only seconds to take the stewpot off the fire, and then she had her arms around him again. “Oh, my little boy, I’ve missed you so much. I never thought I’d see you again.”
Together they walked side by side, to find his father, Alan. Daniel couldn’t help but wonder at how small his mother seemed now, her shoulder easily fitting beneath his arm. Was she always so tiny?
It was a half hour’s walk before they reached the place where he had watched the sheep grazing, and the entire trip felt nostalgic to Daniel. The rocks, the bushes, even the old game trails lightly marked by the passage of deer and other animals. He might have been there just yesterday, tending the flock while his father worked in the barn at home.
His magesight found his father long before their eyes could pick him out. The distance wasn’t that far, but the small scrubby trees and bushes made him difficult to see unless you knew exactly where he was standing. The sheep were spread out on a gentle downslope, cropping the sturdy summer grasses.
Daniel waved and his father began walking to meet them, his face wrinkling in confusion.
He’s wondering why his wife his walking under the arm of a strange man, realized Daniel.
When they were closer, Helen ran forward, “Alan, look! Do you recognize him?”
“What’s all this about?” said Alan Tennick. “Who is this, Helen?” He was searching Daniel’s face, and recognition was beginning to dawn upon him.
“It’s our boy, Alan. It’s Daniel! He’s come back to us!” declared Helen, standing between them, unable to contain her emotions.
Alan stared at his son, examining him and looking past his beard and wild hair. “Daniel? Is that you, boy?”
“It’s me, Dad,” said Daniel softly as his vision blurred.
The older man stood still, his body stiff with shock. “You look like you missed the shearing for two years running, and then a bear used your head to wipe his arse. Where have you been?!” He delivered the first sentence in a serious tone, but his voice broke when he got to the question. Rushing forward Alan threw his arms around his son, and soon all three of them were caught up in the moment, a mingling of grief and joy.
They returned to the house after that, leaving the Tennicks’ new dog, Lacy, to watch the sheep. After they had settled again, the time came to share his story.
“First, I want to tell you how sorry I am,” he told his parents. “I never intended to leave that day. Things just happened, and after that they kept happening, and everything went out of control. Plus, there were secrets, things I should have told you.”
“Kate told us some of it,” said his father. “After you were gone, she told us some of the stuff that she didn’t tell none of the others.”
“What did she tell everyone?”
Helen spoke up then, “She said Ronnie tried to rape her, and you killed him. Aston Hayes said you attacked them for no reason, but she shamed him into admitting the truth. After they saw the marks on her, nobody believed Aston or Billy.”
“That’s all she said?” asked Daniel.
“Nah, there was more, but it was just details,” answered Alan. “She told us about the warden, but some of it was hard to believe.”
“Whatever else she said, you can believe her,” said Daniel. “I was hiding a lot from you. Kate was always honest, but I lied about everything.”
“Daniel, she said you killed Ronnie without touching him,” said Helen hesitantly.
He nodded, “That’s true, but I can do a lot more than that. Will you be alright if I show you a little? Just to help you understand.”
His parents looked at each other before nodding. “Go ahead, Son,” said Alan.
He used his aythar to stir the wind in the room, creating a small vortex of air that made the fire in hearth flare and rise in a column of flame. He stopped as he saw his parents’ eyes widening in alarm. “I can do a lot more than that,” he told them. “I can lift things, create walls that aren’t there, or control the air. I can kill with a thought or manipulate people’s emotions. I see without using my eyes, and I can sense things for almost a mile outside our house right now.”
“When did…” began Helen.
“It started almost a year before I left,” said Daniel, and then he let the story find his lips, spilling some of the secrets he had never told them. He kept the event that had first awakened his abilities to himself, preferring not to let them know about Brenda. He also refrained from talking about the women he had slept with, although he was sure some rumors must have reached their ears by then. He explained his fear when he thought he was cursed, and how he had hidden his gifts and avoided the detection of the warden.
“After I killed Ronnie, and then the warden,” said Daniel, “I believed my life was over. I took his horse and rode for the deep woods, thinking the forest gods would take my life as punishment for my sins.”
“But you’re here now,” said Helen. “That was over five years ago, and you’re here with us again. What happened?”
His heart ached, but he had already decided not to tell them the full truth. It was bad enough that he couldn’t stay, but if they learned of his torment, the killing, and his ultimate fate—it would be too much for them. “I was taken into the service of Lyralliantha, one of the forest gods. It was she who allowed me to return, briefly, to see you. So that I could apologize for all the wrongs I committed. The clothes I’m wearing are no mistake; I am one of their wardens now.”
Helen smiled, proud to hear that, and the two of them questioned him for some time about the nature of his life with the forest gods. For much of it he simply gave them the truth, hiding the terrible parts. He let them know he had been forced to live naked for a while, and that the food had been terrible, but he made no mention of the arena or the slavery that was the only existence humans knew living with the She’Har.
He made no mention of the fact that his life was likely to end shortly after his return.
Once their questions began to dwindle, Daniel had many of his own, “How is Kate doing?”
Their eyes met for an instant before his father replied, “Much has happened since you left…”
“She’s married now,” interrupted Helen, cutting to the heart of the matter.
Daniel nodded. He had expected that. It had been five years after all. Kate would be twenty one, an age at which most women had already started their families. “Did she marry Seth?”
Alan resumed talking, giving his wife an irritated look. “Yes, they live in the same house she grew up in. They just had their first child, a boy, last year.”
For some reason the thought of Kate having children with someone else stung more than the fact of her marrying. Seth was a good man, Daniel knew that, and if it had to be someone else, that was who he would have chosen, but the thought of her having children…
I’ll never be a father, he thought, glancing at the man he respected more than any other. I’ve probably sired some children, but I’ll never be a true father.
“What about her mother?” he asked, breaking away from the dark turn of his thoughts.
“Ahhh…,” said Alan uncomfortably. “She and Kate don’t get along well anymore. Seth’s mother died, and she married his dad. She lives with Owen at the Tolburn place now.”
Daniel’s jaw dropped, “So Kate married Seth, and then Brenda married Mr. Tolburn?”
“Well it sounds strange when you say it like that,” admitted his mother, “but things happened at different times.”
“I don’t think there was anything improper about it,” said Alan, “but Kate took offense anyway.”
Daniel echoed that sentiment, but he held his tongue. “What happened?”
“She told her mother she didn’t want to see or hear from her anymore,” answered Helen. “She hasn’t spoken to her in years. Seth and his dad still get along fine, though.”
“Do you think I should visit them?” he asked. Until that moment he hadn’t given the question any true thought, but now that he knew Kate had married, it struck him that he might be inconsiderate to intrude by reappearing now. Maybe it was better for the dead to stay buried.
His mother dispelled that notion immediately, “Don’t be silly! Of course you should visit them. They’ll both be relieved to find out you are alive. Don’t overstay your welcome, and don’t even think of trying to rekindle anything, but a visit is something they will definitely be glad of.”
“Getting back to what you said earlier, Son,” interrupted his father. “You said that you are being allowed to visit briefly. Do you really have to return? Can’t you stay?”
Daniel glanced down at the floor, uneasy. “I’m sorry, Dad. I do have to return. I’ve only been given a week.”
“But you can come visit again, right?” insisted his mother, “In the future some time…”
He swallowed, “Maybe. It could be years…”
She patted him on the shoulder, “As long as I have something to look forward to, I can wait. I just need to know you’re safe.”
“I’m safe, Mom,” he answered, trying to get the words past the lump forming in his throat.
“Is there a girl?” she continued. “Any chance you’ll give us some grandchildren?”
As she asked he spotted a subtle hint of annoyance in her aura, as if she had left something unspoken, something that obviously irritated her. Perhaps she left out the word ‘legitimate’ when she mentioned grandchildren.
“Well, there was one, a lady named Amarah,” he told her, using the only name that would come to mind. “I think she liked me, but it hasn’t worked out.” It wasn’t hard to act sad when he said her name, although the reason was very different than what he was implying.
After that he began trying to divert their attention. “Dad, why don’t you let me take the sheep for the rest of the day? I miss my old chores. You and Mom can take care of whatever needs doing, and we can talk some more tonight.”
“Well, that’s a fine offer Daniel, but Lacy doesn’t know you yet,” Alan said, reminding him of their new dog.
“Then come introduce me,” returned Daniel. “Can I borrow your instrument, Mom?” He nodded at the cittern hanging on the wall.
She smiled, “I’m glad you still take your music seriously. I thought I saw a cittern tied to your saddle.”
“I made that one myself,” he said. “It’s been such a long time it would be nice to compare it to a real cittern. I’m not entirely certain I made a proper instrument.”
“You made it?” she said, raising her eyebrows. “That takes a lot of woodworking skill. What do they have you do, there in the forest?”
That is an excellent suggestion, Mom, thank you, he thought to himself. “I stay busy doing carpentry and other woodworking,” he lied, “but I don’t use traditional tools.”
She frowned, “Then what do you use?”
He tapped his forehead, “I can shape wood more smoothly with this than with any carpenter’s plane.”
His father caught up the cittern from the wall as they walked to the door. “I wouldn’t mind seeing that. Didn’t occur to me how practical your abilities might be in some ways.”
Daniel hugged his mother one more time and followed him outside, “I’ll be glad to help. Just figure out what you need done, and if I can accomplish it, I’ll do it for you. I can probably split wood, shape posts, plane boards, or any other woodwork you need doing.”
Alan winked, “You shouldn’t have told me that. I’ll keep you busy all week.”
They chatted amiably all the way back to where Lacy was keeping watch over the sheep. It took several minutes for Alan to introduce his son to the new sheep dog, but like her grandsire, Lacy was very smart, and she caught on quickly. It helped that Daniel had been raised using the same commands that Alan had taught her.
It was a tossup whether that was more of a benefit to him, or to Lacy, she was an extremely intelligent canine.
Before his father left, he embraced his son one more time, “It’s good to see you again, Son.”
“I’ve missed you,” he told his father.
“You promise you’ll come home? If you vanish it’ll break your mother’s heart,” said Alan Tennick with a thick voice.
“I’m home, Dad, for a week. I won’t disappear before then, and I’ll say good-bye when I do. I promise,” he answered solemnly.
“See that you do,” said his father, wiping his nose again.



Chapter 37
After his father had gone, Daniel began moving the sheep. The pasture they were in still had plenty of excellent grazing, but it wasn’t the one he wanted. He couldn’t see Kate’s house from there. Not that he had any intention of going to see her, but still, he wanted to be as close as possible.
An hour’s work, with Lacy’s expert assistance, and the sheep were on the lower southern slope, the one that was closest to the Sayer house. Daniel’s eyes were still knowledgeable enough to see that it had already been grazed recently, but there was enough forage remaining to keep the sheep happy.
Settling into what had once been his favorite spot, Daniel put his back against a smooth boulder and began to play. His mother’s cittern felt warm and comfortable under his fingers, like an old friend. The bronze strings were more responsive than the horse-hair strings on his own instrument, producing a louder note with greater clarity.
Maybe I’ll have time to get some strings before I return.
He played for half an hour, but despite his location, he kept his eyes away from the Sayer house, preferring to see it in his memory. In that place, within his heart, Catherine Sayer sang and walked, forever young and carefree. She listened from her porch, keeping quiet to hear the faint strains of his cittern in the distance, and sometimes, if he was lucky, she joined him for a picnic.
She only brought you a lunch once, noted his more analytical side. Shut up, retorted his inner dreamer.
Playing on the hillside, hoping she would hear, and imagining her visits; those were the subjects of his fantasies for the past five years. When life had become too much for him, when the darkness of his tiny room had closed in, it was there that he had retreated within his mind. He felt the wind caress his face while the soft notes of the cittern danced across the meadow.
Some part of his mind saw her approaching, carefully walking up the steep game trail that led from the river, but he never faltered in his playing. With each step she drew nearer, and he felt his heartstrings winding tighter, gaining tension.
His eyes remained closed. Daniel knew he would lose his concentration if he saw her in the afternoon sunlight. It had a tendency to set her hair afire with red and gold highlights. Instead he waited, until she stood no more than twenty feet away.
As the last notes drifted from his fingers, he lifted his head and gazed on her. The woman who stood there was older, taller, more worn, than the one he remembered. The sun still caught fire in her hair, though. She watched him with still, quiet eyes that were hidden in shadow. He couldn’t see their color, but he felt them on him.
He stared back at her, not trusting himself to speak.
Eventually she relented and moved closer, sitting down close beside him. She left no space between them, taking his hand in hers before resting her head on his shoulder. They sat that way without speaking for what seemed like an hour, but the sun told Daniel it was only a few minutes.
“You aren’t dead,” said Catherine Sayer.
“Somehow I’ve survived,” he answered. ‘Til now.
“I waited a long time, Daniel.”
“You shouldn’t have,” he returned, “I couldn’t come back.”
“You’re here now,” she observed.
He sighed, “Only for a few days, a week at best. I won’t be able to come again.”
She turned her head, putting her cheek against his chest and inhaling. Her free hand rose to explore his beard. “You smell terrible,” she noted.
He chuffed at that, not trusting himself to laugh. “No one cares much about that in the deep woods.”
“I’m married now.”
“My parents told me,” he said softly. “They said your son is a year old.”
“His name is Aaron,” she answered. “Aaron Tolburn.”
“I’m happy for you—and for Seth.”
Her face was hidden by a shadow, but he felt her smile, “I love him, I love both of them, Daniel. Being a mother has changed me. I’m not the girl you once knew, but she’s still here, inside. I like who I’ve become, but I haven’t forgotten who I was.”
“I’ve changed too,” he replied, but his tone was less joyful.
Her fingers traced the line on the outside of his left arm, sending involuntary shivers up his spine. “How did you get this?” she asked.
“I did that to myself,” he confessed. “I needed it to help me stay alive.”
“What did you find in the deep woods?”
Daniel closed his mouth, thinking. “People,” he said at last. “Humans, like us, but different. My abilities are normal there.”
Kate sighed, “So you found a place you belong?”
He understood then what she wanted. She wanted comfort. She wanted to know that he was alright, that he wasn’t suffering. Just like his parents, she still loved him, and she wanted to find reassurance that he was prospering. He hadn’t meant to lie to her, but at that moment he discovered he couldn’t do otherwise.
“Yes.”
“Did you find love? Is there someone waiting for you?”
A vision of Lyralliantha flashed in his mind, and he couldn’t help but compare the coldness of his relationship with her to the warmth of just a moment with Kate. It made him painfully aware of the void that had replaced his heart. The memory of Amarah’s dead body followed, and his chest tightened.
“Yes,” he said, “There’s a woman waiting for me.”
“Is she beautiful?”
He paused, “She is. More beautiful than any woman has a right to be, with hair that reminds me of the moon on a river.” A cold moon, he thought, your hair reminds me of the warm sun on a spring day.
“I still love you, Daniel,” she told him suddenly. “But, I can’t, I won’t betray my marriage.”
“I don’t want you to, Cat. Seth’s a good man, and he was a good friend to me.”
He felt her relax slightly, “I’m glad. I wondered if you thought you might steal a night’s pleasure from me.”
“I wouldn’t want to betray my promises either,” he said, half-lying.
“Tell me about your life there. What are the people like? Are the forest gods real?”
That was dangerous ground, but he did his best. “They keep people like me, those with a gift for magic, isolated. Life goes on, but keeping us separate helps to protect ordinary people from, well—you remember what I did.”
She nodded.
“The wardens are sent to hunt for others, to make sure they aren’t allowed to do harm.”
“Is that what you’re here to do?” she asked. “Is that what the one who came for you was sent to do?”
“Yes,” said Daniel. “When he came across Ronnie’s body, I think he decided I was too dangerous to try to bring back. That’s why he attacked me,” he explained, sounding reasonable. “I kept what happened to him a secret when I went to the deep woods.”
“Couldn’t the forest gods see into your heart?”
“No, not like that,” he told her. “They are powerful, and wise, but they aren’t true gods. They’re more like shepherds, watching over humankind.”
“I see,” she acknowledged.
They sat quietly for a few more minutes before she restarted the conversation. “What happens when you go back?”
“Not much,” he told her. “I’ll go back to my woodworking. Others handle the yearly patrols, so I won’t be able to visit again. This trip was special, a gift, to allow me to say good bye properly.”
“And you’ll be happy?” she asked.
He nodded, swallowing in an attempt to make the frog in his throat go down. “As much as I can be.”
Her eyes were searching his face, and he saw her aura light up with sparks, indicating a surge of anger. When she spoke, her voice was soft, giving no hint of the flames simmering beneath it, “That’s a lie.”
Daniel didn’t respond.
“Five years has changed you Daniel Tennick, but it hasn’t made you a better liar.”
He snorted, “That’s true.”
“Are you afraid the truth will hurt me? I’m stronger than that, Daniel,” she stated calmly.
“No good can come of the truth here, and a fiction would be much kinder,” he argued.
She caught his beard in her fist, twisting his face painfully toward her. “I’m not the girl you left behind, Daniel. I’m a mother now, and I have different priorities. I won’t be chasing after you or trying to save you. But I deserve to know what’s happened to the man I loved, the man who taught me to love. Give me that at least.”
Daniel’s jaw clenched. “I’m a slave.” His fingers touched the necklace at his throat. “This ensures my return.”
“And the scars?”
“That was the truth, I made them myself. They help me to kill more efficiently.”
She frowned, “What sort of slave are you?”
“There’s an arena,” he explained. “People like me are used to fight there, in games to amuse our owners.”
“Why did they let you come here?”
“Because I’m the best killer they’ve ever had. I’ve slaughtered hundreds over the past five years, men, women, and children. Eventually I killed so many that my owner allowed me to retire, after a fashion. She keeps me as you or I would keep a pet, but I wasn’t happy.”
“And she cared enough to let you visit your family?” Kate’s face was incredulous.
“In all honesty, I do not hold any grudge against her. She and her ‘family’ were mostly innocent of the doings of the arena. She was the one who asked permission for me to come here,” said Daniel.
Kate watched him carefully, waiting, and when he didn’t continue she added, “But…?”
“But what?” said Daniel, “That’s all.”
“I already told you, Daniel, you’re a terrible liar. Tell me the truth, and I will tell you a secret,” she offered.
“A secret?” he asked, raising one brow curiously.
“Something I think you will be grateful to know,” she said in a serious tone.
He felt his frustration rise and then fall away. He wanted to tell her, and he was tired of secrets. “Very well, but I doubt you will find the trade worthwhile.”
“I’ll decide that,” she retorted. “Now spill it, you first.”
“The price for this visit was a return to the arena,” he told her.
“You’ll have to kill someone else?” she asked. “Was seeing us that important?” Her aura held a complex mixture of emotions, but as she spoke, her eyes were reading his face. “No, that’s not it. You don’t think you can win.”
He remained silent.
“Was this visit worth your life?!”
“Yes,” he answered simply. “Now that I am here, I can honestly say that. This visit is the only thing of meaning left to me.” He stopped as a thought struck him. “I think she was trying to ask me the same question.”
“Who?”
“Lyralliantha,” he replied, “… my owner.”
“But she made the offer didn’t she?”
Daniel shrugged, “She asked for permission to let me come, but it was the elders and the other groves that added the requirement. I don’t think she was happy about it.”
Kate’s eyes widened slightly, “She loves you.”
He laughed at that. “If you met them, you would not say that. We are no more than animals to them. She feels no more for me than a man would for a prized horse.”
“Didn’t you love Blue?” she pointed out.
He stared at her oddly, “I don’t think that’s the same thing.”
“Of course it is,” she replied. “You’re mistaking love and lust. Just because she’s female, you think it isn’t love if she doesn’t want your dick in her, but love isn’t about that. Sex is just something nice that gets added sometimes.”
“Every time I think I know what you might say, you say something like that, and I realize that I have always underestimated you,” he answered admiringly. I’ve been looking down on the She’Har because they don’t understand love, and now she teaches me that I was just as ignorant.
“So you admit I’m right?”
He looked away. “In principle, but you haven’t seen these people, or the things that they do to our kind.”
“I don’t know her, but I know you Daniel,” said Kate, “and I would never underestimate your sheer thick-headedness.”
That made him laugh. “Tell me your secret.  It would take all afternoon to cover the topic of my thick skull.”
She glanced at the sun, “I have to hurry back, so I’ll be quick.”
“You’ve only been here for a half hour at most,” said Daniel, furrowing his brows.
Kate smiled, “I’m a mother now, Daniel. I left Aaron sleeping in his crib.”
“How long does he sleep?”
“Could be hours, but if he wakes up I want to be there.”
The look on her face told him all he needed to know, and it made him feel empty. He would never be a father, not in any way that mattered. She was concerned with caring for her family, while his only concern was for himself. “You can tell me the rest tomorrow,” he suggested, “if I can visit…”
“You will visit,” she said imperiously, “but this is something I have to tell you now. A secret only we can share.”
“Alright.”
“After you left, I was angry, at you, at the gods, at everyone. Later I calmed down, and I spent a lot of time thinking about things, from beginning to end. When I tried to talk to my mother about it, she reacted in unusual ways. She was abrupt, with no sympathy for you. She always wanted to move on, to find something else to talk about.”
As she spoke Daniel’s face grew stony, but he said nothing.
“Eventually I figured it out.”
He could no longer look at her, so he turned his head toward the sun. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered.
“Don’t be,” she said with a sudden fierceness in her voice. “I confronted her, and she tried to blame you, but I didn’t believe her. We fought and argued, and in the end she confessed everything. She left soon after that, and I haven’t spoken to her since.”
Blood and fire roared in his head. The thing he had run from had finally reared itself again, and there was no escaping it now. His emotions threatened his self-control, and Daniel wanted nothing more than to whip the wind into a frenzy, to give vent to his anger and self-loathing. Standing now, his body became so tense that he began to shake.
A soft hand on his back stilled his demons. “I forgave you, Daniel. As soon as I understood, I forgave you, but I will never forgive her.”
“She’s your mother.”
“I’m a mother too!” she said, spitting the words out with considerable venom.
“I betrayed your trust,” countered Daniel.
“You were barely fifteen, and you let weakness betray your heart. She was a grown woman, and she helped to raise you. The difference is far greater than you imagine,” said Kate.
“I don’t understand,” he choked out, “why would you forgive me? I don’t deserve that.”
Her arms circled around his waist, and she pressed her cheek against his shoulder. “I have only so much forgiveness in me Daniel. My love is unlimited and unshakeable, but I only have so much forgiveness. I chose to give both to you.”
He turned and pulled her closer, his cheeks wet with tears. Dammitt, why is she so beautiful? Without thinking, he lowered his face to hers and kissed her fiercely, unable to contain his terrible need any longer. His life had become a cold void, and the vital flame that was Catherine Sayer was all that he needed to fill it.
She returned the kiss, eager at first, but eventually she began to push him away.
Her aura was roiling with passion and lust, and he could see it mirrored in her eyes, but she held him at arm’s length resolutely. “I’m still married,” she told him sadly. “My family will always come first.”
He released her, still fighting with himself internally.
“Although, if you used your power, I probably couldn’t say no,” she suggested teasingly.
Daniel growled, looking at her in desperation. Is that hope in her aura? Does she want me to force her? He knew then, she wanted an excuse. She would not betray her family willingly, but if he took the choice from her…
“You’re a rapist.” The memory of those words sent a chill down his spine.
“No,” he said bitterly. “I won’t do that again. I’ve hurt too many.”
“Truth, so much truth there…” She was walking away now. “Come for dinner tomorrow. Seth will be glad to see you too.”
“Alright,” he managed to reply.
When she was over twenty yards away she shouted back, “Will you play for me—‘til I reach my door?”
He did, and he continued long after, until his fingers ached, and his mind had gone blank.



Chapter 38
He spent the morning with his father, who was reluctant to leave the house while Daniel was there, and the afternoon with his mother. In between he spent some time making good on his promise regarding woodwork. Fixing fences and some of the minor repairs required for the barn were simple tasks for him in many ways. So long as he had dry wood to work with, he could easily cut it to fit almost any shape or size, saving many hours’ worth of labor at the saw. Driving nails was just as easy.
His main limitation came when he realized that he had used up all of his father’s spare wood. That meant someone would have to make a trip to see Tom Hayes, at the general store. While Colne had its own blacksmith, the closest lumber mill was in Dereham. The Hayes store kept a fairly ample supply of lumber on hand, though.
“I’m going to see Seth and Kate this evening,” he told his mother when his father returned with the sheep that evening.
“Do they know you’re coming?” she asked.
“Kate heard me playing the cittern yesterday,” he replied. “She came over and invited me.”
“Oh,” said Helen. “Well, I’m sure they’ll be glad to see you again.”
“I guess we can’t keep you completely to ourselves,” said Alan, walking up from behind.
For what already seemed like the tenth time Daniel apologized, “I’m sorry, Dad. I wish I had more time.”
Alan waved his hand, dismissing the matter. “It is what it is, Son. Don’t worry yourself over it.”
“When you get a chance, go look at the barn,” said Daniel proudly. “I think you’ll like what I’ve done, but I’m afraid you’re out of boards.”
“The square posts or the planed one by sixes?”
“Both.”
“Damn, boy! You’ve been busy!”
Daniel grinned, “Yep. You’ll have to go into town.”
A shadow passed over Alan Tennick’s face, but it disappeared almost as quickly. “Yeah, I’ll have to think about that. It might be a while before I get around to it. Our credit is a little thin at the store.”
“Maybe I should go,” suggested Daniel. “If I get the wood before I leave there’s a lot more I could do for you. I’m sure you wouldn’t mind if I expanded the pen and added a few more stalls.”
“Don’t worry about that, Daniel,” said his father. “Just having you here for a while is plenty. You’ve already done several weeks’ worth of work for me if you managed to use up all that wood.”
Truthfully, Daniel was a bit nervous at the thought of going into Colne. He had probably left a large mark on the town already, and there were bound to be a lot of people holding grudges. He didn’t want to admit as much in front of his parents, though.
 
***
A tall lean man stood on the front porch of what Daniel still thought of as the Sayer house. Dark curly hair hid the tops of his ears and joined a thick beard that had grown along his jawline. He still had a dark tan, and his posture hinted at strong muscles. Seth had never been big boned, but age and hard work had given him the sturdy body of a man who spent his days working with his hands.
“You don’t look half as shitty as she told me,” he said, once Daniel had gotten within easy earshot. There was a smile on his face, but it hadn’t quite made it to his eyes.
Daniel had taken advantage of his mother’s mirror and some shears to clean up his appearance the night before. It was still pretty rough though, and his mother insisted that he needed to give her an hour to work on his hair and beard before he would look civilized again.
“I’d say the same about you,” he told his old friend, “but I’d be lying. You look better than ever, and I’m damn glad to see it.”
“I’m glad to see you too,” offered the other man.
“Last time we met, I recall you gave me a damn fine punch.”
Seth’s shoulders visibly tensed, and Daniel could see wariness flare in his aura. “Listen, Daniel, about that…”
“I deserved it, Seth. Don’t worry about it. I should thank you for knocking some sense into me,” he said, trying to put his childhood friend at ease.
Relaxing, Seth responded, “I have even more to thank you for. Kate told me what happened with Ronnie and the others. You even carried me up here. I mighta died if not for that.”
“I couldn’t leave a friend in need.” They were standing at arms’ length now.
Seth eyed him up and down, inspecting the strange leather armor. “You paid a high price for it.”
Daniel didn’t bother denying that one.  His eyes passed over Seth, catching Kate watching them from the window. “Yeah.”
Seth noticed the look. “About Kate, Daniel, you know it was years before…”
“Whoa!” said Daniel somewhat forcefully. Stepping closer he brought his hand up, clasping his friend’s shoulder. “I was gone, still am, really, and I never owned her. If I was going to pick someone to take care of her, it would have been you. Don’t apologize to me, Seth. You’ve never done anything but good by me.”
Seth didn’t answer, choosing instead to give Daniel a short hug.
Kate opened the door then, “The food will get cold if someone doesn’t come eat it.”
They went in and took their places around the small table. A few small things had changed; the rug in the front room, and two of the chairs, but otherwise it was the same. The smell of roast lamb assailed Daniel, reminding him of his hunger.
“Something smells awfully good,” noted Daniel.
“You wouldn’t believe how good Kate’s food is,” declared Seth.
Daniel chuckled, “My nose is telling me that I won’t have to believe for much longer, the evidence is right here before us.”
“Save your flattery for afterward, gentlemen,” said Kate confidently. “Once you have dined at my table, you will find that all others pale in comparison.”
“She sounds as if she’s joking,” commented Seth, “but she isn’t. The Browns, Dalton and Fiona, ate with us last spring, and ever since they’ve been giving us discounts hoping we’d invite them back.”
Kate winked at him and slid the platter with the roast in Daniel’s direction. He wasted no time in helping himself to an ample portion before passing it to Seth. Soon there was no time for talking as they began to eat in earnest.
The food brought a new kind of nostalgia to Daniel. Kate’s mother had been an excellent cook as well, and he remembered a number of pleasant occasions eating at the Sayer house. His own mother’s food was good, but not quite so well perfected, and his first night home she had had no time to create anything special. Tonight’s dinner reminded him of one of the things he missed most about life among civilized human beings, good food.
Near the end of the meal he found himself mopping the plate with a piece of bread, trying to get the last bit of gravy from the plate before he surrendered it. Once he had done that, he began to stare at the serving platter itself. They had cleared it of meat, but it still held the savory remnants of what had been sitting upon it.
Seth watched him with interest, “You look like you’re ready to eat the plate whole, Daniel.”
That snapped him from his daze, “It has been a while since I had food like this.”
“What have they been feeding you?” asked Kate.
Daniel winced at the question, but it was at least one that he could answer honestly. “Squirrel and rabbit, mostly,” he told them. He had never minded them before, but after five years he had begun to miss lamb—and beef, and pork. That left aside all the other little things, like milk, cheese, beans, turnips, parsnips—the list went on.
He hadn’t tried to paint a dark picture of his culinary woes, but it wasn’t long before he realized that Seth was gazing on him with a worried look, and Kate was a picture of pity. “Really, it sounds worse than it is,” he told them. “These past few months I’ve been able to cook for myself, and it has made a big difference.”
That was essentially true, but his list of ingredients was still limited to small game, carrots, and onions for the most part.
Eventually they left that topic. Kate had already explained most of what Daniel had told her to Seth, leaving out very little, other than their impromptu kiss. He answered his friends’ questions on the finer details patiently, leaving out only the crudest parts, the things he knew would only make them feel worse for him. Overall he tried to paint his last five years in as positive a light as possible.
“But you’re still a slave, right?” asked Seth, regarding his new arrangement living with Lyralliantha.
“Yeah,” admitted Daniel with a feeling of embarrassment.
“I’m sorry,” said Seth. “I shouldn’t have said it like that.”
“It isn’t your fault,” Daniel told him. “We might as well put the proper name to it.”
“And you haven’t told your parents?”
He shook his head, “No, they think I’m working as a carpenter.”
“Well, if that’s what you want, I won’t tell them any different,” reassured Seth.
“There’s something else we need to talk about anyway,” mentioned Kate, “your parents.”
“They seemed alright.”
“Well, they are,” said Seth, “but it’s more about how they’re getting on in town.” His face colored slightly. “I’m not sure how to go about this. Kate maybe you’d be better with this one.” He glanced at his wife for help.
“It’s about your children, Daniel,” she said, not missing a beat.
“Oh,” said Daniel, suddenly unsure of himself. He had known there had to be some, but he had decided to avoid bothering them or their families if possible. His current state of affairs left him little option to do anything else.
“I wasn’t suggesting you should go and try to take responsibility,” she continued before he could say anything else. “It’s far too late for that, and no good would come of it. I’m referring to the impact they’ve had on your parents.”
“What do you mean?” asked Daniel.
“Well, a lot of people in town know. There are quite a few dark haired, blue-eyed children, and they’re all close to the same age. Most of them stayed quiet, but some of them couldn’t, like Emily Banks,” said Kate.
“Her too?” said Daniel.
Kate nodded. “She hung herself two years ago, Daniel. Her parents are raising Haley now.”
I have a daughter. The thought hit him harder than he had thought possible, but it couldn’t eclipse the tragedy of what she had just said about Emily. She killed herself, because of me.
“Don’t go getting weepy on me now, Daniel,” she warned. “That’s not why I’m mentioning this. Haley isn’t the only one, there are many more. You can’t do anything about that. I’m bringing this up because a lot of people in town are no longer kindly disposed toward your parents.”
“They didn’t have anything to do with it,” protested Daniel.
“That’s not how people see it. Whenever they see your parents, they remember that it was their son who slept with half the women in town, and left a significant portion of those pregnant.”
“You’re bringing this up, so I’m guessing you have an idea regarding what I should do,” said Daniel. He remembered his father’s face when he had mentioned getting more lumber. He didn’t want to have to go to town.
“Not really,” she confessed, “I just didn’t want you to wander into town and make matters worse for them.”
Seth gave out a nervous laugh, “Hell they might start a riot if they saw you in the street.”
“A riot I could deal with,” said Daniel. “Violence is the only thing I’ve been trained for.”
“I don’t think you want to fight the whole town,” said Kate.
Daniel began to laugh. “It would hardly be a fight.”
Something in his voice made his friends flinch. Was that fear in their faces? Do they think I would really kill the townspeople? He reflected on that thought for a moment. I probably would. They’re right to be afraid.
In his mind he envisioned the confrontation; townsfolk gathering angrily around him on the street. A few thrown rocks and a lot of insults and then he’d lose his temper. Of course, they’d be no threat. He could take his pick of methods. He could kill them in great numbers using wind and fire or take his time and cut them down one by one. His heart began to pound at the thought of blood. The second option would be the most preferable of course. It was always more satisfying when he could slice an opponent apart at close range.
The streets would run with rivers of blood.
Daniel shook himself and then covered his face with his hands. I’m a monster. I could not only do it, but some part of me wants to do it. I would enjoy it. In his mind’s eye he imagined Alice Hayes staring at him in terror. Would I kill her too? The answer emerged in all its ugliness, not immediately.
“Are you alright?” asked Seth hesitantly.
“No,” admitted Daniel. “There’s something seriously wrong with me, but I thank both of you for warning me. I should probably avoid the town.”
“The children need their parents,” said Kate quietly.
Did she know what I was thinking? It frightened him to think that she might suspect the violence he was capable of doing. How could she love me if she knew? The second realization hit him a minute later. They need their parents. The sentence excluded him as a brute fact. He was not a parent. He had sired many children, but they neither knew nor loved him. He could only bring misery to their lives.
A cry from the bedroom interrupted his thoughts.
“That’s Aaron,” said Kate. “You need to meet our little boy, Daniel.” She gave Seth a hopeful look. “Would you mind, dear?”
Seth looked at each of them, the signs of worry in his aura. “I’ll check on him. Be back in a minute.”
“Let’s go out on the porch,” suggested Kate, a move that would give them even more privacy.
Daniel found himself sitting on the bench, on the porch, in the same place he had once played and sung for Kate, before their first kiss. She sat beside him.
“Are you curious about your children?” she asked him.
That broke him from his nostalgia. “They’re hardly mine. I don’t deserve any credit, quite the opposite.”
“I won’t argue that,” she agreed, “but sometimes I find myself curious. When I thought you were dead, it gave me a certain sense of you, knowing that your children were still here.”
“But none of them were yours.”
She shrugged, “Doesn’t matter. After having Aaron, I learned a great secret. Loving children isn’t a matter of blood, or inheritance. I love my son, simply because he’s here, and he needs me, but if he were born to someone else, I would still love him the same. Once you’ve been a mother you realize that loving children isn’t a matter of birth. That’s why old nannies love everyone’s children, not just their own.”
“You have gained a wisdom that I will never know,” said Daniel wistfully.
“There is one you could meet.”
“What?”
“My sister, Brigid,” she answered, glancing over at him. “She’s five now. She has your eyes.”
Daniel swallowed, “Is that how you knew?”
She shook her head, “Not at first, but it certainly made it easier to figure out.”
“But Seth doesn’t know,” questioned Daniel, “that’s what you said the other day…”
“No,” she agreed, “He doesn’t, nor does his father, though they may suspect. Frankly, I’m surprised the old man married her since she wouldn’t disclose the child’s father.”
He grimaced, “Your mother can be persuasive.”
Kate blanched, “I didn’t need you to tell me that.”
“Would she let me see her? I thought you weren’t on speaking terms.”
“We’re still blood. She sometimes sends her back with Seth when he visits his dad. I’ll have him ask,” said Kate.
“Won’t that make him suspect?”
“Maybe,” she admitted, “but he wouldn’t ever say it.”
Daniel’s magesight, as well as the sound of approaching steps, heralded Seth’s return. He carried an infant in his arms.
“He’s in a good mood, but I think he wants to see his momma,” said Seth with a soft smile.
He handed the small child to Kate who began to laugh and coo at her babe. Watching them was a small miracle for Daniel.
“I think he’s hungry,” she apologized after a minute. “I’m sorry; I’ll be back in a little while.”
Daniel sighed in relief. He had worried she might feed Aaron on the porch. While such things were fairly normal in Colne, he knew that their past might create tension between him and Seth.
Seth took Kate’s seat after she left. Together the two of them talked about the past, the good parts anyway, when they had been just good friends. The crickets had already begun to sing and the night air was full of sounds. A soft breeze carried their words away, and despite all the news he had received, Daniel felt a sense of peace that was rare for him.
Kate reemerged after a quarter of an hour. “He’s done, but he doesn’t seem sleepy,” she told them. “Maybe you’d like to hold him?”
It was a second before Daniel realized she meant him. “Me?” The idea that he might be permitted to hold something so fragile frightened him.
Kate leaned over gracefully and deposited her son in Daniel’s suddenly awkward arms. “I think you would count as an uncle at the very least.”
The tiny boy tugged painfully at Daniel’s beard almost immediately, but he didn’t flinch or pull away. He was at first frightened to move, afraid that any motion might somehow damage the delicate child in his arms. Aaron wasn’t similarly encumbered, he wanted to move.
Wriggling in Daniel’s arms the small boy managed to get his head closer, gazing curiously at Daniel with his deep brown eyes. One hand released his beard and took his finger in a surprisingly strong grip.
“He’s very strong,” noted Daniel in amazement.
Seth smiled with a father’s pride, “He’s almost walking. I keep thinking he’ll take those first steps any day now.”
Staring down at little Aaron, Daniel felt a weight lift from his heart. Sitting between his two oldest friends, Seth and Kate, he was at peace. He could feel their love and protectiveness for the child in his arms—and perhaps for him as well. They were a family, and in a small way he was a part of it too.
This is the difference between us and the She’Har, he thought. They are created whole and finished; the only growing they do is when they finally put roots down. We are born small and unfinished. We are not meant for pens and arenas. Our strength comes from love and nurturing, from play and exploration. Only then can we develop our minds and find the strength that lies in our potential.
“The ancient humans knew that. They were like us, and if they hadn’t lost, who knows how strong we would be today,” he murmured to himself. Stroking Aaron’s cheek with a rough finger he spoke to the boy, “Now we are all that’s left.”
“What was that?” asked Kate.
Daniel looked up, moving his eyes back and forth between his two friends’ faces. “I love your family.”
Seth nodded, “Well, you’re a part of it.”



Chapter 39
The next day Daniel rose early, intending to help his father, but he discovered that Alan had already left.
“He went into town,” explained his mother. “I think he wants to get more lumber so he can take you up on your offer.”
“I guess I’ll take the sheep out then,” Daniel said agreeably.
He noted the wagon’s absence when he got to the barn, which made sense if his father intended to bring back a substantial amount of wood. He smiled to himself, he really intends to get the most out of me that he can. The thought made him feel good.
After helping his mother with a few of her morning tasks, he took the flock out, moving them toward the pasture closest to what was now the ‘Tolburn’ house. He knew it wasn’t the most ideal spot, since some of the other fields they used were more lightly grazed at the moment, but if he were only going to be home for a few days he wanted to spend them as close to Kate and Seth as he could.
“Dad can take them to the other fields after I leave,” he told himself.
He spent the morning getting better acquainted with Lacy. She was a smart dog, and her nose had already told her that he was her master’s son. She had accepted him quickly, but they were still becoming friends.
Around noon he stopped and ate the lunch his mother had given him before bringing out his cittern and playing a song. Blue skies and warm wind seemed to smile upon him. It felt as if the whole world were conspiring to show him its affection.
Seth appeared a short while later, walking up the hill hand in hand with a much smaller person.
Daniel felt a sense of apprehension, a sudden nervousness as he suddenly knew who it was. It was a little girl with his friend, and after their conversation the day before he knew that it must be Brigid. It was his daughter.
“Well, one of them anyway,” he said to himself.
More for his own benefit than anything else, Daniel continued playing as they climbed the hill. The music kept him calm and eased his anxiety. Finishing the song he had been playing, he switched to a merry tune that was popular for dancing, the ‘Fisherman’s Daughter’. It was also one that he could easily sing the words to, for the notes were all within his vocal range.
The song told the story of a young woman who lived by the sea with her parents. In the beginning she meets a sailor, but by the end her love convinces him to give up the sea and become a fisherman, like her father. Unlike many similar songs, it had a happy ending and a lively melody.
Seth and Brigid sat down beside him while he finished playing. When the song was done the little girl began clapping. “That was pretty,” she said with an innocent grin.
“Brigid, this is my friend I was telling you about. His name is Daniel,” said Seth, introducing them.
“Nice to meet you, Brigid,” Daniel told her.
Suddenly shy, the girl looked down at her feet, but not before Daniel caught a flash of blue eyes beneath dark hair. “Hi,” she said softly.
She’s gorgeous, he thought, feeling his heart clench. “Did Seth tell you that he, and I, and your sister were all friends when we were little?”
Brigid nodded at him, and Seth gave him an apologetic shrug. His eyes conveyed a message, be patient.
They sat together quietly for a few minutes until at last Brigid’s curiosity got the better of her. Moving closer, she plucked at one of the strings on Daniel’s instrument. She glanced up at him nervously when the sound was unexpectedly loud.
“It’s alright,” he told her. “Would you like to learn how to play it?”
Her eyes brightened, and she nodded at him.
He spent the next hour showing Brigid how he fingered the frets in order to play certain chords. Her arms weren’t long enough, and her hands weren’t very large, so it was too difficult for her to press the strings along the neck while strumming, so they worked in tandem. He would show her where to press, and she would use both hands, one to support the neck while the other put pressure on the correct strings. Once she had the position, he would run his fingers across the board, and she would laugh at the sounds.
“Let me do it,” she told him, indicating his strumming hand.
I should have thought of that first, he chided himself. She moved over, and they switched jobs, he would fingers the chords and when he nodded, she would strum. It was still clumsy but they were able to play an awkward, halting melody that way.
“I need to get some things done,” Seth told him. He had been a silent observer through most of their interactions. “Do you want me to take Brigid home with me, or…”
“I don’t mind if she wants to stay,” said Daniel, feeling a sense of awe that she might be left in his care for even a while. “I can bring her by before I take the flock in this evening. Assuming she wants to stay, that is.”
“Brigid,” said Seth, “Would you like to stay with Daniel for a while? I need to go home.”
She had already forgotten the two of them, distracted by the novelty of Daniel’s sheep dog. She was crawling forward through the grass toward Lacy, as if she meant to sneak up on her. Of course, Lacy was already well aware of the girl hunting her, but she pretended not to notice.
Seth glanced at Daniel, remarking, “They get so wrapped up in their heads that they can’t hear anything sometimes. Make sure you keep a close eye on her.”
“I will,” assured Daniel. “Thank you,” he added with emphasis.
The girl had reached the dog, and Lacy was game enough to leap into the air with a yip of surprise, as though she hadn’t seen the child stalking her. She circled the girl, barking excitedly and pretending to nip at her. Seth snatched the little girl up, and Brigid shrieked excitedly.
“I’m leaving you here with Daniel,” he told her. “Is that alright?”
She nodded, barely paying attention as she wriggled in his arms, trying to find some way down so she could get back to the dog.
He placed her carefully on the ground and turned away, “She’s all yours then.” Waving, Seth started down the hillside, heading home.
The next few hours were a revelation for Daniel. He watched as Lacy taught her how to herd sheep, circling to keep stragglers from getting too far from the flock. Then they played a chaotic version of tag, girl and dog chasing each other in turn. Daniel was too absorbed with watching them to even play his cittern, but when they tired of that game, he brought it out again and played a lively tune while Brigid skipped.
Or is she dancing? He wondered. The girl’s movements were too disordered to be sure, but it hardly mattered, for she was enjoying herself.
Later, tired and sweaty despite the cool breeze, Brigid sat down, leaning into him. He talked to her, studying her hair and dirty face, marveling at the sparkle in her eyes while she answered him enthusiastically. According to her, Lacy was probably the bravest dog in the world, and certainly the smartest. Before he knew it, she had fallen fast asleep.
Not daring to disturb her, he gave Lacy a nod and a command, making sure she knew to warn him if the sheep needed him. Then he lay back and relaxed, watching the blue sky even as he pondered the miracle of the small girl nestled under his arm. He measured each breath she took, and his heart seemed to slow, trying to match her rhythm.
 
***
His mind drifted lazily while the clouds sailed past. No longer quite awake, he wasn’t asleep either. Daniel was in the place between asleep and awake, a place where the spirit meets reality and dreams begin, and where they return to die when finished. There he felt at peace, as though he were part of something greater. The world was alive, and he was a small but happy piece of it. The heart of the earth was beating beneath him, dreaming of things too large for his small mind to comprehend.
A small figure was running, coming uphill toward him. It was a curious animal, racing awkwardly on two legs. Four would have been a better choice for that sort of terrain. His mind came into better focus, and he knew then that she was human, and humans only used two legs. I’m a human too, he thought idly.
“Oh, it’s Kate,” he heard himself say, and then he felt the world fall into place. He was having trouble understanding the state his mind had been in, but that hardly mattered now. Kate was winded, trying to run up a hillside. She wouldn’t be making such haste unless she had a good reason.
Sitting up he nudged Brigid, “Wake up, it’s time to head back to the house.”
She sat up, looking around blearily and rubbing at her face. “Mmmhh hmmm,” she answered.
“Climb onto my back, and I’ll give you a piggyback ride,” he told her.
It didn’t take much to convince her, Brigid loved piggyback rides. As soon as he knelt, she hopped on, stretching her legs around his hips and wrapping her arms around his neck and shoulders. “Go!” she commanded.
He couldn’t help but chuckle to himself at that, and so he dutifully took off. Moving downhill at speed was tricky, especially with a child on his back, so even though he made haste, he was careful not to take risks. He met Kate halfway down.
“What’s wrong?” he asked her, even more worried when he saw her face.
“It’s your dad,” she answered, heaving to catch her breath between each word. “He’s hurt.”
“Where is he?”
“At my house,” she replied. “The men from the town brought him back.”
“The men?” he asked suspiciously.
She nodded, but she was still too out of breath to elaborate.
“I want you to follow me back with your sister,” he told the girl on his back, easing her around and helping her down. Brigid nodded in agreement and took Kate’s hand.
“Daniel, wait!” shouted Kate as he began to run.
“You’ll have to catch up,” he told her. On his own now, he shielded himself and used one of the tricks he had learned in the arena. He extended and shaped the shield beneath him, forming it into a large concave disk. From his arms, he sent out long pole-like extensions, using them to push himself downhill, and he began to slide, skidding at ever increasing speed.
Once he was in motion he didn’t have to worry about propelling himself, he just used his arms to push and shove to either side, to guide his disk around obstacles too large for him to slide over. It was a wild frenzied way to travel downslope, but it was far faster than the alternative. Since the disk beneath his feet was attached to his body shield, it was impossible for him to fall free, so balance wasn’t an issue.
Stopping, now that would be a greater concern.
As he neared the bottom, where the river and a number of jagged rocks awaited, he changed the shape of his disk, widening and flattening it to create more resistance. That alone wasn’t slowing his descent enough, though, so he began to send long streamers of force out behind himself, grasping weakly at small trees and rocks without trying to grab on to them too forcefully.
That made the difference, and by the time he reached the river he was moving at a pace comparable to a fast walk. He shifted the shape of his shield then, changing the extensions from his arms into long claw-like appendages. The disk beneath him vanished, and he began using the shield around his feet to create stilts, projecting them outward to give him a boost with each step upward.
Climbing toward what he still thought of as the ‘Sayer House’, he surged upward in long bounding steps while the claws extending from his arms reached out to brace and balance him. He was able to ascend almost as quickly as he had flown down the other slope.
His magesight had already found his father, long before he was close to the house. Alan Tennick lay in the back of his wagon, his body still and his breathing shallow. Seth was with him, easing a towel under the back of his head. A bucket stood to one side, filled with water. It looked as though he planned to use it and a second cloth to clean some of the blood and dirt away.
Why is he still in the wagon?
Daniel knew it was a bad sign. His father had to be badly hurt if Seth didn’t want to try to move him into the house. He covered the remaining distance in a frantic rush.
Seth was startled by the odd manner of his arrival, but he pushed his shock aside, “They brought him just a few minutes ago…”
Daniel was already in the wagon, examining his father, his magesight probing within and without. Years in the arena had taught him much about basic anatomy. He had learned to seal wounds and stop bleeding arteries when necessary, and he had spent a lot of time exploring the inner world of his body. He was by no means a great healer; the She’Har that tended to wounded victors could manage feats of healing that seemed to be nothing short of miraculous.
If you won and survived long enough for them to reach you, they could restore you from almost any wound. After a quick examination, he immediately wished that one of them was here.
Alan’s ribs were broken in several places, and one fragment had lodged in his left lung. His right femur had snapped, and the thigh was purple with bruising from whatever had broken it. One of the larger veins there had ruptured and was causing the leg to swell. His father’s face was dark and swollen so badly that if he had been conscious, he would have been unable to see. The lower lip had been cut through by his teeth, but somehow his nose remained unbroken.
Alan Tennick had been beaten within an inch of his life.
In fact, given a short period of time, he might not survive. The injury to his lung might prove fatal by itself, and the leg could lead to dangerous complications later on, assuming the bleeding stopped before it killed him.
“Who did this?”
“I’m not sure,” said Seth uncertainly. “Mr. Stiles brought him back, along with John Hedger, but I don’t think they were in on it. I think they were trying to help.” Mr. Stiles was the town blacksmith, a fairly decent man as far as Daniel knew, and one without any reason to hate him. John Hedger was Billy Hedger’s father, but aside from fathering a bad son, Daniel didn’t think he had any reason to hold a grudge either.
Kneeling beside his father, Daniel closed his eyes; they would only distract him from his task. “Seth, I’m going to need to concentrate for a while, so try to stay quiet. Keep the water and towels handy. When I’m finished, we’ll move him into the house.”
“I don’t think we can, Daniel. Look at his leg!”
“Trust me,” said Daniel, and with that he shut out the outside world, focusing purely on what was occurring inside Alan Tennick’s beaten and bruised form. The lung needed his attention first, and he used his mind to remove the bone fragment and reseal the lung before it got any worse. There was some blood in it already, but he wasn’t sure how to get it out without creating more problems, so he left it alone.
He wanted to realign the bones and fuse them together, but the bleeding vein in his thigh was more urgent. He stopped that temporarily, until he could find the other end of the torn vessel and reattach it. Sealing it off would have been enough, but he knew that it would make it much more painful later if he didn’t reestablish the pathway for blood flow.
Alan began to move a bit, moaning as Daniel’s activities began to become more painful for him.
He ignored that, ready to use his aythar to hold Alan still if necessary. Then he began realigning the ribs, getting them into their proper positions before fusing them together. Apparently that was an exceedingly painful operation, for his father began to thrash wildly. Using his power, he restrained the older man forcefully, locking him rigidly in place.
Alan tried to scream, but his damaged lung and broken ribs made it impossible for him to do more than let out a soft airy howl. Daniel ignored it and continued fixing the ribs. Seth, meanwhile, had taken a seat on the ground. The sight of Alan Tennick helplessly screaming in half-silence while Daniel worked on him had made him light-headed.
Daniel finished the ribs and then removed the excess blood from his father’s leg before closing up the torn skin and muscle there. Once that was finished, he went over the older man from head to toe; closing every small cut and abrasion, making sure his skin was whole and unbroken.
He could do nothing for the swelling, and Alan would still have a long painful recovery, but he wouldn’t be crippled. Daniel released the restraints on his father and motioned Seth to bring up the wet towels. “Let’s clean him off.”
Kate had arrived by then, a wide eyed Brigid beside her. “How is he?” she asked.
“He’s going to be sore as hell for a few weeks, but I think he’ll be alright if he doesn’t get a fever,” said Daniel. “He would have died, though. They beat him half to death, Kate.” As he spoke he created a shield under his father and lifted him into the air, moving him gently toward the house.
Kate ran to open the door, and Seth followed him, wide eyed.
Once they had him settled into the bed in what had once been Kate’s room, Daniel headed back outside.
“Where are you going?” asked Kate. The alarm in her voice was poorly hidden.
Daniel ignored her, and Seth went with him. “There’s never been any trouble like this before, Daniel,” said his friend. “Things were tense, but nobody ever did more than curse or swear.”
“They probably found out I came back,” said Daniel. “They might be hoping I’ll come to town.”
“Don’t you even think about it, Daniel Tennick!” said Kate from behind them, her voice loud and commanding.
Daniel glanced at her over his shoulder before meeting Seth’s eye. “I’m sorry,” he told them, and then he began to walk toward the road.
“I’ll come with you,” said Seth.
There was no hesitation in his old friend’s voice, and the pronouncement sent a shiver through Daniel’s heart. He had been alone for so long that he had forgotten what friendship meant. A painful lump formed in his throat, but as much as he yearned to accept the offer he knew he couldn’t.
“No,” he replied. “I don’t want them associating you with me any more than they do already. It might cause you trouble in the future. I couldn’t forgive myself if something ever happened to you or Kate.”
“Piss on that,” said Seth with venom in his voice. “What they did wasn’t right.”
Kate put her hand on her husband’s shoulder, “He’s right, honey.”
The familiar gesture and the easy endearment, ‘honey’, sent a twinge of regret through Daniel. That could have been me. He started walking again.
“You shouldn’t go either, Daniel,” she said sternly.
He didn’t turn around, “It’s too late for that.”
“They’re probably all waiting for you. That’s what they want you to do!” she yelled as he got further away.
“You know how much I like to make people happy,” he answered sarcastically.
“What are you going to do?” said Seth loudly.
“I’m going to hurt them,” said Daniel in a tone almost too low for them to hear. I’ve had five years to learn all about pain. If they think they know how to hurt me—they’re about to discover the real meaning of the word.
“That won’t make anything better!” shouted Kate.
Something in her tone finally made his anger flare, and he stopped, turning for a moment. “I don’t give a damn. Hurting people is the only thing I’ve ever been good at.”
Her reply was quiet, without hope, but his ears caught it anyway, “That’s a lie.” There were angry tears on her cheek, and Brigid was watching her, unsure why she was so upset. Kate hid her face against Seth’s shirt to conceal her anguish.
Dappled sunlight from the late afternoon sun ran over his shoulders and flickered through his hair as Daniel followed the road to Colne. He walked alone except for his anger, but it stayed close beside him, whispering words of death and vengeance in his ear.



Chapter 40
Daniel kept a normal walking pace rather than use his abilities to speed the journey. One thing he had learned from Thillmarius, whether intentionally or not, was that pain was better when it wasn’t rushed. The walk gave him time to cool his temper, letting it change from rage to an angry simmer. It also gave him time to plan his response.
Before he arrived he came to the conclusion that he needed to make sure none would escape. The people who had attacked his father had no idea of his capabilities, or they wouldn’t have done something so foolish, but once he showed his power, it was entirely possible they would scatter like rats.
To that end he left the road a half a mile from town and approached from an unexpected direction. Once he neared the outermost buildings of their small town, he stretched out his hand and exerting his will, he began to carve a deep line as he walked. He circled the town slowly, until he reached the other side where the single road that passed through Colne emerged again. He was worried he might encounter someone there, spoiling his surprise.
His magesight had already shown him that a number of people were in the buildings on that end of town, but none of them were outside so he continued onward. A boy darted out of one house, however, and noticed him before running further along the road.
If he alerts them, they’ll come running to this end of town, but I won’t be here when they get back.
He shrugged mentally and kept moving, following the outer line of buildings on the other side of town. He heard a few shouts as he went, and his magesight showed him a number of people moving through town, back to the place where he had been seen. As he went, he passed the back of the Banks’ house. Larry Banks is probably one of the ringleaders, he noted. I killed his son, and then his daughter killed herself after having my bastard child. He probably has more reason to hate me than any of the others.
There was no one in the house, though, so he kept going, engraving his trench as he passed. Eventually he reached the road again, this time on the side he had initially come from. As he had expected, a mob of men and women was waiting there. The looks of anticipation and excitement, mingled with anger and hatred filled Daniel with disgust.
For some of them this was entertainment, the most exciting event to occur in ages. For others it was time for a comeuppance, their long anticipated moment of revenge. He ignored them and walked by; wanting to make sure he completed his circle before facing them.
“Where do you think you’re going, boy!?” shouted Larry Banks from the center of the mob. He had at least eight or nine other men with him along with a collection of women and children. Tom Hayes and his wife Alice were there, and their son Aston had made sure to come for the show. He also spotted Dalton Brown, John Wheeler, and Brad Harper. Billy Hedger was in the crowd as well; a grown man, he stood beside his friend Aston.
“Just a minute,” said Daniel loudly, ensuring that they all heard him. “I’ll be with you shortly.”
A rock sailed by, missing him narrowly. A second followed it, this one better aimed, but Daniel nudged it with his mind, sending it far enough off course that it missed as well. Don’t do anything to scare them until the circle is finished, he reminded himself again.
“I knew you was a coward, Daniel!” yelled Billy Hedger. The entire group was moving toward him now.
“What’s that trench next to him?” said Mr. Wheeler as they got closer.
Too late, asshole, thought Daniel and extending his arm, he sent his power out, finishing the last thirty feet of his circle ahead of him. He turned toward the crowd and began advancing on them, intending to move the fight away from his line. That way he could wait to use his power on it after the fun had started.
Several more rocks flew at him, and he didn’t bother avoiding or diverting these, allowing them to bounce off his shield. The people at the edge of the crowd parted for him, until Billy Hedger advanced and threw a punch at his midsection. Daniel just hardened his personal shield and anchored it firmly in the ground, smiling when Billy began howling; the bones in his hand broken.
More rocks came at him, and someone swung an axe handle, using it like a club. None of them came close, though. Daniel had expanded his shield, giving himself several feet on either side so that they couldn’t crowd him. Billy was inside it now, still screaming over his broken fist.
Billy was a solidly built young man but he had already lost his will to fight. Daniel floored him with a jab to the stomach followed by an uppercut to the jaw. He knelt beside his stunned opponent and put his right hand over Billy’s face.
“What was that you called me, Billy? A coward?” he asked, and then he used his right index finger to mark the letters on the mostly helpless man’s forehead, searing them into the skin with lines of fire. The screaming was terrible to hear, and the angry mob watched impotently as Daniel finished the job.
Many of them were backing away now, frightened by the oddity of the invisible shield and disturbed by the apparent torture of one of their own. Most of them still weren’t sure what had happened, but fear was contagious.
“Don’t even think of running!” shouted Daniel, sending a surge of power into the line that he had drawn around the town. He gave that shield a hazy red color as well, to help them understand the situation they were in. “If I have to chase you bastards down, I might get angry,” he warned them. “Then I’d be tempted to do something rash.”
Just leave, you can set fire to the town and watch them burn inside it, said the darkness at the center of his soul.
“That would be too easy,” he said aloud, and then he raised his voice, shouting to make himself heard. “Which one of you organized this!?”
His only answer was another swing of the axe handle as Mr. Wheeler attempted to dash his brains out. Responding almost reflexively, Daniel contracted his shield and created a blade of force around his right arm, lashing outward with it, sending the axe handle and the lower half of the man’s right arm flying off to one side.
The man screamed and fell to his knees, his left hand futilely trying to stanch the blood pumping from the stump of his arm. Expanding his personal shield again, Daniel kicked his latest antagonist in the head, sending him reeling onto the ground. Then he paused to seal the skin and blood vessels, making sure he wouldn’t continue to hemorrhage.
“I wouldn’t want your death on my head, now would I? Fool,” said Daniel, and then he burned the word ‘fool’ into the man’s forehead. “I do want you to remember this.”
People were scattering now, running for the edge of town, for their homes, for anything they thought might give them safety.
Using his power recklessly, Daniel began to move the air, whipping it up into a fierce gale and sending it circling around the outer part of the crowd. Gouging at the earth with his mind, he added dirt and rocks, making the howling wind even more dangerous. Those who attempted to run were badly hurt as sand tore at their skin and rocks began to pelt them at ever more dangerous speeds.
The small mob was trapped now, locked within a cyclone of seemingly demonic wind with a man who was clearly possessed. Daniel smiled and contracted his personal shield. When it was close to his skin he added flames to the outside, making it appear as though he were burning, but unharmed. These flames were purely illusory, but the charred words on Billy Hedger and John Wheeler’s forehead’s were all the proof the onlookers needed.
Some of them had fallen to their knees, praying to the forest gods to save them, which only made Daniel laugh. If they realized the irony of that, he thought. “Which ones helped beat Alan Tennick?”
Men and women cowered, children cried, but no one spoke.
“You’d best give me some names. If I have to guess, I’ll just kill everyone and be done with it,” he said, shouting to be heard above the wind.
One of the women, Fiona Brown, pointed at Larry Banks, “It was him, he started it.”
“Thank you, Fiona,” said Daniel.
“You treacherous sow!” shouted Larry. “I just went along with ‘em. It was Tom’s idea.” He pointed at Tom Hayes who was standing with his wife, Alice clutching onto him nearby.
A chorus of shouts and denunciations went up after that, but sorting through the chaos, Daniel got a hazy picture of who had been involved in his father’s beating. It soon appeared that the principle antagonists had been Larry Banks, Tom Hayes, Aston Hayes and John Wheeler. All of those made sense to him, except for Mr. Wheeler, who had no reason to hate him that he could think of.
Some people just like hurting others, he thought to himself.
Daniel shouted for the crowd to be silent, and after a minute, they were. “Alright, I’ve made up my mind,” he told them. “Bring Larry, Tom, and Aston over here to me.”
“What about John?” cried Larry Banks in a plaintive voice.
Daniel laughed at him, “I think he’s already paid his due.” John Wheeler had passed out anyway, weak from loss of blood.
The crowd pushed and shoved Larry forward, but Tom Hayes and his son Aston stepped up on their own. Alice Hayes was crying in the background, begging Daniel not to hurt her husband and son. Exerting his will, Daniel opened the ground beneath each of the men’s feet, causing them to sink several feet. He closed it on their legs just above the knees, trapping them in place.
He addressed Tom first, “I’ll give you a choice Tom, since you were man enough to step up. Is it to be you, or your son?”
“What?” asked Tom in a tremulous voice.
“You or Aston.  I’ll punish one of you and let the other go. You decide,” he explained staring at the man with the heartless gaze he had learned at Thillmarius’ cruel hands.
“What will you do?”
Daniel began chuckling, giving the sort of laugh that normally one hears when two friends are talking, laughing over some harmless joke. “I’m not telling you that, Tom. I might cut off an arm, like I did with John over there. Or I might kill one of you. Whatever it is, you can bet it will be painful, I’ll make sure of that.”
The man began crying, but he managed to choke out the words, “Damn your eyes, take me then. Don’t hurt my boy.”
Daniel nodded, approving of his choice. At least he’s man enough to protect his family. He had already decided to let him live, but he had plenty of options.
“No, wait!” Aston Hayes blurted out. “I was the one who jumped in with Larry. My dad only came to try and drag me out.”
“I didn’t think you had it in you, Aston,” said Daniel. “You were an asshole growing up, but I guess maybe anyone can learn from their mistakes.” Erecting a shield around the two of them, he shoved his old rival to the ground. “Out of respect I’ll leave you whole, but this will hurt like nothing you’ve ever felt before.”
He put his hands together and drew them apart, creating the red whip that he had learned from watching the wardens. It was something he had been on the receiving end of many times; a weapon that inflicted terrible agony but left its victim unmarked and unharmed—physically at least.
Aston’s eyes grew round, and he began to shake. Daniel began to lay into him with the whip and his screams were terrifying to hear. He howled piteously, begging for forgiveness. Judging by his own past experience, Daniel knew he probably felt as though the flesh was being stripped from his bones, bit by bit. The dark smell of shit and fresh urine filled the air as Aston lost control of his bladder and bowels. Tom Aston cried along with his son, begging Daniel to have mercy on his son the entire time.

Daniel ignored him.
After a period of some ten minutes, Daniel relented. Aston was still conscious, though his face was covered with tears, snot, and mucus. Drool ran freely from his mouth. Turning to Larry Banks, Daniel discovered that the man had already pissed himself.
“You’re a fine sight to see, Larry,” noted Daniel.
“Please,” begged the older man. “I’ll give you anything. I never should have hurt your Dad. I’m sorry, please, I don’t deserve this.”
“Don’t deserve it?” said Daniel questioningly. “Of all those I’ve hurt today, you deserve it most of all. In fact, you’re probably the only one I’m going to enjoy punishing.”
“I wasn’t thinking clear, you killed my boy and Emily too,” blurted out Larry. “Anyone would ha’ done the same in my place.”
“I did kill Ronnie,” said Daniel, leaning in close to stare into the man’s eyes. “But he was an evil bastard. I caught him in the middle of trying to rape someone, and his buddies had already nearly killed Seth Tolburn. He deserved what he got.”
Unable to restrain himself any longer Daniel gave Larry two hard strokes with the whip, relishing the sound of his screams. “And Emily!” he shouted. “I can’t believe you dare mention her name to me! She told me about how much you ‘loved’ her. You sick son of a bitch.”
More howls came as he laid into the helpless man again. “If she killed herself, it was to escape you!”
“I never touched her!” cried Larry, leaning back and then forward, doing all he could to avoid the cruel touch of the whip.
“Don’t lie you monster, or I won’t stop ‘til you’re dead,” said Daniel coldly. He intended to kill Banks anyway, but he preferred to leave the man with hope until the very end. Emily had never told him directly what her father had done, but Daniel had a pretty good imagination, and he knew she hated the old man fiercely. Whatever it had been was probably pretty terrible. Ronnie had probably turned out bad for similar reasons.
Pain, abuse, hatred, torture—these things foster and nurture evil, he thought. They’ll ruin the heart and darken the soul. It may be too late for me, but at least I can make sure this sick bastard never hurts another.
He knew that he had become the very evil that he sought to punish, but he no longer believed in hope. Daniel had given himself over. He tortured the man, even as he screamed and begged, confessing his crimes against his family and crying for mercy.
Daniel was so caught up in his frenzy that he almost failed to notice the small form running toward him. At the last moment his mind alerted him, and he twisted, throwing up a secondary shield which caused his attacker to rebound. Blades of force appeared around his arms instinctively, and he swept one down to cut the offender in two. Daniel’s brain registered what he was seeing almost too late, and he froze before making contact, the blade around his right arm bare inches from the small girl’s face.
Blue eyes stared up at him, framed by wild dark hair. The girl had his eyes, though something in her features reminded him of Emily. Her face was red and dirty, streaked with tears. She had been screaming something, and belatedly his mind recalled the sounds and translated them. “Don’t hurt my pawpaw!” were the words she had hollered as she charged.
This must be Haley, Daniel realized, Emily’s daughter.
“Please,” begged Larry Banks, “Listen to her!”
Daniel turned to the older man, even more furious at the thought that the man who had ruined two children already was now raising his child. “You think I should spare your life?”
“Yes, please,” said Larry. “I’m all she has now.”
“I’ll give you a choice then,” said Daniel coldly. “Your life or the child’s, choose one and I’ll spare the other.”
Larry Banks stared at him, wide eyes filled with tears while snot clung to his beard. The offer stunned him at first, and he looked back and forth between his granddaughter and the man who had fathered her. Then his face twisted into a hateful expression, “Kill the girl then! I’d rather live than raise your accursed spawn!”
Haley’s face was a picture of surprise. The girl registered her grandfather’s words, but she couldn’t reconcile them with her image of him. She looked up at Daniel, fear touching her face in place of the protective fury that had been there before.
Looking down, Daniel felt remorse as the terror in her eyes finally reached his darkened heart. “Don’t worry, child. I won’t hurt you,” he whispered. Addressing Larry, he decided to finish his business, “Very well, Larry Banks. I’ll take this child in place of your life. Tell the people here what you’ve decided so no one questions it later.”
“She’s yours! I don’t want anything more to do with the bitch!” screamed Larry, in a voice that mixed relief and shame. “Take her!”
Daniel stood straight, backed up a step, and took the girl’s hand in his own. She tried to pull away from him, but he held her hand tightly. Looking around, he saw that the entire town was watching with faces shrouded by resentment, fear, and loathing. Fear seemed to be the predominant emotion at the moment, though.
Raising his voice he spoke to the assembled townsfolk, “My name is Tyrion Illeniel. I was raised Daniel Tennick, but I’ve given up that name. My last words to you are a warning! If any harm falls on the heads of those who were my family, there will be a reckoning. If any harm comes to Seth Tolburn or his wife Kate, there will be a reckoning. If any harm comes to their children or any others they care for, whether man or beast, there will be a reckoning!”
He stared at them, watching their faces before adding, “Do you understand me?!”
People nodded fearfully, but Alice Hayes spoke up, “What if someone else hurts one of them?” She glanced around, as if uncertain everyone in the crowd would pay heed to Daniel’s warning.
Tyrion looked down the street toward the house that belonged to Larry Banks. With a smile he held out his fist and sent a flaming sphere of incandescent fire at it. Seconds later the building was engulfed in flames. The people gasped and cried out in panic, but Daniel shouted them down. “If anything befalls them, I will come back and burn every living soul in this town. I don’t give a damn for justice or fairness. So, I suggest you all keep an eye on your neighbors.”
The flames had begun to spread, but Tyrion tamped them out with his aythar before the rest of the town caught fire. “I will be returning to the deep woods, and I won’t be back for many years, but when I do, I will be prepared to exact revenge for any wrong done to those I have named.”
Pulling at Haley’s hand, he began to walk, moving in Alice Hayes direction. Everyone in that direction moved away, but he pointed at Alice, “I’ll be looking for a delivery of lumber to my parent’s house tomorrow morning.”
“How much?” she asked meekly.
“All of it,” he declared. “And from now on, anything they request, you will provide, whether they’ve got credit or goods to trade or not.”
She knelt in the dirt, “Yes, Lord.”
Tyrion kept moving, tugging at the girl’s hand, dragging her along with him.
“Let me go!” she cried, desperate to escape him when they got to the edge of town.
Bending over, Tyrion caught her around the waist and picked her up, carrying her against his side while she kicked and fought. “You should relax, Haley. Things will be better where I’m taking you. That man didn’t deserve to raise another child.”
The words didn’t register on the girl, though, and she began to weep, crying and begging him as he continued onward.
She can hate me if she wants, he thought as he carried her. In fact, it’s probably better for her if she does.



Chapter 41
Everyone was inside when Daniel finally got back to Seth and Kate’s home. Alan was conscious and Helen was there, fussing over him. Seth had gone to fetch her after he had left.
They all looked up expectantly when he entered the front door. Haley had gone silent during the last part of his walk, so there was no noise to alert them before he came in.
His mother was coming out of the bedroom and was the first to react.  “Daniel!” she said, as if his name was enough to convey her question and worries.
He nodded in her direction before glancing at Kate and Seth. He was uncomfortable meeting their eyes. “My name is Tyrion now,” he told her.
“What did you do?” asked Kate, her question serving dual purpose as an accusation.
Staring at the floor, he answered, “I made sure they’d never threaten any of you again.”
“What did you call yourself?” asked his mother.
“Tyrion,” he repeated. “Tyrion Illeniel. It’s the name they gave me and the only one that matters anymore.”
Helen was confused, “I don’t understand. What kind of name is that? You aren’t making sense, Daniel.”
“It’s a slave’s name, Mother,” he replied harshly, “and it’s mine. It’s the only thing I truly own now.”
“A slave?”
Seth had moved slowly across the room, approaching with some caution. “What’s that under your arm, Daniel?”
Tyrion looked down in surprise. The girl had gone limp during his trip back, too tired to fight any more. His arm and shoulder were numb, and his back had developed a dull ache, but he had been ignoring the discomfort in such a thorough manner, that he had forgotten its source. “Oh,” he responded dully, lifting her with his other arm and holding her out. “This is Haley Banks.”
“I recognize her,” said Seth soothingly. “Is it alright if I take her?” He was leaning in with his hands up.
“Yeah,” said Tyrion.
“Why do you have her, Daniel?” asked his mother, somewhat insistent now.
“Tyrion,” he replied, giving her a harsh glare. “I don’t answer to the other name anymore.”
Helen flinched at his tone. In the twenty-one years since she had given birth to her son he had never spoken to her in such a voice, not even during his difficult teenage years. She didn’t know how to react to the bitter man standing before her now.
Kate put a hand on Helen’s back as a gesture of support. “What happened? Why do you want us to call you by a different name?”
He turned away, moving back through the doorway. “I don’t deserve the old one anymore.”
Catherine Sayer was no timid flower, and his attitude had roused her anger. “Don’t think you can just walk out that door, Daniel Tennick!” she growled behind him. “I want to know what happened.”
Even though his back was turned, Tyrion could see their actions clearly with his magesight. Kate started forward, and her husband gestured silently for her to stop, urging caution. She ignored him.
Seth always had more sense than either of us, he thought silently.
Her hand caught the back of his shirt, and he suppressed the urge to take her in his arms. “Talk to me,” she said.
“I cut John Wheeler’s arm off. I branded him and Billy Hedger before torturing Aston Hayes and Larry Banks in the middle of the street. Then I threatened to burn everyone alive if they ever crossed you or my family again, and I made my point by burning down Mr. Banks’ house,” said Tyrion coldly, rattling off his crimes in a nonchalant manner. “Now, let go of my shirt.”
“No,” she answered calmly.
Her resolve almost stopped him. There was confidence in her voice and strength in her hold on his shirt, but when he turned to face her, she flinched and he saw the white flash of fear in her aura. She thought I was going to hit her. That knowledge hurt him more than anything, and it made him angrier.
Gripping her wrist in his hand, he ripped his shirt free. She gasped in pain at the tight hold on her arm, but she glared defiantly back into his eyes. “You think I’m afraid of you Daniel? That’s what you want isn’t it?” she accused. “Don’t waste your time!”
“You put up a brave front, but I can see the fear in your heart, Kate.” Pushing her away he raised a shield between them to prevent her from getting close again. “You’re right to be afraid.”
Helen had listened to enough, “Daniel, don’t you dare talk like that!” She came up abruptly when she reached the barrier that separated him from the rest of the room. “What’s this?”
“I’m leaving,” he told them. “They will be delivering new lumber in the morning, and I plan on using it to finish what I started. Leave my breakfast outside the barn.”
“Aren’t you going to sleep in your room?”
Tyrion answered by closing the door on her question. Inside, silence reigned, and he could see them glancing at one another, unsure what to say. Walking down the path, he moved toward the trees that covered that side of the trail. Sleeping in the rough wouldn’t be difficult for him.
 
***
The next morning he found a cold plate of eggs and sausage outside the barn when he arrived. He could feel two people in his parent’s house, but one of them was new, Haley Banks. She must have come home with his mother. Alan Tennick wasn’t present. He probably won’t be fit to come home for at least another day or two.
He waited, sitting on the far side of the barn until mid-morning when two wagons from Colne appeared. They were driven by Tom Hayes and his son, Aston, and each was heavily burdened with lumber. He walked out to meet them when they drew up in the yard.
“Daniel,” said Mr. Hayes, tipping his hat and nodding timidly. Both he and his son looked like they would rather be anywhere else in the world just then.
He stared coldly back at them, “Call me Tyrion.”
“Forgive me, Tyrion,” answered the older man nervously, executing a half bow. “Where would you like us to unload the wagons?”
“Just move out of the way,” he told them. Focusing his mind, he created a shield beneath the wood stacked in each wagon and used it to lift the entire load at once. Both wagons were empty in less than half a minute, and their contents were now on the ground beside the barn.
Aston watched him fearfully, with eyes that reminded Tyrion of a dog that had just been whipped. Did I look like that after Thillmarius treated me to his educational punishments? He decided that he probably had.
“You can go now,” he said dismissively. “Just remember what I said yesterday.”
They left as quickly as two men could, without running or trying to whip their teams into a frenzy. Tyrion watched them go before switching his attention to the supplies that they had brought. There was far more than he needed, but he had expected that.
I’ll finish the new pen, add a couple of stalls and leave the rest. That way he won’t have to worry about going into town for more later.
He worked for a few hours until the sun was high overhead. Helen had finished lunch and was approaching from the other side of the barn. Tyrion created another shield, this one large enough to keep her at least twenty feet away. He added a faint shimmer so that she wouldn’t run into it without warning.
“Daniel? Are you hungry?” she asked, stopping at the edge of his boundary. The sympathy in her eyes burned his conscience like acid.
Gritting his teeth he answered, “Leave it where you left breakfast.” He kept his eyes on his work, refusing to meet her gaze.
Helen didn’t leave, though. She remained, watching him quietly for several minutes, trying to find the right words. “No matter how bad it is, or what you’ve done, you are still my son,” she stated. “At least if you talk to me, I can understand better what’s happened.”
Silence was his only reply.
“I know you may feel bad, or guilty. People do terrible things when they’re angry…”
“I don’t feel guilty,” he responded tonelessly. “I did exactly what I wanted.”
“Daniel…”
He turned his burning gaze on her then, “Daniel isn’t my name any more. Daniel might have felt bad, or remorseful, but that isn’t me—not anymore.”
Helen refused to give in, “You can’t hide from your feelings son. If you…”
A sudden wind blew in, throwing sand into the air and forcing his mother to take a step back. “I don’t think you understand. What happened yesterday, that was nothing. I’ve done far worse. That was the closest thing to what you would consider mercy that I have left in me.”
Tyrion used his aythar to still the wind. He hadn’t intended to let his emotions get the better of him. It felt as if the air was responding to him without the need for him to use his power, but he knew that couldn’t be right. His feelings were clouding his judgment.
“We are not done talking about this!” shouted Helen, trying to make herself heard over the roaring wind that vanished in the middle of her sentence.
Smoothing his face Tyrion turned, “You’re right. We can talk later, but not now. Let me think, give me time.”
She accepted that as a small victory and left him alone.
 
***
He finished the work he had planned, but he didn’t go into the house, choosing to sleep outdoors again. The next day he took the flock out. They’d been penned the day before, forced to subsist on hay while he worked on the new stalls. They seemed eager to get to the pastures now, and Lacy was certainly happy to go.
Tyrion was the only one in a dark mood, although even that was lightening. It was impossible to stay grim in the face of so much sunshine and good weather. The air was cool enough to balance the heat of the summer sun, and there were just enough clouds to give the fields a speckled appearance.
I’m going back tomorrow, he thought. Back home.
It no longer felt strange to think of his place with Lyralliantha as ‘home’. Four and a half years in Ellentrea had reshaped his sense of self, remaking him into the man he was now. Living with Lyralliantha had seemed soft, comfortable in comparison to his previous isolation. He had dreamed of returning to his family, but now that he had, he realized he no longer fit.
His family, Seth and Kate, even the people of Colne, they were different. Despite what they had done to his father, they understood nothing of violence, pain, or cruelty. He had given them a small taste, but ruining the last free people in the world wasn’t his goal.
I have to protect them from ‘me’, from the She’Har, from becoming like the people of Ellentrea.
That made him grumble to himself, “I can’t protect anyone, even my family.” Once he returned, his life was guaranteed to be spectacularly short.
A man was approaching, too far to see yet, but he could identify him by his aura. Alan Tennick was limping along, using a staff to assist himself.
What’s he thinking? He should be recuperating.
Tyrion went to meet his father, offering him his shoulder when they came together. Neither of them spoke, which suited him just fine. They returned, more slowly now, to the spot where he had been watching the flock.
Sitting a few feet apart a half an hour passed before Tyrion broke the silence, “You shouldn’t be walking around yet.”
Alan shrugged, looking down at his leg, “It’s sore as hell, but you fixed the bone up good. Might as well start stretching it out a little.”
“Your ribs were pretty bad too, and I don’t know what’s going to happen with that lung.”
“They’ll get better or they won’t,” said his father, before lapsing again into silence.
Another hour passed, and finally Tyrion spoke again, “You’re a lot easier to not talk to than Mom.”
His father laughed, “Sometimes silence says more than words, no one knows that better than a shepherd.”
“Yeah.”
“You did a good job with the pen, and I didn’t expect you to build extra stalls.”
He glanced at his father, “I won’t be coming back again, so I wanted to do as much as I could.”
“I gathered as much from Kate and your mother,” returned Alan.
“You don’t have anything to tell me? No admonishments or reproach?” asked Tyrion.
His father shook his head, “Nope.”
They sat still for a while before he finally replied, “That’s refreshing.”
Alan Tennick reached out casually and put his hand on his son’s shoulder, but he only left it there for a few seconds before removing it. “You are what you are, son. Your mother and I had something to do with it, but life has its way of shaping each of us regardless of what others may want or expect. You’ve made mistakes, and there isn’t a damn thing I can do about them, but I certainly can’t judge you.”
Tyrion clenched his jaw, feeling his anger and frustration rise again. “I hate them all.”
“The townsfolk?”
He nodded, “A bit, but mostly I mean the She’Har, and the people they’re keeping. They’ve made me like them. I don’t belong here anymore.”
“I can’t imagine what you’ve been through,” said Alan. “But I do know something about ‘becoming’ and hatred. Whatever else happens, don’t ever believe you have to ‘become’ anything. You do what you want to do. Make your own choices.”
“I’m a slave,” reminded Tyrion. “I don’t get choices, that’s what it means.”
“You still get choices. You choose what you do, and you choose how you feel. They might determine how long you get to make those choices, but you aren’t truly a slave until you decide you are.”
He looked at his father, unsure of himself again. “What are you telling me? Do you know what I should do?”
“I have no idea. Just don’t let fear make your decisions.” Alan struggled to get back to his feet, and Tyrion leapt up to give him a hand.
“Do you need me to help you?”
His father waved him away, “I’ll make it back on my own. Just be sure you don’t miss dinner.”



Chapter 42
Tyrion ate in the house that evening, much to Helen’s relief. He even managed an apology, but he didn’t talk much aside from that. His mother wasn’t satisfied with that, but his father stopped her with a touch.
“It’s enough, Helen,” he told her. “Let him be.”
There was a new face at the table that night, Haley Banks. The girl sat close beside Helen, as if hoping she might protect her from the devil that sat just a few feet away. Tyrion didn’t bother trying to win her over. Whatever the little girl thought about him was entirely deserved.
The next morning was harder. He had slept in his old room again, and now he had to face his parents before leaving. Breakfast was filled with awkward silences.
“Do you really have to go, Daniel?” asked his mother.
He nodded.
“Let me trim your hair again at least. If you have to go back, I’d rather you look like a man rather than some scruffy vagabond,” she suggested.
He started to refuse, but he caught the look on his father’s face. The message was clear, let her have this. “That would be nice, Mom. Thank you.”
That earned him a smile.
When the clipping and trimming was done, he had to admit he looked much more civilized. His beard was short and neat, and the rat’s nest that had been on top of his head was now gone, replaced by a modest and respectable cut. Lyralliantha’s not going to recognize me, he thought, as he examined his reflection.
They watched him pack his meager belongings and supplies on his horse after that. Haley hid behind Helen’s skirt the entire time, but her eyes never left him. When Daniel had finished he gave his father a hug and did the same for his mother.
Haley let out a squeak of dismay when he approached Helen and ducked back inside the house.
“What are you planning to do with her?” he asked his parents.
“If she’s agreeable,” said his mother, “She can live with us. If not, she can live with Kate and Seth, or even with Owen and Brenda.”
For a second Tyrion thought about protesting the last option, but it wasn’t his place. “You won’t let Larry have her back. Promise me that,” he demanded.
“No,” said Helen with a sigh. “We heard what you said about him. I’ll make sure he never comes near her.” There was steel in her voice.
He nodded and mounted the horse, flicking the reins and causing it to turn away, back toward the trail that would lead him out of the hills.
“Daniel…” called his mother.
“It’s Tyrion now,” he told her again. “I don’t want to associate what I am now with the man that you raised me to be.”
She looked unhappy, and her husband frowned but she went on, “We love you, whatever you want to call yourself. Remember that.”
Alan nodded in agreement. “Make your own choices, son. Remember.”
Tyrion dipped his head in acknowledgement and urged the horse onward. Another minute and they’d be watching him cry. That wasn’t what he wanted them to remember.
Instead they’ll remember you as the violent psychopath who threatened the entire town and tortured several people. Not crying in front of them will definitely improve that impression.
“Shut up,” he told himself when he had gotten out of earshot.
He followed the path that passed for a road from the Tennick household to town. It was barely more than a couple of worn dirt ruts. It wound through the sloping field that led down toward the river where it crossed between their place and Kate’s house. He would turn off when he reached the river, following the smaller game trails that led alongside it toward the flatter lands where the deep woods began. A woman waited for him at his turning point.
I should have known she’d want a final word.
His magesight warned him of her presence long before he was within sight of her, and he contemplated taking a detour. It would be inconvenient and would slow him down, but if he decided to bypass that area, she would never know, at least not until it was far too late.
Tyrion would slip past and avoid an emotional goodbye, he told himself.
The horse continued to walk placidly along while he fought a fierce internal battle. It didn’t help that she was alone. He was still arguing with himself when she came into view.
“I had a feeling you’d try to leave without a farewell,” said Catherine Sayer, stepping out to block the horse’s path. She had left her hair unbound, and it floated around her now, caught up in the breeze and highlighted by the sun. It enveloped her like a living flame, beautiful and ever moving.
She did that on purpose, he noted. She has been keeping it braided. Trust Kate to fight dirty. “You guessed correctly,” he said.
Moving around to the horse’s left side she stood by the stirrup. “So you’re off to die, and you honestly thought it would be better to avoid seeing me one last time?”
There was the hint of incipient violence in her aura, but Daniel had long ago taken up the habit of shielding himself, even when it wasn’t necessary. On the off chance that she decided to brain him with a rock or some such, he figured he would probably survive. “I’ve never given you a moment’s joy, Cat,” he answered. “Hard as it is, the best thing I can do is avoid making anything worse for you.”
“Daniel…” she began.
“Tyrion now,” he corrected.
Her eyes narrowed, “Like hell! If you’re going to call me ‘Cat’, then I’ll damn well call you by the name you grew up with, Daniel Tennick!” She put extra emphasis on his name, and as she did, she slapped his foot from the stirrup with one hand and jumped upward, giving him a hard shove. Daniel found himself falling, and he struck the ground hard on the other side of the horse. She caught the reins as it started to bolt.
“What the hell was that for?!” he snapped at her from the ground.
She led the horse away and tied it to a tree not far from where he had fallen. Smirking at him, she replied, “That was so we could have a nice talk before you run off again.”
In point of fact he had just considered spurring the horse on to avoid that very thing. He grinned before he could stop himself. “You are the most stubborn woman I have ever known.”
“The feeling is mutual, jackass,” she said dryly, leaning over him.
He reached up, thinking she might take his hand and help him up, but she shoved it aside and instead sat down on him.
“Ummm, Cat…?” he said questioningly. Their position was problematic, and she was sitting unabashedly atop what would be his lap if she allowed him to sit up. He released the shield around himself without a second thought.
“Shhh,” she said, putting a finger to his lips. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to rape you.”
He almost started laughing then. I was beginning to think she was like her mother, he thought, but kept it to himself. He knew she wouldn’t find any humor in the remark. Her lips stole his thoughts before he could come up with a reply. She was holding his shirt and kissing him as though she might devour him entirely. There was nothing chaste in it.
Heart pounding, he couldn’t close his eyes. He wanted to see her face; he wanted to know it was her and no one else. Seconds later her own lids opened, and he fell into an emerald sea, drowning in the intensity of her gaze. The moment stretched out, becoming minutes, and he felt the unquenchable thirst in his heart rise up like some terrible beast while his body responded in its own predictably male fashion. Tears began to run from the corners of his eyes.
Kate pulled away, breathless, “Why are you crying?” She was blurry in his vision.
“I don’t know,” he answered, unable to describe the emotions coursing through him.
“That’s because you’re stupid,” she told him matter-of-factly. “You’re crying because you love me, and you have to leave.”
He nodded, letting his hands run through her hair while he took deep breaths. She smelled like spring, or at least what he thought spring should smell like, clean and fresh.
“Say it, Daniel.”
“I love you,” he uttered without resistance.
“I love you too,” she answered.
“You shouldn’t have done this,” he told her.
She shifted slightly, letting him sit up while being careful not to put too much pressure on certain parts of him. “Perhaps you weren’t aware,” she replied, “but I don’t give a damn.”
“Does Seth know about this?”
“Yes.”
“What did he say?” he asked.
She had both hands on the sides of his head while she studied his features. “He wasn’t happy.  He knows I still love you, but he couldn’t stop me. He loves you too, although his feelings are considerably more conflicted than mine.”
His arms held her while she continued to sit on him, wrapped around him without the slightest sign of shame. His voice was even deeper when he spoke again, eyeing her bodice, “You think he will forgive you for this?” Tyrion had one hand on the back of her neck while the other held her firmly at the waist.
“I’m married, Daniel. My heart is yours, but I won’t break my vow, not today anyway,” she told him sadly. “I just wanted to make sure you knew exactly how I felt before you left.”
“I’m pretty sure you’re touched in the head,” he replied, fighting to restrain himself. “You’re in love with a violent killer, and you’ve just put yourself completely in his power.”
“Seth will forgive me the kiss,” she answered. “Aside from that, I have no fear of you, Daniel Tennick.”
He raised an eyebrow, “Really?” Sitting forward he pushed her over, so that she was now on her back while he looked down on her. Her dress had shifted far beyond the bounds of modesty, and he knew she didn’t have the strength to fight him, not that she would—if he used his power.
Her heart was racing, and her breathing caused her chest to move enticingly. Her aura showed him how she felt, no matter what she might have said. It also held a strange quality that seemed at odds with her passion, something he could only call resolve.
“I know you won’t force it, Daniel, and as much as I love you, I won’t submit any other way,” she told him.
He pinned her arms above her head and kissed her neck before whispering in her ear, “You might have made a mistake.”
“No,” she replied. “I know you better than that, and I want you to live.”
“What?” he asked, pulling back to look at her face.
“I want you to live,” she repeated.
He frowned, “That has to be one of the least sexy things I’ve heard a woman say at this point.”
She growled, “That’s because none of them loved you.”
An image of Amarah passed through his mind for a moment, making him wince, but he decided it wasn’t a good point to bring up. “What are you trying to tell me?”
She rolled, pushing him to the side to give herself more room. “I know you think you’re going back to die, and you might,” she began, “but I don’t want you to give up. If you have to fight again, do your damnedest to win. There may be sources of help you haven’t considered.”
He propped his head up on one hand while tracing the line of her thigh with his other hand, “She told me that there was no chance of victory. If you want me, this is your last chance.”
Kate pushed his hand away from her hip, “If you survive the next fight, will you have to fight again?”
Tyrion sat up, staring at her, “It hardly matters. I won’t be coming back here again.”
“It does matter! You’d be alive.”
He sighed, “My life, for the past five years, has not been one worth living. Surviving to live another five, without hope or love, friendship or family, isn’t worth it.”
“Look at me, Daniel,” she said fiercely. “I don’t care. You do whatever it takes—even if that means surviving only to suffer. Do it for me, even if you don’t care about yourself.” Her eyes were brimming over.
“Survive to suffer?” he replied, smiling mildly. “That doesn’t sound quite right. Mother always told me that when you loved someone you should want what’s best for them.”
“I’m not your mother, Daniel. She’s a better woman than I am. Mine may be a twisted form of love, but it’s all I’ve got to offer. You live and suffer, and do it so that I won’t be miserable thinking you’re dead.”
He started laughing. Their situation was so miserable, warped, and hopeless that he couldn’t help but laugh. “Fine,” he told her, “I’ll take the high road and try to survive, just for your sake.”
“Don’t try, do it!” She poked him hard in the chest.
“So what were these sources of help you mentioned?”
“The woman, Lyra…, whatever her name was, the one who loves you,” said Kate.
“Lyralliantha,” he corrected absently. “She doesn’t love me, Kate. They aren’t capable of it.”
“Why did she arrange this visit for you then?” she countered.
“I’m not really sure,” he mused, “but knowing her kind, it was probably just another experiment.”
“You said she wasn’t happy about you having to fight when you return,” she reminded him.
“That’s true,” he admitted.
“Well for whatever reason it is, if she has some cause to want you alive, she may help you,” said Kate. “You just need to make sure you take advantage of it.”
“I have to fight alone.”
She let out an exasperated growl, “Uhhhrrrggg! Men! There are more ways to help you than fighting beside you! She’s one of them, she has resources and knowledge. What if she could give you a better weapon, or teach you something? What about information; anything that might improve your chances.”
“Well, that may be…”
“Don’t forget!” she insisted. “Talk to her, ask her for help. If she’s as cold as you say, she might not think to offer. Get whatever help you can.”
“You realize I’ll be winning just so she can keep me as a pet?” he asked.
“I don’t care,” she said, standing now and smoothing her skirt. She had a collection of grass and leaves in her hair and stuck to her clothing.
He took to his feet as well, “I don’t want to go.”
“Then don’t.”
“If I stay, they’ll kill me. Maybe not today, or tomorrow, but I can’t escape it,” he touched the necklace at his throat.
“Then go back and win,” she told him. “Live for me, and if you ever get to come back again, I won’t tell you no, even if I’m ninety.”
“What if Seth is still alive at ninety?” he asked, grinning.
“He’d just have to deal with it,” she answered. “…though I’d probably still feel bad about it.”
“Don’t,” said Daniel.
“Why not?”
“Because he has you. He’s had you these past few years, and he’s got you for all the years to come. I will only ever have these few minutes—and maybe those five or ten minutes at age ninety,” although his words ended in a joke, there was no laughter in his eyes.
They held each other then, a long embrace in the morning sun, while his horse cropped the grass by the edge of the river. Neither of them wanted to let go, and they kissed once more before parting. There were no more words, other than ‘farewell’, and they were both loathe to say it.
Silence, but for the rustling of leaves in the wind, was their only goodbye as they walked, each alone on their separate paths.



Chapter 43
No one tried to interfere with his return. Unlike his first ride into the deep woods, he wasn’t pursued or harassed, although one of the wardens did follow him at a respectful distance. He rode to Ellentrea first, returning the horse before taking the few things he had packed into its saddlebags and heading back to the place that was now his only home.
It was almost an hour’s walk to get there from Ellentrea, but he didn’t mind. A calm had come over him when he first stepped into the shadows of the deep woods. The great trees on either side seemed to watch him as he passed, but he was used to that feeling.
His life was complete, and he had come full circle. There was much that could have gone better regarding his trip to see his family, but that was past now. He had made his goodbyes and said his farewells. Seth and Kate had each other, and his parents would survive, perhaps even prosper now that they had a grandchild to raise.
One more fight, and then I can rest, he thought.
“Live for me,” came the memory of Kate’s words.
“Easier said than done,” he told the ghost in his heart.
Lyralliantha was there when he got back to the platform that served as his dwelling. She said nothing at first, but he detected a hint of something in her aura. Impatience? Anxiety? How long has she been waiting for me here, wondered Tyrion.
“You look—the same,” he told her honestly. It was the truth, but it didn’t encompass the reality. Lyralliantha did indeed look the same, which meant she was stunning. Seeing her after a short separation sharpened his awareness of just how breathtakingly beautiful the cool She’Har woman was. Delicate features, blue eyes, and silver hair only served to highlight the bewitching shape that moved beneath her gown.
And inside that chest beats a heart colder than ice. She was the living opposite of Catherine Sayer. Where Kate was full of fire and passion, Lyralliantha was cold reason and cruel beauty.
Fire and ice, he observed mentally. What a perfect metaphor for the two of them.
Her aura reflected disappointment at his words, but it was followed quickly by a flare of interest and curiosity. “You look different. Your hair is changed,” she replied.
“Mother gave me a haircut,” he replied.
“She is the one you were dancing with?”
The question took him by surprise. Dancing? Then he remembered the first vision he had shown her was of his family when his mother had taught him to dance while his father played for them. She doesn’t forget much, he noted.
“Yes,” he agreed, “She’s the one who was teaching me to dance.”
“How did she receive you? Were you taught anything new?” continued Lyralliantha.
“Nothing that will keep me alive,” he said shortly.
A faint crease appeared in her forehead. “You are angry.” It was a statement, not a question.
Tyrion took a deep breath, “I’m frustrated, but it isn’t you. Things didn’t go as well as I thought they would.”
“Was the man, your father, was he still there?”
“Yes, he was there, and still healthy—well mostly healthy,” he answered, remembering the beating.
“Will you show me?” She had moved closer to his gear, and her hand touched the cittern.
“I don’t need to play music to show you,” he responded.
Lyralliantha tilted her head slightly, as if that would make his statement easier to understand. The gesture reminded him of Lacy, and he was forced to stifle a laugh.
“I don’t want to see just the images,” she said slowly. “When you played music, your emotions were clearer. I want to see and feel what you felt while you were with them.”
“No,” he said, refusing. “I’m tired of being studied.” He might be a slave, but she couldn’t have that, not by force or command anyway. “Don’t make your choices out of fear,” his father had said.
“I only wish to understand,” she said quietly.
He had no doubt she was sincere, but he wasn’t feeling particularly charitable, then an idea struck him. “How long until I have to fight?”
“It could be as soon as next week,” she replied, “unless you need more time.”
“You can delay it?” He hadn’t realized that was a possibility.
“I could ask for a month, perhaps,” she answered, “if you wish to stay with me a while beforehand.” Her aura showed a strange sense of longing.
What does she want? He wondered. More time to study me, I suppose. “I will take that month, and I will share the memory and the feelings of my visit, if you will give me something in return,” he told her.
“If it is in my power to give,” she said without reservation.
“Teach me how to spellweave,” he said immediately. “Then I might have a chance against this Krytek they want me to fight.”
Her face registered surprise, “It is not possible to teach. A human cannot learn it.”
“You’ve told me that you are human, mostly, and yet you can,” he countered.
She shook her head, “It is something built within the seed mind. The genes for magic are part of the human body, but the mechanism for creating spellweaving is within the seed mind.”
“Mechanism?” he said. Was she implying that she had some sort of machine inside her?
“Yes. The desire and the aythar come from my human body, but it must pass through the seed mind, there it is formalized into what we call a ‘spellweaving’,” she told him.
“Show me,” he said.
“It will do you no good. Why do you wish to see this?”
“I want to win. Any knowledge or understanding of how your magic works might improve my chances,” he replied.
“You cannot win,” she reaffirmed.
“I’ll be the judge of that,” he said irritably. “What else would you do with me for a month anyway?”
Lyralliantha opened her mouth, but paused before replying. After a second she said, “You will play for me, and show me your memories?”
“Yes.”
“You will play every day?” she insisted.
“Every evening for an hour,” he clarified, “but you in turn will spend part of each day showing me how your spellweaving works.”
“Agreed,” she said.
“Can we start now?” he asked.
“If you wish,” she replied. “What do you wish to know first?”
Tyrion thought for a moment. “Could you create something first; something simple and persistent, so that I can examine it at length?”
“All spellweavings are persistent. They endure independent of the passage of time,” she answered, and then her fingers moved, trailing complex figures of pure aythar. Tendril-like lines of power extended and shot upward, intertwining and weaving in and out. They met fifteen feet above their heads and then moved out and down to the corners of Tyrion’s platform before rising again.
They continued to weave, back and forth until a dome shaped canopy had formed above them, supported by four pillars that had the appearance of vine-wrapped saplings. The roof of the canopy itself was an intricate structure of leaves and branches. When she finished, the entire thing looked solid and real, although his magesight told him it was composed of nothing but pure aythar.
“This is what you consider simple?” he questioned.
Lyralliantha tilted her head before replying, “Spellweaving is simple for us to accomplish. I merely provide the aythar and the command, and the seed-mind produces that which is desired.” A normal human might have shrugged before giving that answer, but as usual her non-verbal cues were off-kilter.
Tyrion refined his focus, trying to see what the spellweaving was composed of. In his magesight it appeared to be an impossibly complex snarl of lines, but as he looked closer, he realized that those lines consisted of something yet smaller. Tiny hexagons, linked and folded together, formed long strands of aythar that were then spun together to form the actual shapes that she had wanted.
The intricacy of it took his breath away. How could anyone create such a tangled conglomerate of tiny shapes while at the same time spinning them out into tangled vines to form such an object? It’s impossible. He knew then, with a sinking feeling in his stomach, that her words had been true. No human could accomplish this. It was beyond the scope of what a living mind could do.
“It’s made of incredibly tiny six-sided figures,” he muttered aloud. “All touching each other and forming still larger shapes.”
Lyralliantha raised an eyebrow, “You can see that?”
“Yes, but it isn’t easy. They’re smaller than dust, smaller than…” he stopped. He couldn’t think of anything that he could see with his physical eyesight that was that small. Tyrion felt her watching him then, studying him with new intensity. That roused his attention, and he refocused, turning his thoughts back to her. “You can’t see it,” he said with sudden intuition.
“No one can,” she replied. “We know that the structure is composed of linked hexagons only because we are born with the knowledge.”
That made no sense to him. How can they create something they can’t fully perceive? He mulled it over for a minute but was unable to come to any reasonable conclusion, so he shelved that question for the present and asked a different question. “Why did you make it like this?”
“In the past I’ve observed you forming your temporary shields when it rains. I thought you might find this useful, though I will remove it if you prefer,” she answered.
“It will be handy,” he observed. “How long will it last?”
“Until I dismantle it.”
She hadn’t understood his question properly. “No, I mean, if you just leave it alone, how long will it last?”
“Forever,” she said.
“Do you mean months or years? Surely it couldn’t be longer than that.”
“I meant what I said, Tyrion. It will last until it is taken apart or destroyed. Left undisturbed, it will outlast the world itself,” she explained.
He realized his mouth had fallen open. Tyrion had thought that magic was temporary by its very nature. Nothing he had created lasted more than a few hours. Using lines and shapes to strengthen his visualization sometimes enabled one of his constructions to last longer, but there was still nothing remotely permanent about his magic.
Another thought came to him, “So, why isn’t the world littered with forgotten spellweavings?”
“Those made to last, like this one, we take apart when we no longer need them. Those created with the intention of being temporary, like battle weavings, are designed to unravel when the one who made them releases the control point,” she answered.
“Control point?”
She nodded, “Usually the point still in contact with the caster. Observe.” Moving her fingers, another spellweave snaked forth and whipped across the intervening space. Tyrion suppressed his reflexive desire to dodge or avoid the obvious attack and held himself still. In the space of a few seconds it had wrapped itself entirely around him. The end remained in Lyralliantha’s hand.
Gesturing with her free hand she pointed at it, “The control point is here.”
Tyrion was feeling uncomfortably claustrophobic within the tight coils, but he ignored his discomfort. “So, if you release that, it will come apart?”
“Even so,” she replied.
“What if it is severed beyond that point, say a foot or two from your hand?”
“Only another spellweave could cut it.”
He stared at her. He had long since measured his strength against hers, as well as every other person he had encountered since he had begun fighting in the arena. He knew he was twice as strong as most of the She’Har and sometimes even more when compared to the other humans. It made no sense that they could create something he couldn’t cut.
“Release me, but don’t dispel it. I want to see if I can cut it,” he told her.
Her lips quirked into a faint smile, “You are welcome to test the truth of my words.” The spellweave unwound from his body and straightened out, forming a long snakelike rope over twenty feet in length. She continued to keep one end in her hand.
His first attempt was an utter failure. Tyrion stood several feet away and tried fire and wind first. He hadn’t thought they would work, but he wanted to see how they interacted with the material of her spellweave. It was completely unaffected, although the wind did cause it to stir a bit.
Imagining a finely honed blade of force, he sent his thought outward in a slicing arc, putting a modest amount of power into it. He was surprised when his attack failed to do the slightest damage. He might as well have struck the spellweave with a wooden stick for all the good it had done.
“That makes no sense,” he muttered. “My attack was far stronger than it is.”
“It is not a matter of strength,” she replied, “but rather a matter of form. Raw magic is too ‘soft’, for want of a better word. It is unformed in the most basic sense, being contained only by your constant mental attention. When it comes in contact with a spellweave, it is no more effective than water striking a stone.”
A shield made like that would render virtually all of my attacks useless. He glanced down at his arms, staring at the lines on them. “Let me try something else,” he said.
She nodded, so he created a blade of force around his right arm, using the line of scar tissue to form the aythar as tightly as he could. He knew from past experience that it would be stronger than his previous purely mental attempt, but he had never needed it for anything other than making his attack easier and more efficient to form. He put his full strength into it, and then struck the spellweave again.
The backlash as his blade of force came apart sent him reeling backward. It felt as if knives were stabbing into his skull. For a split second he had thought his spellblade might succeed, but the spellweave was yet unharmed, and now he was left with a splitting headache. He sat down heavily.
“Do you understand now, Tyrion?” asked Lyralliantha. Her tone was cool, but her aura reflected a subtle hint of sympathy. “There are some things that simply are not possible, even for you.”
Her condescension irritated him more than he dared to admit. “No, I don’t understand. What is possible and impossible, those are things I must learn, but I refuse to accept defeat yet. This way may not work, but that does not mean there isn’t one.”
“Will you try again then?” she asked with no hint of mockery.
He groaned, “No, I think that’s enough for now. I need to rest—and think. Would you like me to play for you tonight?”
“Later,” she answered. “Rest for a while, and I will return. I prefer your music when your mind is clear and at ease.”
“As you will,” he told her, and then she left.
He watched her leave, letting his mind linger idly on the sway of her hips as she walked gracefully away. The uniquely feminine way her body moved was mesmerizing, despite her cool demeanor, and it reminded him of Kate.
Despite her alien way of thinking, her body still moves much like any human woman’s would. He had always assumed that women’s hips swayed because of some feature of their personality, but now he wondered if it wasn’t the result of some difference in their hip bones.
Those thoughts led him to remember his last moments with Kate, and a blush rose on his cheeks. She was definitely wrong about Lyralliantha loving me, either as a pet or a man, but she was right about her willingness to help.
Hungry, he decided to eat some of the food left in his travel bag, rather than cook that evening. It would be a long time before he got bread again, and he knew he would miss it sorely once it was gone, but there was no saving it. If he kept it too long, it would just grow mold.
As he dug in the sack, he noticed a square package wrapped in oilcloth. He didn’t remember putting it there, and as he pulled it out his magesight examined the inside before his fingers could untie the twine that bound it. There were metal wires of some sort inside.
He didn’t understand until he saw them with his own eyes. Bronze strings. There could be only one explanation. His mother had packed her extra strings inside for him to use on his cittern. They were a valuable item, and they weren’t easy to acquire. If one of her own strings broke in the meantime, she would have to wait quite a while to replace them.
Something wet fell on the oilcloth in his hands and his vision grew blurry. Wiping at his eyes he sat and cradled the package against his chest.
“You didn’t deserve a son like me, Momma,” he said quietly, trying again to dry his eyes. His effort was wasted however, and eventually he gave up, sitting down and letting the evening settle around him while he wrapped himself in thoughts of the home he could not return to.



Chapter 44
“That doesn’t make sense,” complained Matthew.
“What doesn’t?” I asked.
“Why is he calling himself Tyrion now? His name is Daniel.”
I smiled patiently at my son. We were all tired now, and it was very late. “That was the name the She’Har gave him.”
“I know that, but it isn’t his real name. You’re telling it as if he believes it’s really his name now, but he knows it isn’t. It’s just a name they made up for him,” he argued with visible irritation.
I glanced at Moira and Lynarralla, but neither of them spoke, probably because they were too sleepy to care.
“Your name is the same,” I told him. “Your mother and I just made it up for you.”
“But he already had a name.”
I nodded, “I know what you’re saying, son, but his switch was his own choice. I can’t change his thoughts and deeds. I can only relate them to you. At that point he was going through a lot of internal shifts, and I believe he changed names to distance himself from his past.”
“The past was nicer than his present,” said Moira with a yawn. “Why would he want to be farther from it?”
“People will do strange things to protect their self-image. He had an idea of himself, as a good son, a kind young man, a lover of animals and people. The things he did, as time went on, were completely at odds with how he thought about himself before,” I explained. “When he threatened and tortured the people of Colne, that was when he could no longer reconcile his present with his past. I think he took his new name to protect his memory of himself from who he had actually become. It also gave him the freedom to accept his new self without the restraints that his old life would naturally impose.”
“Restraints?” asked Matthew.
“Tyrion, in his mind, was not beholden to anyone. He didn’t bother so much worrying about good and evil, or kindness and cruelty. He simply did what he felt needed doing, or sometimes simply what he wanted to do,” I said.
“Then why didn’t he do as he wished with Catherine Sayer when she came to say farewell?” asked Lynarralla.
“Well,” I began, “He may have been playing identity games with himself, but he was still Daniel, deep down, and she was an integral part of his memory of his old self. Forcing her would have damaged the one thing that was still precious to him; his first love.”
“This is an awful story, Daddy,” declared Moira.
“You’re right,” I agreed. “And we’re all tired. Let’s sleep on it, and I’ll finish tomorrow after breakfast.”
They didn’t complain too much at that suggestion, and we were all much better the next morning for having slept. As soon as we had eaten however, they gathered around me like hungry predators.
“Are you ready?” asked Moira.
I looked at her in surprise, “You want me to start now? I thought you didn’t like this story.”
“I just want to know how it ends,” she told me.
Grinning, I looked at Lynarralla, “You already know how it ends.”
Penny was waiting for Matthew to finish collecting the dishes from our morning meal, since the chore had fallen to him that morning. She looked askance at me, “You didn’t finish your tale last night?”
“It’s taking longer than I expected,” I said apologetically. She hadn’t stayed to listen when I began the story after dinner and had given up and gone to bed long before we had.
“Hmmm,” she replied, thinking. “I have some things to take care of today, so if you plan on telling stories all day you will have to fend for yourself. I won’t be back to make lunch.”
“I’ll tell Peter to tell the castle kitchen staff to expect us for the noon meal then,” I said. “We should probably put in an appearance for the evening meal as well. We’ve been keeping ourselves rather isolated of late.”
Our home was connected, via a magical portal, to Castle Cameron, where I nominally resided as Earl and landowner. The portal was disguised as the entrance to our apartments within the castle, but when opened by the proper hand, actually led to our hidden mountain home, far from the castle itself.
Generally, we had our evening meals at the castle, as well as spending our days there, but recently we had been living reclusively; making few appearances over the past few months.
Penny nodded and stretched up to give me a warm kiss on the cheek. “Make sure Matthew finishes cleaning up in the kitchen. I need to get ready. I’ll see you at dinner.” With that she left.
I watched her go, thinking to myself how lucky I was. My own fate could have been nearly as dark as Daniel Tennick’s. I caught my daughter staring at me. “What?” I asked defensively.
“I don’t want to know what you were thinking,” she said accusingly.
I laughed, “Nothing like that.” For some reason she seemed to think there was only one thing that ever occurred to me when my mind turned to her mother. Apparently I had set a bad example at some point in the past and she had never gotten over the impression. “Honestly!” I added.
“I see you smirking,” she continued. “Don’t be disgusting.”
I threw my hands up. She had me laughing now, and that only made her more convinced that I was guilty. “Fine, whatever,” I said. “I can’t argue. Your mother is a fine figure of a woman. Perhaps I should go see if we can provide you with another sibling?” When in doubt, go on the offensive.
“Ugh!” exclaimed Moira. “Stop! I’m going to go see if Matthew needs help.” She left me alone with Lynarralla and Conall.
Lynarralla stared at me blankly, and Conall did the same.
I shrugged and watched as my younger son imitated me, lifting his shoulders and turning his hands palms up.
“Will you take your sister outside and play with her this morning?” I asked him. By sister I meant Irene, my younger daughter, who was only seven. Conall was nine.
“I want to hear the story,” he said insistently.
I had sent him and his sister to bed the night before, judging the tale to be far too dark for either of them. “You’ve already missed the first part, and I really don’t want you hearing the rest till you’re older.” I was uncomfortable enough with some of what I had already told his older brother and sister.
It took a bit of convincing, but he finally conceded and took his sister out to play. In the meantime the twins had finished the dishes, and we all settled into the den to finish the story.
“Where did I leave off last night?” I asked.
“He was crying because he missed his momma,” said Matthew bluntly.
I had thought my description was a bit more poetic than that, but his remark was accurate enough. “I suppose that’s fair,” I said. “After a while, he finished unpacking the wires and used them to restring his cittern. He had just finished and retuned it when Lyralliantha returned a few hours later…”
 
***
She approached gracefully, her limbs in perfect harmony as she moved. It might have been romantic to say that she ‘glided in’, as was sometimes done in stories, but she did no such thing. Her motions were natural, athletic and sure, and they broadcast the fact that the young woman nearby was not only lithe but very healthy.
Since Amarah’s death, Tyrion had ignored his normal urges, but his farewell encounter with Kate that morning had served to remind him that he was still hearty and hale, in the prime of his youth. Lyralliantha’s lissome steps seemed loud in his ears, and though he didn’t look up, he watched her advance unwaveringly with his magesight.
In short, he was horny as hell.
“Are you ready?” she asked.
Ignoring the wolf rising within himself, he answered, “I was just tuning my instrument. What would you like to hear?”
She had already learned the names of all the songs he knew, but she wanted something different. “Play something that fits your memories,” she suggested.
Tyrion frowned, “That’s a tough one.” Looking back over the past week, he had run the gamut of emotions. Happiness, nostalgia, regret, anger, remorse, and self-loathing; he had felt them all in just a few days. He could think of songs that would match one or more, but none that would stay the course for what she wanted. “I’ll play the ‘Merry Widow’ first and improvise when I get to a point where it doesn’t feel appropriate,” he replied.
The ‘Merry Widow’ was a light-hearted song about a woman (a widow), living alone who befriended a songbird. The tune was sweet and poignant, rising in tempo and becoming almost lively, then falling to a low point when the bird failed to return one day.
“If you think it is complementary to your experience then it will be perfect,” said Lyralliantha. She moved to stand behind him as she had done once before, resting her forearms on his shoulders and placing her fingers lightly against his temples.
Tyrion had to consciously relax, allowing his ever present shield to dissipate, so that her magic could reach his mind unimpeded. Her touch was gentle, and he soon felt a subtle presence within his head, as she observed his mental imagery and allowed herself to share his emotions. A pleasant scent caught his nose, and the soft press of her body against his shoulders only reinforced the desire that had been nagging at him before. He disciplined his mind fiercely, but not before she saw, and felt, what had begun to course through his mind.
He felt her pulse quicken in response, but she said nothing. Probably laughing at my animal instincts, he figured. Returning to his task, he began to play without singing, letting his mind drift back to the day he had been reunited with his parents.
The melody flowed smoothly, perfectly matching his emotions, the loneliness and poignancy of his first sight of home. He felt again the first touch of hope when he met his mother and father again. The inescapable belief every child has, no matter what has gone wrong, surely their parents can set things right. Reality soon dismissed this irrational feeling, and he was left with a sense of disappointment and sadness, knowing they could not truly help, and that he would soon be forced to leave them again.
He lived again the moment in the field, playing for the Catherine Sayer of his past memories and then seeing her appear again, as if by magic. All the emotions returned; his joy at meeting her, the relief he had felt knowing she was doing well without him, and the jealousy of discovering she belonged to someone else.
The bird returned in the song as he met his daughter, Brigid, and it flew high until it was bathed in pure sunlight, while she bounded around the hillside with the sheepdog. The happiness of those few hours swelled within his heart only to inevitably darken as a harsh tone interrupted the music. Seeing his father’s bruised and broken body brought both sorrow and anger while his fingers left the familiar melody of the ‘Merry Widow’ and traveled the barren road of vengeance and retribution.
Familiar faces stared at him with fear and loathing, and while some part of him recoiled from their censure, another part rejoiced in the fury and rage that now filled him. It replaced the cold emptiness with a hot fire that, for the time it lasted, gave him purpose and meaning. He desired nothing more than their suffering, and the wildfire consuming his mind nearly overwhelmed his reason. It was the face of a child that brought him back from the brink of chaos.
The notes falling from his fingers followed his heart into a declining theme of dark regret, and it was there that Tyrion Illeniel was born, a new identity rising from the ashes of a broken man. This new figure had Daniel’s face, but he was cloaked in fire and shadow, a man without joy or sorrow, only hard resolve and remorseless choices. He bade farewell to the past and took to the saddle, riding away from friends and family. The giant trees of a dark forest rose before him, but one last spark reached out…
Tyrion stopped, putting the cittern aside and letting his fingers rest.
“Wait,” said Lyralliantha. “What was that, at the end?”
“Nothing.”
“No there was something there,” she insisted. “You were returning, filled with a bleak apathy, and something happened. Why did you stop?”
“I was tired,” he lied. In truth he didn’t want to share his last moment with Kate. It was too private, too precious, and ultimately, too painful.
“Our bargain was that you would share your memories with me,” she stated. “Are you reneging on our deal?”
Tyrion struggled to find a good response, “No—I just…” After a moment he continued, “I’m just tired. I will show you the rest, but not right now. It’s too much.”
A look of sympathy passed over her normally still features, “You experienced more in a few short days, than I have felt in all the years I have been alive. I will wait.”
Well, you’re only nine, what do you expect? He kept the observation to himself, though. “Thank you.”
She had stepped away and stood a few feet apart from him now. “I will take my leave of you, but I have a question before I go.”
“What is it?”
Moving forward she touched the spellwoven slave collar, “If this were gone, if you were free, what would you do?”
His mind went blank. The possibility had been so remote he hadn’t dared to consider it before. “I’m not sure.”
“You could return,” she suggested. “Kill the one who stands in your way, and take the red-haired woman as your mate.”
“Kate?” he looked askance at her. “Her husband is my friend, and besides, if I killed him, she would never forgive me.”
“Is forgiveness a necessity?”
It was at moments like this that he realized how utterly alien the She’Har perspective was. “She wouldn’t love me if I killed the people she loved to get her. It doesn’t work like that.”
“She wouldn’t have to know,” said Lyralliantha. “She cannot perceive aythar. You could kill him subtly and then take his place later. Would you be happy then?”
It was a cold blooded thought, and it might have chilled Tyrion more if it hadn’t crossed his mind already. I’m almost as bad as they are. He gave her the answer he had given himself, “If he were a stranger, I might consider such a thing, but Seth is my friend. I love him as well. I cannot hurt him.”
“Why not?”
It took him a moment to formulate an appropriate reply. “Friendship, and love…” he began, “… are unifying emotions. They bind you to others in such a way that they are no longer ‘other’; they are a part of your ‘self’. If you hurt a friend, you hurt yourself.”
“You believe that if you killed your friend you would also die?” The look on her face made it clear what she thought of such a notion.
“No,” he said, shaking his head. “Certainly not.”
“Then this friendship of yours is simply a self-delusion,” she countered, “an imaginary construction.”
“Surely you can understand,” said Tyrion. “The She’Har do not kill one another arbitrarily. You work together to provide for everyone.”
“You misunderstand us,” she corrected. “Before using humans, we did kill one another, for entertainment and to select for fitness. We work together for survival. If one must be sacrificed, for the good of the grove, we do so without regret. This female you desire, if we had such strong attractions, such as this ‘love’ you experience, we would kill one another for its sake.”
“Well, humans do sometimes kill one another over a lover,” agreed Tyrion, “but to kill a friend for such a thing is self-defeating. Friendship and love may be self-delusions, as you called them, but they are all the more meaningful because of that. Value, quality, meaning, those things are only found in the impermanent, the temporary, and the intangible; things that don’t exist physically or do not last for long. The solid, the enduring—the permanent things of our world…” he illustrated by knocking on the wood beneath him, “…those things are the least valuable, because they endure. That’s why the beauty of a flower is so cherished, because it only lasts for a short time. That is exactly why love is of such inestimable value. We treasure it because it is intangible and fleeting, much like our lives.”
“You have become a poet, Tyrion,” she noted, “but you still describe a mental illness.”
“Then why do you bargain with me to feel my emotions?” he returned pointedly. “Why do you listen to my music?”
A flicker of something passed over her face, and she moved away, physically withdrawing from the conversation. “I do not know,” she answered. She continued more softly, “Perhaps your madness is contagious.”  And then she was gone.



Chapter 45
Tyrion awoke the next morning fresh and newly energized. His mind felt clear, and he knew that whatever had passed during his dreams, it was ready to reapply itself to the problem of dealing with She’Har spellweaving.
Eating the last of his travel bread for breakfast, he examined the spellwoven canopy that sheltered his platform. It remained just as it had been the last time he looked; fantastically intricate all the way down to the smallest level he could perceive, where it became a series of six-sided figures all linked together.
Experimenting, he tried to create hexagonal figures of his own at that scale, but although he could ‘see’ them in his magesight, his fine control of aythar was nowhere close to being able to form things so tiny.
Just because theirs are so small, doesn’t mean mine have to be.
Trying again, he created his own hexagons. That was easy enough for him, after all the practice he’d had creating shapes for the past few years, and he made them each the size of his palm, so that he could observe them easily.
Unfortunately, they behaved just like all his normal constructs; as soon as he stopped supplying aythar, they vanished. He tried drawing one into the wood beneath his feet. It lasted longer after he removed his attention, waning gradually, but it still lost its potency. So a physical or visible symbol can retain power for a period of time, but it still isn’t permanent.
Something was tickling the back of his mind, but he couldn’t put his finger on it.
He returned his focus to the symbol he had scratched into the wood. It still held a residual amount of aythar. Symbols and words, lines and shapes, all of them can augment and focus power more effectively. The memory of his fight with Syllerond came to him then, reminding him of the moment he had commanded his enemy to ‘burn’. His power had been far more potent then, than he had expected.
At the time he had meant to explore the idea, but he had never gotten around to it. He certainly had time now, though. Deciding to start small, he created a luminescent sphere of pure blue light. He first made it using only thought, and then he repeated the operation while giving an audible command, “Light!”
His first globe winked out as soon as he ceased concentrating on it, but the second one was not only brighter, but it persisted when he turned his attention away, fading slowly. After several more attempts, he was pretty sure he could create a globe that would last for hours, if he put enough power into it initially.
What if I combine spoken words with written symbols?
He couldn’t find anything suitable to work on, so he descended to the ground below and searched until he found a rock almost the size of his fist. Focusing his aythar into a fine point, he etched the word ‘light’ upon it and then held it up and sent his power into it. “Light!” he said firmly as he imagined what he desired.
Sure enough the stone began to glow with a brilliant light. The real question was how long it would last. He waited for several minutes, but he could still detect no difference in its brightness.
“This might take a while,” he told himself before pocketing the stone. It glowed brightly even through the fabric of his trousers.
That would make for an interesting icebreaker at parties, he thought, looking down at the glowing bulge in his pocket.
When he returned to ‘his’ platform, he found Byovar had just arrived. Having been gone a week he hadn’t been sure if the She’Har would show up to continue the language lessons. Lyralliantha joined them a minute later.
“I’m surprised we are continuing,” said Tyrion. “It seems a waste of your time.” He was referring to his expected death at the end of the month.
“It was at her request,” said Byovar in his flawless, unaccented Barion. “It is not a painful task. You have been a good student—for a human.”
Tyrion looked the She’Har male up and down and replied in his less than perfect Erollith, “Well, you’ve been a good teacher—for a She’Har.” He meant it as a joke, but he didn’t expect the She’Har to laugh. Nor would he take offense; the She’Har were insensitive in more than one way. While they frequently said things that would be considered highly rude or downright insulting in human society, they were also difficult to offend. A truthful statement would almost never be considered insulting among their kind.
His jest did spark one insight as he reviewed it a second later. Among the She’Har very little teaching needed to be done. Most knowledge was imparted while they were being grown, so the art of teaching was probably not well refined in their society. Some, such as lore-wardens like Thillmarius, possessed far greater knowledge, but even that was passed down from the trees via the loshti. Actual person to person instruction was very rare for them.
“We have few teacher, but Byovar is one of our best,” said Lyralliantha, taking Tyrion’s statement as a compliment. “He is an oddity among our people.”
“Some would say the same of you,” responded Byovar.
Lyralliantha inclined her head, acknowledging his remark before addressing Tyrion again. “I called Byovar to continue, since you seem determined to live.”
“Please forgive me if my aspiration is an inconvenience for you,” said Tyrion, which caused Byovar to chuckle. Certain types of humor did seem to appeal to them, though he had trouble predicting what they might find funny.
“Not at all,” said Byovar. “Unlike most, I find teaching to be illuminating. I have learned much while training you in our language.”
“Oh?”
“You approach our language and culture with an open mind and few preconceptions. Your questions and mistakes as you grasp for understanding have led my own mind to new insights,” explained Byovar.
“Speaking of questions…”
The male She’Har smiled faintly, “Yes?”
“Do your people have a written language?” asked Tyrion. “I have seen no sign of it.”
“We have little need to mark things, or to record knowledge in the ways your people once did,” said Byovar, “Despite this, we do have a system of writing, though it is seldom used.”
“Would you show me?”
“I doubt you can learn it in a few short weeks,” observed the She’Har.
“I find learning to be a worthy exercise, regardless of whether a final goal can be obtained,” said Tyrion.
The male She’Har created a flat white plane, using nothing more than his aythar. The end product was a square paper-like magical construct. He repeated the process, giving the second one to Tyrion and showed him how to write upon it using his finger as if it were a pen.
“Unlike your language, which has an essentially phonetic alphabet, Erollith is written using a unique symbol for each word. This makes learning it rather difficult because there are thousands of distinct symbols, and they must be individually memorized…”
“Phonetic?” asked Tyrion.
“Your letters represent sounds. By putting them together you spell out what the word sounds like. Based on that, you can also guess the spelling of new words when you hear them, or create a spelling if none exists already,” lectured Byovar.
“Oh.”
“Erollith is different. We have a large but mostly fixed set of words. To add a new word, the elders must decide on a new symbol to represent it, since we can’t just ‘spell it out’ according to how it sounds. Our history, and thus our language, is very old, however, so it is rare that we find the need to add a new word.”
Tyrion rubbed his chin, “I see. Can you tell me if this is a word in Erollith?” Using the white pad, he sketched one of the symbols he had seen built from the hexagons in Lyralliantha’s spellweaving. Because it was created from hexagons touching one another along single facings and in a two dimensional plane, the symbol itself was composed of lines that branched off from one another in increments of sixty degrees.
Byovar seemed surprised. “That is the word for ‘fiber’,” he replied in Barion. “Did Lyralliantha teach it to you?”
“In a sense,” said Tyrion. “I saw it in the spellwoven canopy over us, repeated many times.”
“Your vision must be very acute,” said Byovar in a neutral tone. “We generally only know the finer composition of spellweaving in an academic sense rather than direct experience.”
“Can you tell me the meaning of these symbols?” asked Tyrion. He began rapidly sketching out the outlines of some of the other designs he had spotted in the spellweaving.
In the course of a few minutes he had identified the words for ‘water’, ‘join’, ‘leaf’, ‘opaque’, ‘green’, and many others. The more Byovar explained, the more Tyrion realized that the symbols used had no special significance, other than being part of a general description of the object they were being used to construct.
There’s nothing any more special to them than the word ‘light’ written on the rock in my bag over there, he observed mentally. So why are they so damned impossible to break?
Tyrion had run out of questions, so Byovar returned to teaching him the written language in the manner he had originally intended. “Before bombarding you with lots of word symbols to recognize, you should first understand the structure of our writing. In Barion you write from left to right, and when you run out of room you move to a line below that, proceeding in the same left to right direction. What you probably don’t know, is that once humans had many other written languages, some of which followed different patterns.”
“Such as?”
“Some were written right to left, and others were written top to bottom with secondary lines following to the left. Erollith however, does not follow any of those quadrilateral conventions,” explained Byovar.
“Quad—what?”
“Quadrilateral,” repeated the She’Har. “It means ‘four sides’, but I’m referring to the fact that most of your languages were designed with a flat square medium in mind. Your scripts were all created with the eventual intention of being written on something rectangular, and they proceed in a linear fashion from beginning to end.”
Tyrion thought about this for a moment, mulling it over in his mind. “I’ll have to accept your word on most of that, but it seems to make sense. Erollith doesn’t follow a similar pattern?”
“Our written language is based on a hexagonal pattern, in a similar fashion to the spellweaving that you seem to be able to read. The beginning is always the center, and the text may branch away in more than one direction from that point. A truly complete discourse in Erollith is time consuming to fully construct because it must include all six to be considered complete,” lectured Byovar.
“Six directions? I’m not understanding. How would you relay a story in that fashion?”
“Many lesser writings only include two or four directional elements,” continued the She’Har. “But all of our greater works must contain all six. Starting from your central symbol, which is the main topic, you have the ‘future personal’ at the top; to the right of that is the ‘past subjective’; below that on the right you have the ‘future subjective’; the bottom is the ‘past personal’; next to it on the bottom left is the ‘future objective’; and the top left is the ‘past objective’.”
As he spoke, Byovar sketched the elements on his ‘paper’ to illustrate what he was describing. He began by drawing a hexagon in the center and then adding six additional hexagons, one connected to each of the original’s six sides. The central one he labeled ‘topic’, and the others were given the designators he had just named.
“Our simplest stories would include nothing but a single line of characters proceeding from the center and moving upward along the ‘future personal’ axis. This is the form that most verbal conversations follow, although when discussing scholarly matters we tend to speak along the past to the ‘future objective’ axis, while matters of art follow the subjective axis,” explained Byovar.
Tyrion’s head was spinning. “That’s confusing on an entirely new scale. Why do you need three different past to future lines?”
“A proper narrative includes all pertinent information. The personal axis provides information about the narrator, both before, during and in the future discussed. The objective axis provides factual information historically and in the predicted future while the subjective axis provides more subjective information in the same manner, indicating artistic or emotional elements that may pertain to the topic, both in the past and moving toward the future.”
“How in the hell could anyone write something like that?”
Byovar smiled. “Most of our writers are trees, Tyrion. They do not ‘write’ in the conventional sense. They grow their wisdom into three dimensional sculptures for us to observe. The three past tenses all decline from the center when written, while the three future ones rise on an incline. The past directions are called the three ‘roots’ while the three future ones are called ‘branches’.”
“You’re starting to make my head hurt,” replied Tyrion.
“It gets better,” said Byovar. “As a ‘writing’ progresses, it may ‘branch’ at later points, beginning new stories within the story. As a rule, though, future branches may only branch into more future branches inclining upward, and root divisions may only split into more past roots declining downward.”
“Ooohhh!” groaned Tyrion. “How do you learn to read something like that?”
“It helps that we are born with the knowledge,” observed Lyralliantha who had been silent until that point. “Reading is generally all that the children of the She’Har do.  It is rare for anyone other than an adult to attempt to create a new composition.”
By adult, she meant a ‘tree’ of course. Considering the lengthy contemplation that had to go into constructing one of their compositions, he could easily understand why only someone with the time and patience of a thousand year old tree would attempt it. Still, it all fit with what he had already learned of their race. Knowledge and wisdom were for the adults, the trees; the children were supposed to make do with what they were given at birth, until such time as they were able to join ‘adult’ society. Their writing system reflected that, being in no way suited to the purposes of fast moving and short lived creatures like humans—or the children of the She’Har.
Byovar continued teaching, giving him a list of symbols to try and memorize, but Tyrion’s attention was distracted at that point. He found himself staring at the list after the male She’Har had left, wondering if it would help him with his fight at the end of the month.
Probably not, he concluded.
“Are you ready to play for me?” asked Lyralliantha, “or do you need to rest for a time?”
Sighing, he found his cittern and made himself ready to play.
“Will you go over the last part of your trip?” she asked, referring to his goodbye with Kate.
“Not yet, not today. Let me play you something that reflects a happy day in childhood,” he told her. “Something light and happy.”
She did not object, and he let his mind and his fingers drift with his mind, sweeping them into a land of endless summer.  A place where children lived under blue skies and chased rabbits while dogs ran with them in a never ending dance of chaotic joy.



Chapter 46
Tyrion checked his stone regularly the next day, but it showed only the faintest hint of dimming. It was still nearly as bright as when he had first empowered it.
It was clear to him that written symbols, as well as spoken words, had the ability to greatly enhance the strength and duration of magic, but he knew there was something fundamental he was missing; some extra component that gave She’Har spellweaving its permanence, as well as its vastly superior durability in the face of opposing aythar.
If I can’t figure that out, I’m going to have a hard time beating something that can create a shield I can’t even scratch.
Mentally reviewing his fight with Syllerond, he knew that he hadn’t gotten lucky, he had beaten his foe with better timing and superior experience. If Syllerond had been a good fighter though, the outcome would have been far different. According to what Lyralliantha had told him, he would not have that sort of advantage this time.
He spent his free time studying the spellwoven canopy. At one point he made another attempt to destroy it, this time using the wooden warden’s sword he had taken with him to Colne. First he etched the words ‘razor sharp’ along both sides of the blade, and then he marked the edges with fine lines. When he was ready, he sent his will into the blade while uttering the words, ‘be sharp’.
I really feel stupid creating magic while uttering phrases in plain Barion, he thought. It made him feel a bit like a kid playing at being a magician.
“Except this magic works,” he noted, studying the intensely sharp aythar that had formed around his wooden blade. It was several times denser and more lethal feeling than the blades he normally created around his arms. It should cut through almost anything.
Bracing himself, he took a hard swing at one of the supporting pillars of the canopy.
The magic on his sword shattered, and he felt a numbing shock run up his arm from the impact. It felt as though he had struck a boulder with a stick. The only improvement he could claim was the fact that he got no backlash. Since he had released his grip on the magic he put on the sword before using it against the spellweaving he didn’t suffer the shock when it came apart.
That will make it easier to experiment, at least.
He had no better luck the rest of the day, however, and it was almost a relief when Byovar and Lyralliantha appeared for his lessons in Erollith.
 
***
That evening, when he had finished playing, Lyralliantha stayed behind him. She let her hands fall from his temples, and now they rested on his shoulders while she leaned forward, putting her weight on his back.
He kept still, unsure of her intention. It was rare for her to continue such physical contact without some express reason.
Her hair fell forward, drifting past his face and tickling his cheek, and he heard her let out a long sigh. He could feel the warmth of her body through his thin shirt, and her closeness was becoming increasingly distracting.
Why does she smell so…
He clamped down on that thought; clenching his jaw and wrenching his mind away from the path it had been traveling. Lyralliantha’s physical proximity irritated him—that was all.
As if sensing his change in mood she pulled away, withdrawing. “Thank you for the music,” she said.
“I do as I must.”
If his curt reply hurt her she did not show it. “I think I am coming to understand, in some portion at least, what it is like to be human,” she answered.
You haven’t got a damned clue, he responded silently. “I doubt such knowledge will be highly regarded,” he observed.
Lyralliantha closed her hand, pulling it close to her chest as she replied, “It is important to me.” It was unusual for her to display any type of nonverbal cues while speaking. It was also odd for her to put emphasis on a personal pronoun such as “me”. The She’Har were proud of their ability to distance themselves from personal concerns.
It was as if she was pretending to be human.
Her clumsy acting angered him. It’s bad enough to be kept as a dog, but to have her pretending to ‘bark’ and trying to emulate true emotions is insulting. It’s a mockery.
“If you’re done with me, I’d like to rest now,” he told her with ice in his words. He had no fear of insulting her. The She’Har cared little for subtext or inflection.
She stared at him for a moment, as if thinking, before she replied, “I have news you will want to hear.”
He faced her, giving his full attention, but said nothing.
“The elders have granted my request for a delay. You have twenty-seven days before your match will be held,” she said.
“Oh,” he commented dully. He hadn’t realized that the matter hadn’t been decided yet. It would have been a bad surprise if they had told her he that had to fight in just a few days. “Did you ask them about clothing?” he questioned.
“Yes,” she nodded. “They did not like the idea. You will be required to fight as you have in the past, naked.”
“That hardly seems fair,” argued Tyrion. “They get to create this thing with any sort of weapons or armor they want, but I have to go in bare-assed.”
“You will both be allowed to fight only with what you were born with,” said Lyralliantha.
“I didn’t get to choose my body, but they get to choose theirs.”
“They will not bend on this,” she told him.
“It sounds as if we have nothing more to talk about then,” said Tyrion.
 
***
The next week passed quickly as Tyrion fell into a cycle of activities. Each morning he rose and ate before studying, first Erollith with Byovar, and then spellweaving in private. He had some help from Lyralliantha with the spellweaving. She was willing to produce anything he asked to see, but none of it seemed to help. He could perceive the fabric and structure of what she created down to a miniscule level that even the She’Har were incapable of seeing, but he couldn’t replicate what she did.
He also failed to find any way to damage or destroy one of their spellweavings, and as the days passed, he became increasingly less hopeful about his chances against the Krytek. Without a way to get past its defenses or defend himself against its attacks, his options for winning were vanishingly few. It would come down to him creating an environment that it couldn’t survive in, but it would be impossible to keep his opponent within such an area when it could destroy any confinement he could create.
The only other possibility was that it might make a fatal mistake.
Counting on something like that is just asking to lose.
He spent his afternoons exercising and practicing the skills he had already learned, as well as expanding them in new ways. One of the first problems he encountered was the discovery that while spoken words could in fact enhance his magic’s effectiveness, they also made it easier for him to accidentally produce effects when he was simply talking. It was a habit he couldn’t afford to develop.
His answer to that was to create his own language—well, it wasn’t really a language. Studying Erollith, he had a notion as to why the She’Har used a written form of language that used unique symbols for each word. He reasoned that at some point in the distant past they had learned to use their writing to create magic as he was doing, and for that purpose, using a single symbol for a concept or idea made it much easier to enhance something.
With a phonetic alphabet, such as Barion used, each letter had no intrinsic meaning, other than a sound. The result was that a collection of letters had to be written to create a word that held any meaning, and meaning was what was needed to reinforce the purpose given to aythar.
So Tyrion followed in what he thought was their footsteps, but instead of using Erollith, which seemed excessively cumbersome, he created new words and symbols for his own use. He began with simple and practical concepts, things such as ‘fire’, ‘water’, ‘force’, ‘sharp’, anything he had found a use for previously. In each case, he made up his own nonsense word to represent it and then created his own written symbol.
Since the first things he found a need to use in that manner tended to be the most common, he made their vocalizations and written symbols as short, simple, and straightforward as possible. Then he drilled them into his mind, practicing to make their meaning as intrinsic to his thoughts as their counterparts in Barion were.
“What are these odd things you keep scrawling all over your platform?” asked Lyralliantha one evening.
“New symbols I’ve been making for myself,” he answered.
“Why?”
“I’ve been practicing using them to enhance my magic,” he explained.
“Would it not be easier to use your own language, or even ours, rather than create something new?”
“I tried that at first, but it makes it too easy for me to make a mistake. This way I have a separate set of symbols in my mind that I associate with using aythar. If I use one of our normal languages, I start getting in the habit of using magic while I’m communicating,” he said.
Her aura flickered with emotion for a moment. “You have an idea—something that will enable you to win?”
He looked downward, “No. At one point I thought I might, but this won’t do it.”
She frowned, “Then why do you continue?”
“It feels important,” he said with a shrug. “Maybe it will lead me to an idea, maybe it won’t, but I can’t help but feel that it’s important somehow.”



Chapter 47
The next day something different happened. Lyralliantha appeared that morning, not with Byovar, but with Thillmarius beside her.
The sight of the black-skinned, gold-haired Prathion sent involuntary shivers down Tyrion’s spine as his body remembered the ‘punishment’ sessions the She’Har male had given him over the past five years. His shoulders slumped, and his head looked downward as his previous ‘teacher’ drew closer, only the memory of Amarah and the anger that came with it, enabled him to straighten his back and look the Prathion squarely in the eye.
“Thillmarius has brought an interesting proposal to me, Tyrion,” began Lyralliantha, “but I have not made a decision yet. I thought perhaps I would hear your thoughts on it.” There was a complex mixture of hope and trepidation in her aura, as though she was glad of the news but anxious as well.
Tyrion nodded but did not reply, waiting for them to continue.
“There may be a way to avoid the upcoming arena battle,” she said, getting to the heart of the matter.
“I thought the Illeniels stood to gain a lot of shuthsi from that battle,” observed Tyrion.
Thillmarius entered the conversation then, “I think that would be a terrible waste, baratt.”
“Not for the Prathions, though,” noted Tyrion.
The Prathion trainer shook his head, “You misunderstand me. I think it would be a waste for all of the She’Har. It is my belief that there is yet more we can learn from studying you. Placing you in a situation that will only force your premature death serves no one. You may not know this, but I have been following your progress here with great interest. Byovar has told me of your progress with Erollith, and Lyralliantha has amazed me with tales of your efforts to expand your abilities.”
“I do not understand your interest,” said Tyrion with barely suppressed anger. He felt betrayed knowing that Lyralliantha had continued relaying information about him to the man who had once tortured and tormented him.
Lyralliantha spoke then, “The Prathions have a great deal of shuthsi now. They have offered to compensate the Illeniels for what we would lose by calling off the arena match, with certain stipulations.”
“It is obvious that you are still growing, wildling. Your progress has rekindled interest in the ancient humans. It is clear that we have missed something. I want to understand the differences between your kind and those we have reared here in captivity…” Thillmarius wasn’t done, but Tyrion interrupted him.
“I am not particularly interested in helping you learn better methods for training your slaves,” he said abruptly.
“This would profit you as well,” said the Prathion. “You would be treated well. No more punishments. Your restrictions would be modified, and we would allow you to breed as you wished.”
“As I wished?”
“Yes. We would want you to mate with particular individuals, but as a reward, we are willing to allow you to breed at will with any of the nameless in Ellentrea. I recall you were particularly attached to one before you came…”
“You mean Amarah!?” Tyrion was standing now, the veins standing out in his neck and at his temples.
“Well, obviously not that one,” said Thillmarius, “but you could cultivate any of the other females you wished. We could also allow you to make patrols back to your birthplace—occasionally. You could have almost anything you desire.”
“And the arena?”
“I don’t think we have anything left to gain by testing you further in that regard,” said the male She’Har.
Lyralliantha put a hand on his shoulder, “You could live a long life, Tyrion.”
“Why is he offering this?” he asked her directly. “How is he offering this? Won’t the other groves object?”
“The Prathions have gained much shuthsi in recent years. Thillmarius has convinced his elders to bargain with the other groves to gain their approval. He feels you will benefit them for their investment,” she explained.
“May I speak to you privately?” he said, glancing at Thillmarius.
Lyralliantha gave the other She’Har an embarrassed glance. It was beyond the norm for a baratt to ask for privacy from one of the people.
Thillmarius gave her an understanding look, “I do not mind. Take your time. I will wait at a distance. Call me when you are finished.”
When he had gone, Tyrion gave her a harsh glare, “What does he stand to gain?”
“You,” she said flatly.
“Me?”
“Yes,” she answered, “The price for this is my relinquishment of ownership to Thillmarius directly.”
“Why would you do that?”
“They have offered an immense amount of shuthsi…”
“I know you don’t care about that,” he said, cutting her off.
“You would live,” she said in an odd tone, her face reflecting a distant sadness.
“If that’s what you truly care about, keep me and call off the fight yourself,” he told her.
“I cannot. The deal was made with the elders; they won’t allow me to do so on my own. The only option is if the Prathions pay the shuthsi instead.”
“How much do they have?”
“More than all the other groves combined, now,” she stated.
That was interesting. He hadn’t known they were that influential. In the past it had seemed that four of the groves were roughly equal in standing while the Illeniels had fallen on hard times. Now she indicated that the Prathions had risen far above the others. Something didn’t make sense. “When did they gain so much?”
“While you were fighting,” answered Lyralliantha, “Over the past five years.”
“But you were still my owner. The Illeniel Grove should have gained from my wins.” Now he was confused.
“We did,” she agreed with a nod. “But the awarding of shuthsi is about more than simply who wins. Many wagers were placed on the matches. Thillmarius was wise. Using you, he eliminated the better contenders from the other groves, allowing the Prathions to do far better in the matches overall. He also bet wisely on your battles. The Illeniels gained much, but the Prathions gained far more.”
“And now he’s willing to pay everyone off, just to get me?”
She nodded again. “You would have a better life.”
“My chances of a better life died long ago. I couldn’t bear the thought of him having control over me,” said Tyrion flatly.
Lyralliantha’s eyes looked almost pained, “Don’t you want to live?”
“Not like that. He only wants to use me for his own gain. I would rather die for your amusement than help him learn better ways to train his slaves.”
“I have never been amused at the thought of your death.”
“What do you want then?” he challenged.
“Why did you leave your home?” she countered with another question.
“What does that have to do with it?”
Lyralliantha’s face grew wistful. “Since you came here, I have learned much about your family and your life before, and yet you left it all behind. Why did you leave?”
He touched his collar.
She shook her head. “No, the first time, before you found me. Why did you leave?”
Tyrion frowned. “Because staying would hurt them. I left to protect them, from me.”
“Even though you knew it would hurt you?” she asked.
“Of course.”
“Something of that feeling has affected me,” she explained. “I do not wish to see you die, even if that means I must give you up.”
“Are you saying you’ve been contaminated by human feelings?” he said incredulously. “I hardly believe that.”
Her aura flickered, going from soft and diffuse to an angry energetic vibration. “Perhaps you doubt it, but the elders do not. Sending you away might serve to clear my mind.”
Tyrion was confused by the chaos in Lyralliantha’s aura. She seemed to have several emotions swirling through her, and that, combined with the strangeness of her words made it difficult to understand her. Was she trying to save his life, or remove an unwanted distraction from her own? Either way, he knew one thing—he never wanted to be at the mercy of Thillmarius Prathion again. He focused on that and let his anger speak for him.
“I won’t accept this deal,” he told her flatly.
“It is not your decision…” she responded with acid in her voice. After a second she added, “…baratt.”
His nostrils flared, and he felt his blood rise. “Decide what you will, if you pass me to Thillmarius, neither of you will know peace. I won’t cooperate. I’ll kill every person he sends to give me instructions or even to feed me. I’ll keep killing until he sends enough wardens to put me down. I’ll be dead within a day, and I’ll make certain to cause as much damage as I possibly can before I die.”
Her eyes narrowed, “You think you can subvert his will that easily? He won’t let you have your easy death. Behave and you can live well. Don’t throw this chance away.” There was anger and something else in her reaction. Fear?
Why would she be afraid? Is she afraid for herself—or for me? I haven’t threatened her, he thought.
She had him thinking, though. Her words were accurate. If he rebelled, even if he killed half a dozen wardens, Thillmarius wouldn’t execute him. He’d have him subdued, and then it would be time for ‘retraining’. He would spend however long it took until he had broken his new pet’s will. Tyrion felt his skin crawling as he thought of Thillmarius’ punishment. A cold sweat broke out on his forehead, and he felt an almost uncontrollable urge to hide.
In an instant, he made his decision. Taking one step to the right, he moved to Lyralliantha’s left side and caught her hair in his left hand while bringing his right arm up in a sweeping motion as he jerked her head back. He stopped just before the blade of force that he had summoned reached the tender skin of her neck. “It’s your choice. Attempt to sell me, and I’ll have your head first.”
She stared at him from the corner of one eye. “Killing me won’t prevent it. Nor would it necessarily earn you the death you seem to desire.” Her aura flickered as she considered using her aythar.
He tightened his grip on her hair, “Don’t. I can kill you before you can blink.” He knew from repeated observation that even the fastest spellweavings took at least a half-second to begin, and he was far too strong for her to dislodge him using a surprise attack with raw magic.
“Would you really rather die than accept his offer?” she asked. There was no fear in her, only curiosity.
“Yes.”
“Then I will refuse him,” she said suddenly. “Release me.”
In a human such a response, given under duress, would have been highly questionable. Coming from a She’Har, it was a simple statement of honest intent. He had never known them to lie, even Thillmarius. He released her and stood back, although his body did fall into a defensive crouch.
She arched one brow, “Do you fear reprisal?” She had not bothered to raise a defense of any kind, which left Tyrion feeling slightly foolish.
“Most of my learning among the She’Har has been about fear,” he answered.
Those words did evoke a response from her, though she gave it no voice. Instead, she stared at him with something like pity in her eyes. “I will speak with Thillmarius. The deal is unacceptable,” she said after a moment, turning away from him.
“Will you be wagering on my fight?” he asked suddenly.
“I had not planned to do so. Few will bet with such long odds.”
“Bet everything you can on me,” he told her.
“Why?”
“Because I’m going to win.”



Chapter 48
Thillmarius didn’t return, which was fine with Tyrion.
He spent his days practicing Erollith, studying the examples of spellweaving that Lyralliantha produced for him, and attempting to find some way of producing something similar of his own, or at the very least, finding a way to get around what seemed to be an enormous disadvantage.
There were only eleven days left before his arena match when he began trying to replicate small portions of the spellwoven canopy over his platform. He wasn’t able to produce anything so fine or delicate, but he could create the same shapes on a larger scale. Most of his efforts were complete failures. He would create glowing hexagons in the air, complete with their internal symbols, but as soon as he diverted his aythar to something else, they began to fade.
He had tried many variations of the same thing, using different sizes, different portions and symbols, but nothing seemed to work. Before he could finish any sizeable chain of the hexagons, the first ones were already fading away.
They look similar to something written in Erollith, but they aren’t. They don’t branch the same, and the words don’t follow a path from past to future, relaying information. They just describe what is being created as a brute fact.
The hexagons also linked in tube-like patterns, but the numbers varied, forming three dimensional shapes. That was something entirely different than the pattern Erollith used when something was written. On a whim he tried imitating the structure the hexagons were linked in.
His first attempt was with a short section of five hexagons, but before he could complete the rest of the supporting hexagons, they began to separate. He tried again, this time using only one and creating five more linked to it in a ring. Once they were joined it was a composite of six hexagons, and viewed on a cross-section, they formed another hexagon. He stopped at that point, waiting.
Nothing happened.
They sat on the floor of his platform, glowing and independent of everything else, and they showed no sign of fading. He waited an hour, practiced his music, and when he checked them again they were unchanged.
“Is that it?” he wondered aloud.
He studied the spellweaving overhead again. Many parts of it didn’t have hexagonal cross-sections; some parts were triangular although they were more limited, primarily because they couldn’t repeat. The hexagons would interfere with one another. He was unable to continue his six-sided tube as well.  It was too tight for another group of six hexagons to connect to it properly.
Theirs are done in larger sections, but I can’t create that many at one time before I lose the first ones.
It seemed that, as he didn’t have their mechanism for spinning out vast swaths of self-supporting hexagons simultaneously, he would be limited to being able to create only singular rings of six at a time, and he wouldn’t be able to join them to other rings.
He continued to fiddle with them, but he only grew more frustrated. It was annoying to have discovered what seemed to be a basic unit, but be unable to do anything with it. Even worse, assuming he did manage to create anything larger or more complex, there was no way he could manage it in the arena. His latest insight was worse than useless.
The next two days he made more large, awkward, and ultimately worthless spellwoven rings. He never managed to create anything greater than a six hexagon ring, and it took him almost a half-minute to construct even that. To go beyond it would require mixing shapes or creating larger collections of hexagons, something he simply couldn’t stabilize long enough to hold it all together until it could be completed.
It was the morning of the third day when he finally gave up.
“They’re right. This isn’t something a human mind can accomplish. I might as well try to grow wings and fly,” he told himself. Actually, a Gaelyn wizard could grow wings and fly, but that isn’t the point.
My hexagons are big and clumsy, and I can’t hold them all in my mind while piecing it together. It would be a lot easier if they worked with simpler shapes like triangles.
He stared into the air. Why not do it with triangles? Just because they don’t use them, doesn’t mean they won’t work.
His first attempt was to make a simple tetrahedron with four triangles, something he had done in a more basic way in the past. This time though, he formed each triangle separately and joined the edges in the same way he had done with the hexagons. The end result was stable. It would take a day or two to be sure, but he could feel its balance.
Next he constructed triangular tubes using sections of six triangles at a time. By joining them in pairs, he could create square sections that then balanced one against the other in a triangular cross-section. Since they would fit neatly against another identical section he could easily create longer and longer segments.
“Ha!” he said, to no one in particular. Now, if I were to make this do something I’d want to plant my new symbols, one within each triangle.
The more he worked with the triangles, the more he realized he didn’t know. There were deeper mathematical principles involved. Until he discovered those he would only be able to progress through trial and error, but he felt that he could probably accomplish a lot using just the simple triangular structures he could build now.
When Lyralliantha came to listen to him play that evening he kept his new insights to himself. The next morning he set about revising his new set of magical symbols, so that each of them would fit neatly within a triangle. The first two he redesigned were his symbols for ‘sharp’ and ‘force’, and once he was ready, he fashioned them into as small a form as he could. The individual triangles he created were no larger than a ladybug. He folded them together into long sections, alternating the two symbols within each piece until he had a three dimensional structure almost two feet in length.
Tyrion intended to test it against one of his older hexagonal rings (they were still lying around), but he nearly lost a finger when he went to lift his newly created construct. It cut a deep wound into his thumb and index finger. It happened painlessly, and it might have severed his index finger completely if he hadn’t seen the blood before trying to lift it. The flesh was open to the bone.
“Shit!” he exclaimed and then began stitching his flesh back together. It was a task he had gained a lot of experience with during his years in the arena. In less than a minute the only sign of his wound was a fine silver scar across his thumb and forefinger.
After that he added a new section to one end of his ‘razor switch’ as he decided to name it. The newer part used the symbols ‘force’ and ‘smooth’ and he worked until he had a serviceable handle for his weapon.
That done, he tried it against one of his hexagon rings and felt a satisfying discharge of power as it met some resistance and then cut through the older construct.
“Now I just have to learn how to remake something like this in just a few seconds,” he said to himself, shaking his head. It had taken him several hours of intense concentration to create his razor-switch.
Two more days passed, and while he refined his method for creating his modified version of spellweaving, it was still a slow and painstaking process. He could envision it being used to create any number of useful permanent magics, but it would never be suitable for battle, not the way the She’Har used it anyway.
Given time and preparation he could imagine making any number of potent implements that he could use in a fight, but being forced to fight naked—with nothing but what Mother Nature had given him—he could see only one outcome.
He was exercising on the ground one day when a familiar rider passed by, giving him a careful look. It was Garlin.
Tyrion raised one arm and waved, and the warden circled around, reining in his horse a few feet away.
“Tyrion,” said the warden with his usual brevity, but the familiarity in his voice made it an almost warm greeting, at least by the standards of Ellentrea.
“Garlin,” said Tyrion. “I have not seen you in some time. I trust you are well.”
“I still breathe,” answered the other, “for now. I heard you are to be sent back to the arena.” There was a note of disapproval in his words. Being elevated to warden was considered the greatest reward a human could receive, and the fact that Tyrion was now being sent into the arena again was bound to make the other wardens worry. It was an unwelcome reminder that no matter what anyone thought, they still lived at the whims of the She’Har. Garlin’s hand tightened on the reins, drawing Tyrion’s eye.
He noted again the dark lines of Garlin’s name tattooed there in Erollith. Tattooing was a common practice among the wardens, an outward sign that not only did they have names, but they were reasonably sure they would be around to enjoy them in the near future. It was an affirmation of identity.
In the past Tyrion had thought the symbols were merely decoration, but after he had begun learning to read the She’Har language he had realized that they were marking themselves to make certain anyone that saw them would know they had been named. He doubted that any of the warden’s had learned to read Erollith, though.
“Their decisions about me are unlikely to affect the rest of the wardens,” said Tyrion, hoping to reassure the older man.
Garlin’s brow furrowed. “Your death will not be welcome news.” It was the closest the man could come to saying that he would miss him.
Tyrion smiled, “I have not resigned myself to defeat yet, but I am told there is little hope.”
“Against one of the Krytek? None,” said Garlin, answering his own question. “You should have gotten your name inked while you had the chance.”
Tyrion laughed. He had never had any desire to take up that particular custom. He had only recently come to accept his new name. The idea of having it permanently marked on his skin still didn’t appeal to him. His eyes suddenly widened.
“Garlin!” he said with emphasis, as if worried the other man might leave already.
“I’m still here,” said the warden dryly.
“Who does the tattoos that the wardens get?”
“Most of us do them ourselves,” said Garlin. “Why? Are you wanting to do yours before your final battle?”
“Maybe,” lied Tyrion. “Can you tell me how it’s done?”
 
***
Lyralliantha glanced curiously around his small platform when she came to see him that evening. There were scorch marks and charred bits of wood, along with a strange smell. The platform itself, or more to the point… the tree, was undamaged, but her curiosity was aroused.
“What is that?” she asked, sniffing the air.
“Alcohol,” said Tyrion truthfully. The wardens were occasionally given small quantities of spirits as a reward, so the substance wasn’t unknown among them, but it was uncommon.
“You have never shown a desire for it before,” she observed.
“I’m going to die in a few days,” he responded. “I thought I should try something new.”
“Will you be able to play?” she asked.
Tyrion laughed, “I’m not drunk. It tastes terrible. My musical ability is still intact.”
“Will you play of your last meeting—with her?”
She hadn’t mentioned it in a few days, but he knew the subject was still one of importance to Lyralliantha; even more so now that his time was growing short.
He gave it a moment’s thought. Tyrion still didn’t want to share it with her, it had been too intimate, too close to his heart, but he needed time and privacy to work on his ideas before the appointed battle.

“I don’t want to see you again after I show you that,” he told her.
“Why?” she asked bluntly.
He had several reasons, but he chose to tell her the most difficult one. “It’s a very intense memory. I will be embarrassed to face you afterward—I think.” It was a half-truth, but it served its purpose.
“You wish me to avoid visiting afterward?”
“Let’s make it a farewell,” he said. “Our last moment together before the arena match.”
Lyralliantha bit her lip in a most uncharacteristic gesture of anxiety. “I do not plan to attend the event.”
“Too dirty for your high moral standing?” asked Tyrion sarcastically.
A flash of anger emanated from her, “Don’t presume to judge my motives.” She paused before continuing, “I don’t want to see your death.”
Sometimes she seems almost human. I’ve let her study me too much.
“One final lesson then,” he replied. “I’ll show you the secret of my heart, and we can part here.”
She nodded and moved to stand behind him, in her accustomed spot while he played, placing one hand on either side of his head and slipping her fingertips underneath his hair.
He waited a second only, until he felt the touch of her mind against his, and then he began, letting his fingers have their way, improvising a melody both soft and sweet. The image he had withheld from himself for so long swelled to command the foreground of his mental space. Catherine Sayer stood before him on the road, defiant and sad at the same time.
Once again he lived it, feeling his heart ache at her beauty, being surprised by her assertiveness as she knocked him from his horse. Their conversation replayed, but it was an interplay of emotions rather than words. Lyralliantha would see the images and feel the moving tide of sentiment flowing between them, but the actual words were missing. It was no loss, for they were secondary to the meaning that arose from their meeting.
Love, regret, a touch of anger, and a deep abiding sorrow that followed their last lingering kiss, all of these he played for her, with his hands and with his soul. By the time he neared the end he had lost all sense of himself, and as the music receded and his hands became still he felt the cool tracks that his tears had left on his cheeks.
Lyralliantha was bent over him, her head resting partially against his own, and her arms were around his torso, tightening with all the strength her slender frame could bring to bear. Her hands pressed into his shirt, almost painful where her nails pulled against his skin, while her body shook. She was crying, sobbing in the honest, uncontrolled, and deeply embarrassing way of a small child.
Tyrion kept still, shocked by her reaction and unable to formulate an appropriate response to it. He waited, unmoving, almost fearful, unsure how the She’Har woman would deal with the excess of emotion once she resumed her senses. His instincts told him to embrace her, to turn and comfort her, as he would have done for a friend, a family member, or a lover. She was none of those things, though. Ultimately, she was alien, and at the ugly heart of the matter, she was his owner.
“You are a rapist,” she had told him before. Any attempt to return her gesture might be misunderstood.
Eventually her weeping slowed and faltered to an awkward end. Straightening, Lyralliantha released him and took a small step back. “I am sorry,” she said softly.
He didn’t turn. “No need, what’s done is done,” he replied.
“No,” she said insistently. “Not that.  I meant for all of it. For my people, I apologize. This past month, I have seen…,” her words trailed off. “They didn’t understand your kind. Even I only understand a little, but I know now, it was wrong. What we did, it was wrong.”
Does she mean enslaving humanity or stealing our world? Either way, nothing she could say at that point would heal the damage done. “The past cannot be changed,” he told her. “And in a few days it will no longer matter to me. You weren’t even alive back then.”
“I am one of the She’Har. I am part of my people. The guilt is on all of us, a black stain, whether we understand it or not,” she said.
Tyrion had had enough. The last thing he wanted that evening was the apologies of one of the She’Har. He gave a slight bow and gestured toward the trunk, the path that she would take to leave. “It is late, and I am tired. Farewell, Lyralliantha.”
A new pain appeared in her aura, but she quelled it as rapidly as it arose. Moving to leave, she said one more thing, “I will not forget what I have learned. Whatever I can do for your people, I will do.”
Tyrion listened to her words with some bitterness. Too little, too late, he thought. “If you would do something to pay for your people’s wrongs, bet on me. Bet everything you have.”
She didn’t respond, and a minute later she was gone.



Chapter 49
The day of reckoning arrived, not bright and sunny, as bloody days often do, but dark and foreboding. The sky was pregnant, heavy clouds swelling with rain that wanted only the right impulse to send a rushing deluge of precipitation down on the great trees that waited below.
A great day to be a tree, not so great to be a man.
Especially one particular man—Tyrion Illeniel was to face his appointed death that day. Garlin arrived to escort him to the arena, although by now he knew quite well how to get there. Any other place, a prisoner would need to be heavily guarded before such a lethal assignation, but the She’Har had no fears of their ‘pets’ escaping. The spellwoven collar around his neck made such precautions unnecessary.
“It’s time,” said the warden.
Tyrion nodded and followed him down the trunk. It felt strange to be naked again, even though he had only been wearing clothes for a few months. It hadn’t taken long for him to become accustomed to them again. Now he was naked once more, bare and vulnerable.
The air on his skin made his hair stand up whenever a breeze came, sending shivers up his spine. He felt sensitive, and more than anything, acutely aware of his environment. I guess, in some ways, fighting naked isn’t so bad. It keeps you alert, and anything this Krytek attacks me with isn’t likely to be bothered by leather armor anyway.
Still, he wished he could have worn clothes. If he had been allowed that much, he might have tried to prepare them with one of his new spellweavings. Unfortunately, that hadn’t been allowed.
“You didn’t tattoo your name,” noted Garlin.
“That’s right,” said Tyrion.
“What’s that?” asked the other man, pointing at his arms. Tyrion had redecorated the scars that lined his forearms from elbow to finger tips. They now had intricate rows of triangles containing odd symbols adorning the scars.
“The beginning,” he answered.
“Of what?”
“Something new,” replied Tyrion. “Watch today and you’ll see. No matter what happens, live or die, things will change after this.”
Garlin frowned, “For better or worse?”
“Probably both, that always seems to be the way of things.”
They had arrived, and he took his place within the holding cell, to wait for the announcement. He had been continually scanning his surroundings, looking for any sign of Lyralliantha, but there had been no sign of her aura in the crowd. Once the door closed his magesight was cut off, and he had only his ears to inform him of the doings outside.
He tried to assume the calm that he had learned in the past, before so many of his previous bouts, but it wouldn’t come. His mind circled, constantly wondering what his opponent would look like, what abilities it would have. That was the worst, not knowing. Before, he had known what they would look like, what would kill them, for they had all been men. Once he had learned the meanings of the grove names, he had been able to predict their special talents as well.
Today would be a surprise, and surprises were seldom good during a fight to the death.
The wait seemed to last for over an hour, but in actuality was probably far shorter than that. When the announcer finally began introducing him, he could understand the words, which was a small relief compared to the past.
“Today’s special event will now begin. All wagers are considered final as of now. Tyrion, of the Illeniel Grove will face one of the Krytek, graciously provided by the Prathion Grove. Illeniel, present your champion!” As the announcer finished the statement, the door to his holding cell opened wide.
Stepping out into the overcast arena, Tyrion Illeniel looked upward, amazed by the vast crowd lining the balconies around the field of battle. The She’Har had come in numbers far beyond anything he had seen in the past. They were packed tightly in the trees and on the ground, the throngs extending far back into the great forest. Most were well beyond the range of visible sight and would be relying purely upon their magesight to see anything.
That’s a shame for them, he thought. They won’t see nearly as much.
They began to cheer when he emerged, reassuring him that he had not been forgotten since he had been retired. Are underdogs so popular then? he wondered, for they showed their support despite believing in his imminent demise. Perhaps they are just ready to see my blood spilled.
He waited now in his place, his opponent had not yet appeared. Once the door to his waiting cell had opened his anxiety had vanished, replaced by the calm he had come to expect in the arena. His heart beat steadily, its pace slightly increased, but not excessively. His senses were open, his pupils dilated, and his magesight even more acute than usual. The earth thrummed beneath his feet, enduring and eternal in its power, while above, the sky vibrated with the untapped potential of the wind and rain. He could feel it, like an avalanche of rain and lightning above his head.
The earth and wind had always been present for him, like two friends, ever close but never intruding. They felt alive, vital in a way that went beyond his rational knowledge that they were simply inanimate.
The creature that stepped out from the other side of the arena was definitely animate, though. It rose on four widely spaced legs that surrounded a sturdy armored body. Above that rose a smaller section bearing two slender arms.
That would be the head and torso? Tyrion didn’t have the proper words to describe the insectoid creature. He would have guessed that it outweighed him by a factor of two; it was sturdily built and well protected from mundane assaults, but it was far from a physical juggernaut. It was bigger than he was, but modestly so. The brilliance of its aythar indicated that it was likely a puissant mage, which was precisely what he had expected. Anything else would have been foolish.
He had half hoped that they might choose a larger form to use against him, for the bulkier the body the slower it would be to move. The Krytek’s effectiveness as a mage and spellweaver was probably independent of its size anyway, though he didn’t know for sure. His biggest fear had been that they might choose a small body size coupled with the ability to fly or some other form of speedy movement.
The arena lights changed, shifting from pale azure to fierce red. It was time.
The earth around Tyrion exploded into the sky as he lifted his hands and spoke into the wind. His words were carried away by the roaring wind and earth around him but their effectiveness was easy to observe. He was surrounded by a screaming tornado of dirt, debris, and howling air. With each second it expanded, growing greater in diameter as it picked up even more incredible speed. Tyrion marched forward, and the eye of the storm marched with him.
The Krytek didn’t move, using the first seconds after the lights changed to erect a spellwoven shield around itself. The action took a few seconds and then a few more as it improved and reinforced the shield. By the time the edge of the storm reached it, the shield was complete and had been thoroughly strengthened.
The She’Har warrior didn’t even attempt to anchor itself or slow the wind. It had already measured the difference in their strengths. It knew, as he did, that it stood no chance in a direct contest of wills, but then, it didn’t have to. It only needed to kill him. Tyrion’s strength meant nothing since he couldn’t possibly harm his opponent.
The wind lifted it and initially knocked it away, so that it slammed into the spellweave that protected the crowd from the arena battle. The Krytek bounced back and was ensnared again, this time to be firmly caught. Grit and small stones tore at its shield even as it was carried upward into the spiraling winds.
It’s waiting for me to exhaust myself.
A simple strategy, although a boring one. If its defense were perfect there would be no reason to take risks. Just wait for him to tire and then kill him when he could no longer mount an effective defense.
There’s a flaw in that plan, though, the assumption that its shield can protect it from anything.
Tyrion knew from prior experience that violent motion, whether it defeated a shield or not, could do damage to the occupant. Fling a human around with sufficient speed, and even if they had a shield strong enough to protect them from a sudden impact, you could still scramble their brains. Whatever the thing that Tyrion was fighting was modeled after, he was pretty sure that it had to have a brain of some sort.
Manipulating the winds slightly, he made sure that the Krytek was thrown against anything handy, that being the ground and the shield surrounding the arena. The speeds were unbelievable, and the impacts strong enough to destroy the shield of any opponent he had ever faced, but they did absolutely nothing to the She’Har’s defense.
His opponent slowed, exerting his own power to cushion the next impact and then created a new spellweave. This one encased the harder shield around it with a softer, almost hazy layer that extended several feet outward, to serve as a cushion of sorts.
It was too much to expect it would let me kill it that easily, thought Tyrion.
Now it was apparent that he wouldn’t be able to batter his foe senseless, which made his windstorm a waste of strength, but it was also his only defense. Once he let his opponent have a firm footing again, it would surely begin its own offense, an offense he likely would have no way to stop.
I have to close and finish it before my enemy can react to the calming of the wind.
Clenching his will, he began his next, and hopefully, final tactic.
 
***
Lyralliantha was pacing.
Her movements were merely the outward sign of her inner discontent, however. She was anxious, tense, and completely out of sorts. It was a new state of being for her. Life had been calm, and her moods had been unbothered by such things before she had met Tyrion. His presence had begun to degrade her serenity from the moment his lips had first touched her foot.
His audacity then, trying to manipulate her emotions, had almost made her rethink her decision to spare his life by taking responsibility for him. Since that day she had pondered the wisdom of that choice on many occasions, but the more she learned of him, the less she was able to consider putting an end to him.
He will be gone soon, she noted silently. Then I will be free of his influence.
That wasn’t what she wanted, though. She had tried everything possible to prevent his demise. She had initially requested permission to send him home in the hope of making him more content, but when the elders had named their price she had balked. She certainly hadn’t expected Tyrion to accept after she had explained what would happen to him afterward.
He had yet to do anything she expected.
When Thillmarius made his offer, she had been dismayed and hopeful. She hadn’t wanted to lose him, but the Prathion lore-warden had promised that she would be allowed to visit him as frequently as she could wish. But, yet again he had refused the only sane choice, the choice that would save his life.
It wasn’t until his last performance, playing and allowing her to see his farewell with the human woman, that she had understood. She had been caught in a storm; engulfed and drowned by emotions that she had only recently begun to experience herself. His passion, his pain, his sorrow and isolation, they were too much for her. Living apart from his mate was too much for him.
More than anything, humans were social creatures. At least that is what they became when they were allowed to develop naturally. The humans kept by the She’Har were stunted, violent aberrations compared to their wild kin.
And now she was here, chained by a dark melancholia, overlaying a deeper more insistent anxiety. The core of it all was a feeling, something that drew her attention back to Tyrion whenever her mind drifted away.
Without thinking she began to walk, and before she knew it, she had descended until she found his sleeping platform. He was already gone, she had expected that, but his meagre possessions remained; a few bags, some clothing, and his cittern. The sight of the instrument brought an aching sensation to her chest and made her vision blurry.
Why? Why has it come to this?
She stood there quietly, unable to understand, questioning herself and her motivations. The longer she pondered, the less she understood and the more she felt that she was missing something. Something was different, but she couldn’t quite decide what. The sunlight filtering through the trees made dappled patterns of light and shadow on the platform. There was some significance to that.
“The canopy is gone,” her voice said, uttering the words her mind hadn’t been able to register. The spellweaving she had created for him was missing.
It wasn’t an accident. It couldn’t have vanished accidentally. Only another She’Har could have removed it, and only by deliberate action. She had constructed it from multiple independent spellweavings. Simply attacking one part would not have destroyed the entire thing. It would take five or six separate attacks to undo it entirely.
No one had any reason to do such a thing, no She’Har anyway.
Surely he didn’t do this, she told herself, but there was a growing uncertainty in her heart, and with it came a complementary hope. Turning, she began to run. The fight would be starting soon. She had to find out, she had to know.
 
***
Tyrion released his hold on the wind as he dove forward. He had angled the direction a few seconds before, to send his enemy closer, to hurtle by just a few dozen feet from the eye of the storm where he stood. Releasing it at the last moment, the wind began to die quickly, but its momentum wouldn’t dissipate instantly.
Anchoring himself with his power as he moved into the screaming air, he moved to place himself in the Krytek’s path. Along his arms were lines of intricate triangles, each containing one of several symbols, and yet they weren’t complete. Touching them with his will, he created a final line along the edges of his arms. That extra line created a new set of triangles in the third dimension, slightly above the ones decorating his skin, and with a whisper of aythar they flared into life, solid and lethal.
His arms were sheathed in deadly force, much as they had been many times in the past, but now there was a difference. This magic could cut through spellweavings as easily as it did everything else. This magic could kill his opponent.
The Krytek was not as addled as he had hoped, however. A human who had been through what it had, would have been thoroughly shaken, if not outright concussed, but it was still in full control of its faculties. Before it reached the location where he was waiting, it lashed out, not with a spellweave, but with a focused strike of raw magic.
The attack was much like what he would have expected from a human mage, but it was sufficient to do what was needed, causing him to dodge to one side, missing his opportunity. One of his normal shields would have been able to stop the attack, but he hadn’t bothered using them since he had assumed any attack coming from the Krytek would be a spellweaving.
It couldn’t focus well enough to spellweave, so it used simple magic instead.
He cursed himself for not considering that possibility as the winds died and the insectoid creature came to a rolling and bounding stop several hundred feet away. His opportunity was gone, and things were about to get difficult.
The Krytek had only just come to a stop, and spellweavings shot forth even before it took to its feet. Long weaving lines crossed the space between them in mere seconds, coursing toward Tyrion like snakes, homing in on him. All that saved him was the half second delay that preceded their appearance. When he felt his enemy’s will gathering, he reinforced the strength in his legs, and bounded up and to one side in a leap that carried him almost twenty yards away from his original location.
He could jump farther, but experience in past battles had taught him not to try it. Longer jumps were harder to control and any mistake could cost him a broken leg or worse. The Krytek’s attack swerved and twisted, like a living thing, and shot toward his new position.
He jumped again, but the spellweaving followed, the lines stretching and growing at unbelievable speed. He couldn’t avoid them for much longer. Leaping once more, he created a wide shield across the field to slow them when they turned to follow, but it hardly slowed their advance.
If I cut them my secret is blown, and my enemy will realize the danger.
Crying out loudly, he released his aythar and yanked at the earth, ripping up a section of the hard ground almost ten feet deep and a hundred feet across, using it as a physical shield. It was a feat of unbridled strength, but it cost him. Although his level of aythar was much greater than his opponent’s, his reckless use of power with the windstorm and now the earth, had weakened him. Soon he wouldn’t have enough energy left to fight.
The spellwoven snakes struck the earth and tore into it, trying to reach him, but the vast quantities of soil and rock thwarted them at every turn. As soon as they tore through one section, another moved to stop them. Tyrion ran toward his foe now, using the sheer bulk of the earth to shield himself.
He closed the distance quickly, from a hundred feet to fifty, then twenty. A sudden burst of raw aythar shaped into an attack of blunt force slammed into the personal shield he had placed around himself, but it failed to stop his advance. Ten feet and he activated the magic along his arms, he was almost within range.
Something shot upward, lines of spellwoven power that he hadn’t noticed, hidden beneath the ground near the Krytek. They closed around his feet and sank in, ripping through his small shield. Once they contacted his skin, they discharged a powerful electrical shock and his body convulsed; pain and strange sensations overwhelming him.
Tyrion collapsed, helpless at the feet of his adversary. Above, he could see nothing but grey, a sky occluded by dark clouds, until the Krytek body leaned over him, blocking his view. He was numb, his body tingling and twitching, but his mind floated free. His perspective shifted then, and it felt as if he was looking down on himself and the She’Har warrior, watching from some third vantage point.
The human body was still twitching, but he no longer felt it, it was distant. The strange creature leaning over him was extending an arm now, about to finish him with some strange magic. He was larger than that though, his body was not limited to such a small fleshy thing, it was light, it was air, and in the clouds above—it was brimming with power.
He smiled, or rather, the wind smiled, though it was not something that could be seen with the eye. The sky boomed with thunder and the world exploded.
The clouds overhead discharged at once, sending a thousand bolts of lightning down to meet the earth that made up the arena. The spellweaving that shielded and isolated the arena disintegrated in a vivid instant of actinic light, and then the entire area beneath it was inundated by a cascading avalanche of blue fire.
The soil of the arena exploded upward in molten drops of fusing silica, and the Krytek was transfixed as the power of the sky struck it repeatedly, causing it to fall backward and then pull its arms and legs inward as the lightning struck again and again.
Only Tyrion was untouched, though drops of molten earth fell on him in places, leaving small burns across his skin. The pain caused his mind to retreat, and the sky, which had seemed so close before, drew back leaving him alone, small, mortal and hurting.
The electrical storm vanished, leaving the air full of the burning odor of ozone and scorched earth. Struggling to his feet, Tyrion surveyed the field, and though his body still shook with weariness and the lingering effects of the Krytek’s attack, he smiled, for he liked what he saw.
The Krytek was less than seven feet away, and somehow, beyond all belief, its spellwoven defense was still intact. The hazy outer cushion was gone, but the hard inner shell remained, and it had protected the creature from the blazing electrical force that had assailed it. It looked unsteady, swaying slightly as it began to lift itself again on four legs, but it was unharmed.
“Whatever you did has failed, baratt,” it said in clear Erollith. “Now you will…”
Its final words were cut off as Tyrion stepped close, burning his bare feet on the molten glass that lay between them. His arms rose, limned with deadly aythar, and they cut through the Krytek’s shield as though it were tissue. The creature never finished its sentence as its body fell away in three separate portions.
Silence reigned in the arena, and its dominion went unchallenged while Tyrion slowly turned, looking at the stunned She’Har who watched him.
Absently, he shielded his feet to keep them from being further scorched, and then he reached up with his left hand to lift the spellwoven collar that lay at his throat. He had the power to destroy it now, though he wasn’t sure whether the She’Har had planned for such an event. It might simply unravel, or it might kill him, but he no longer cared.
“I am not a slave any longer!” he screamed to their waiting ears. “And if any of you would like to dispute that fact, you are welcome to come down here and discuss it with me!”
Across the field he saw Lyralliantha emerging from the crowd, running toward him. His left hand still held the collar up and out. He slipped his right hand beneath it and briefly activating his new magic, he cut the collar away.
Lyralliantha’s mouth rounded into an ‘o’ as she yelled something at him, but he couldn’t hear her. The collar came apart, and as it tore and disintegrated, it felt as though his soul ripped in half. Blinding pain drove his consciousness into oblivion, but it was not a soft release, it was a darkness filled with knives and thorns.
 



Chapter 50
Warm light was filtering through his eyelids, but not unpleasantly. It began slowly, a trickle of light that gently coaxed him to consciousness. He was somewhere soft, floating perhaps. Did I die?
Tyrion opened his eyes slowly and discovered that the light was filtering through a canopy of leaves and branches high above. He was lying on a bed of—well, he wasn’t quite sure what it was. It appeared to be some sort of fine fibrous material, light brown and impossibly delicate, as though someone had unwound raw silk and made it into a cushion.
There were thicker vines wrapped around his arms and legs, holding him gently but firmly in place. No, they were doing more than that. Those around his arms had several thorny protrusions jutting into his flesh, painlessly piercing the skin. He had seen their ilk before, years ago when Thillmarius had subjected him to one of his ‘examinations’.
Fear sent ice through his veins, and he started to struggle. The thorns withdrew at the first sign of movement, and the vines released their hold on his limbs. Moments later he was free, floating on the strange cushion without any sort of restraint. Relaxing, he allowed himself a moment to take in his surroundings and immediately noticed that he wasn’t alone.
Lyralliantha lay close by, separated by only a few feet of whatever it was he was lying on. Her body was naked, and the vines were around her arms and legs in much the same way they had been with him. She seemed to be unconscious.
Shifting and rolling closer he took the opportunity to enjoy the view of her skin with his natural vision. Magesight had provided him with far more intimate views of her body for years, but there was something to be said for seeing something in the flesh, with the eyes you grew up using.
He wasn’t disappointed.
Movement distracted him from his artistic studies; someone was approaching, walking through the nearby hall. As his mental view expanded, he realized where he was, back in the building in Ellentrea, where Thillmarius performed his studies and managed his human slaves. The approaching form was that of the Prathion lore-warden himself.
What happened? He couldn’t imagine how he had wound up there.
Thillmarius opened the single door to the room and addressed him, “I was alerted that you had awakened.”
“How did I get here?” asked Tyrion, iron in his voice.
“A better question would be, ‘Why am I still alive?’” said the She’Har.
Tyrion’s glare was the only response the Prathion She’Har received.
“I brought both of you here, after you collapsed in the arena,” answered the golden-haired She’Har.
“What’s wrong with her?” questioned Tyrion.
“Nothing serious,” answered the other, “lack of blood, though that should be almost resolved. She almost killed herself trying to save you.”
Tyrion’s eyes narrowed, “I don’t recall needing a rescue.”
Thillmarius gestured toward his neck, “When you severed your collar, it began a hemolytic cascade, destroying your blood cells. It’s part of the design, to prevent anyone from successfully doing what you attempted.”
“Hemo—what?”
“Hemolytic,” repeated the She’Har. “It means the rupture or destruction of the cells that comprise the functional majority of your blood. I’m speaking in plain Barion to make it easier for you to understand.”
“I have never heard that word before.” Nor am I entirely sure what a ‘red blood cell’ is for that matter, he added mentally.
Thillmarius nodded. “It never ceases to amaze me how easily your kind loses knowledge. What was common information to your forebears is now completely forgotten, which makes it all the more incredible how much they accomplished.”
Tyrion’s mood was deteriorating. “If you wouldn’t mind finishing?”
“Your blood lost its ability to carry oxygen, and the destruction of its red cells led to a vast disruption of your circulatory system. You died, or came as close to it as anyone can. She…” Thillmarius pointed at Lyralliantha, “…foolishly tried to save you by connecting her blood vessels to yours. She expelled much of your ruined blood and replaced it with her own.”
“What?!”
“She nearly died along with you. Both of you wound up with a grossly inadequate blood supply, and your immune system quickly began to reject her blood, which became a serious issue for both of you,” explained Thillmarius.
“I hope you realize that very little of what you are saying makes any sense to me,” Tyrion informed him.
The She’Har frowned, “I have come to respect your intelligence, but native wit can only do so much when it is overcome by such vast ignorance. Allow me to rephrase things for you. Your blood was ruined. She removed most of it from you and replaced it with her own by connecting one of her main arteries to one of your large femoral veins.” He illustrated his point by pointing at his wrist and then toward Tyrion’s thigh.
Thillmarius continued, “That succeeded in keeping you alive, briefly, but she lost consciousness as her blood pressure plummeted. Most of those present thought it best to leave things alone and let you both perish. I, however, had a different opinion.”
“You saved us?” asked Tyrion.
“I stabilized you, and using the more advanced techniques available to me here, I kept your body from destroying the foreign blood that was keeping you, and your owner alive. It was close, but I managed to increase the fluid in your bodies enough to keep you both from complete system failure. You’ve been convalescing here for over a week now.” There was a note of pride in the She’Har’s voice.
Tyrion knew that whatever he had done, it had been terribly clever, but he didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of admitting it. Still, he couldn’t help but admit to a faint gratitude that the man had saved his life, and more importantly Lyralliantha’s. “Thank you,” he said at last.
Thillmarius smiled, “You are welcome.”
“So—Lyralliantha’s blood is inside me now?” asked Tyrion, staring at his arms in mild amazement.
“No, not any longer,” corrected the She’Har. “That situation could not endure for long. At the moment your body is filled with blood that you manufactured with a lot of stimulation on my part, along with a neutral fluid that I used in the interim to provide for you until you could replace it.”
“Is she alright?”
“She should make a full recovery, as will you,” said Thillmarius. “For now, I would advise you to remain here, at least until she awakens. If you are seen in your current state, you will likely be slain.” The She’Har touched his throat to indicate his meaning.
Tyrion furrowed his brow, unsure what the lore-warden was trying to tell him. Then he touched his throat and realized that the spellwoven collar he had worn for over five years now was gone.
“That’s right,” said Thillmarius, nodding. “Any She’Har who sees you without a collar is probably going to attempt to correct the situation.”
I’d like to see them try, thought Tyrion, but he couldn’t dispute the wisdom of avoiding a confrontation. Then something else occurred to him, “Why are you helping me?”
Thillmarius graced him with a beatific smile, “I would not go so far as to say that I am helping you. I serve the interests of the Prathion grove and I still believe that we have much to gain from you. For that reason I am helping her, in the interest of continuing my involvement in your future.”
“You just said that if I am seen, they will try to kill me,” pointed out Tyrion. “It sounds unlikely that your aid will produce any profit for you.”
“That depends on your owner,” said Thillmarius. “What I would really like to know is how you produced that electrical storm.”
Tyrion stared at him without blinking. He didn’t understand what had happened with the lightning either, but the last person he felt like trying to explain it to was the man standing in front of him.
 Thillmarius sighed and then turned to the door, “I will return later. One of the baratti will bring food for you shortly.” With that, he was gone.
Tyrion was left with little to do, other than watch the silver-haired woman beside him breathe. That wasn’t such a bad idea. Her hair fascinated him. Like most of the She’Har, its color was far beyond what a human would consider ‘normal’. He ran his fingers through it, letting it slide through them, shimmering like a waterfall as it settled beside her.
With one hand he traced the line of her jaw and throat, and then let it drift along her chest and down to her abdomen. The skin was soft and unblemished, lacking even the casual scars that most humans collect during an active childhood.
But, she didn’t have a childhood, did she? She’s only nine or ten years old, and she began life as a mature adult by our standards.
She had never engaged in the simple games or normal play that natural human children did. It was a sad thought, but he didn’t let it distract him from his exploration. The curve of her hip was irresistible, and it drew him lower, to admire the shape of her thigh and the healthy tone of her calves.
The feet were elegantly shaped and even the toes seemed perfectly formed. He examined her left foot before running one finger along the bottom of it. The skin there was tougher than the rest, testimony to a life spent barefoot or in minimal footwear. His touch caused her leg to twitch, and then he saw her eyes open.
“What is your endless fascination with my feet?” she asked in a raspy whisper.
“Your feet?” said Tyrion. He had never shown any particular interest in them before, but then he remembered their first meeting, when he had kissed her foot. He removed his hand and edged away to give her more room. “Nothing in particular, I just wanted a closer look.”
“You were molesting my foot,” she said, arching one eyebrow.
 “I was just curious…”
“Is that what you call it—curiosity?” Her eyes moved to below his waist, noting his tumescent condition.
Tyrion blushed, in fact his state was partly due to her presence, but it primarily resulted from a pressing urgency in his bladder. “Actually, I need to relieve myself,” he confessed.
“That is probably what you say to all the semi-conscious females who catch you fondling them,” she replied dryly.
Was she—making a joke? She was so insouciant that it was difficult to ascertain her meaning. “Are you teasing me?” he asked hesitantly.
“Yes, but my humor seems to have failed,” she said clinically.
“No,” he reassured her, “I think it was fine. I just don’t expect it from you.” He sat up and worked his way to the edge of their ‘bed’, such as it was. He had already learned from previous experience where the facilities for elimination were.
Lyralliantha followed his example, and he helped her to her feet. Minutes later they both returned. “What now?” he asked her.
“I need to tell you something,” she began.
“What?”
“This,” she said, and then she lifted her lips to his, kissing him softly at first and then more deeply, pressing herself tightly against him.
He responded with shock at first, but he adapted quickly and returned the kiss and the embrace with no small amount of passion. Threading the fingers of one hand through her hair, he snaked the other arm around her waist, cupping her derriere and holding her close.
Minutes came and went while the two of them talked using only their lips, forsaking words entirely. Questions fluttered through Tyrion’s mind, but none of them stayed long enough to concern him. Pausing only long enough to shift his stance and slip one arm behind her legs, he lifted Lyralliantha and carried her back to the strange bed they had awoken in. He placed her there carefully and then he joined her.
And then he joined with her.
Some while later he lay watching her, trying to figure out what it had meant. Unable to frame the right question, he said instead, “I had no idea you were a virgin.”
She showed incomprehension, “I don’t think I’ve learned that word.”
It took a minute for him to explain the meaning in Erollith, but eventually she understood. “Oh,” she said, “That’s a concept that has little meaning for the She’Har. Does it increase the significance of sex for you?”
He shrugged, “Not really, but for some people it might. I was just surprised. From what I had learned of the She’Har, I thought you were already experienced.”
“It is an infrequent activity among the children of the Illeniel Grove, since we do not keep humans,” she answered.
“You wouldn’t necessarily need humans,” said Tyrion.
“The She’Har primarily do this only to produce baratti for the arena,” said Lyralliantha, as if that explained everything. “Few choose to engage in sex for pleasure alone.”
Uncertainty took hold as Tyrion wondered at her motivations. Why did Thillmarius save us? Was that the price? Keeping his voice steady he asked, “What was your motivation?”
“Something new,” she told him. “What is wrong?” She had seen the change in his aura.
“I don’t want my children to be used in the arena,” he said bluntly.
She laughed, “Fear not, I will not conceive. My people almost never bear human children. I am able to control the fertility of my flesh. Those who create children generally do so using human females to gestate the offspring.” She paused, looking at him more seriously. “Did you think I was planning to make a child? Such a thing runs against my grove’s decision regarding baratti.”
“Then what was your motivation?” Tyrion’s suspicions were easing, but he still didn’t understand. “Pleasure?”
“In part,” she nodded. “As I said before, it was something new. When I saw you in the arena, I knew something had changed, and when you destroyed your collar, I thought I would perish.”
“Thillmarius said you nearly did.”
“It no longer mattered to me. If I couldn’t save you, I didn’t mind dying.” The words were spoken with complete calm, but her aura was flickering with intense emotions, and her eyes were damp.
Of all the things she could have told him, that startled him more than anything else might have. “Are you…” The words trailed off. He didn’t know what to ask.
“Teach me love, Tyrion” she said.
“T—th—that’s not something you can teach,” he replied with a brief stutter.
“Then show me what you can. Show me what you wanted to show her.” Lyralliantha took his hand in her own, guiding it to her bosom.
Tyrion hadn’t thought to perform an encore so soon, but Lyralliantha’s insistent lips convinced him otherwise.



Chapter 51
Another day passed before they made ready to leave Thillmarius’ accommodations in Ellentrea and return to Lyralliantha’s home in the Illeniel Grove.
“When we return there will be many questions,” she said, as if to prepare him. “What you did in the arena was unprecedented. They will want to know how you did it.”
“Do you mean this?” he asked, indicating the tattoos along his arms.
“That is part of it, and if that had been all, it would still have created a stir, but the lightning will be of even greater interest to them,” she replied.
“Ahh…”
“Your aythar didn’t move.  When the lightning came, it remained completely still. It was as if the sky itself came alive and chose to attack the Krytek. It destroyed the barrier and almost broke your opponent’s shield-weave. How did you do that?” she asked.
He shrugged, “I’m not even sure if it was me. It felt strange, almost like falling into a dream, or maybe like dying. I just couldn’t lose. More than anything I couldn’t let go of that, and when I got caught in the electrical trap, it rendered me almost entirely helpless. As I was lying there, all I could think was how badly I wanted to kill my enemy, and then it felt like I left my body.”
Tyrion frowned, “No, that’s not it either. It felt as though I expanded—sort of. The sky was there, the clouds and wind, and they were part of me.”
“Could you do it again?” she asked staring directly into his eyes.
Even as she asked, he could feel the sky above them, a great vault of air moving in the sun, speckled with clouds. Beneath his feet the earth beat with a steady rhythm, and even the walls of the living wooden building they were within sang to him.
I could do something, he thought, though I’m not sure what or how.
“I don’t really know,” he told her, “but I doubt it.” Something told him that a lie would be better than the truth. “Thillmarius wanted to know about it too.”
Lyralliantha smiled, “Of course. Whatever it was, it was something the She’Har have never seen before, something beyond our experience, and we have been manipulating aythar for eons beyond counting.”
“No one expected that from a simple baratt, eh?”
She reached up, placing her hand on his cheek and holding his face in line with her own.  The gesture was tender while at the same time emphasizing her seriousness. “Listen to me, Tyrion. They will want that power, and they will get it. If you can explain it to them, do so, or they will never give you peace. If you cannot explain it, admit nothing, or they will expend every effort to understand the secret of it, up to and including dissecting you.”
He tilted his head, looking down at her, “But I already admitted to you that I had something to do with it, although I don’t understand exactly how I did it. Doesn’t that mean that they already know?”
Her eyes studied him, and then she answered, “No, it doesn’t. I have spoken to no one about this yet.”
“But you will,” insisted Tyrion. “You are a child of the grove, right?”
“I almost threw my life away to preserve yours,” she answered. “Would I undo that by telling them?”
“You would put my wellbeing above the interests of your people?”
“I would do as I please,” she said, “and you please me, but there is one thing we must do before we leave here.”
Tyrion was still processing her words. “What is that?”
“Your collar,” she said, pointing at his throat. “Without it, they will kill you.”
“Is one free human that big a concern for the She’Har?”
“We have not survived so long by being foolish,” she countered. “And in the arena the other day you gave them reason to fear you.”
He clenched his jaw, “I don’t want to be a slave again.”
“Did I treat you as one?”
“Someone having the power to kill you on even the slightest whim isn’t the sort of thing one can just forget about,” he told her.
“But you have the same power, don’t you?” she asked challengingly. “As you demonstrated a few weeks ago, every time I came within reach of you unshielded I was unwittingly giving you the opportunity to take my life.” She moved closer, running one finger along the tattoos on his arm. “And now even a shield-weave wouldn’t protect me, would it?” Her face was less than an inch from his own.
Her nearness was having an effect on him. “Is there a way to remove the collar later?”
“It can be removed in the same way it is put on, and only with consent of both parties,” she replied, deliberately brushing against him.
“And would you give such consent, if I asked you to?” he asked, her teasing was driving him to distraction.
“When you decide that you no longer wish to live with me, regardless of the consequences, I will remove it,” she told him. “If not, you can take my life.”
He growled into her ear, “I’ll accept your bargain, but I’ll take something now to seal it.” Grasping her shoulders with rough hands he turned her around.
“That I will gladly give,” she whispered.
Their leavetaking was delayed for a brief time, but fortunately, no one came to check on them.
 
***
The walk back to the tree where Lyralliantha made her home was nerve-wracking. Tyrion could feel the She’Har watching them during the entire journey. Most stayed out of direct sight, but he could feel their attention lingering on them as they traveled.
The necklace at his throat felt heavy. This time when she created it he had understood the words, and with his consent, the spellweave had been completed, but he still didn’t like it. Despite her sweet entreaties, he would never have accepted it if it hadn’t been for one simple fact.
There was nowhere else to go.
His recent trip had shown him quite clearly that home was no longer home. His parents still loved him, but he no longer belonged. It was time for him to make his own home in the world, and there was only one person in Colne that he wanted, or that wanted him for that matter, but Kate had already made her home. She had begun her family, and the last thing Tyrion wanted was to destroy her happiness, or to hurt Seth.
That left the Illeniel Grove, and the She’Har could not accept a free human.
Lyralliantha’s yoke was light, however. She promised him as much freedom as she could offer; and that, combined with her ample charms, was enough to convince him. Some might even consider it paradise.
Tyrion was not so minded, though. He still held a deeper anger, and his pride would never accept even such gentle slavery as his due.
I will learn and expand on what I have discovered, and eventually, I will teach them the error of their ways. It was statement of fact within his soul, but under it simmered a subtle threat.
That night he lay in a new bed, with Lyralliantha beside him, and after she had fallen asleep, he let his mind drift free. This time he listened to the deep beating of the earth and he felt his mind expand to encompass something much greater than the body he had grown up with.
Hidden beneath the thin veneer of stable land and living trees was a burning world of liquid rock and great pressures. It called to him, and as he listened, he understood. The beauty he found in it seemed to mirror his own quiet anger, hidden and buried. Just relax here a little and great things could happen.
He dreamed of fire and red rivers of molten rock.
When he awoke the next morning he felt strange, as though having arms and legs were unusual. Lyralliantha was gone, but his mind found her close by, returning with a hasty impatience in her step.
Her eyes were full of urgent meaning when she came into view.
“What?” he asked, sensing a strange fear in her.
“There was an earthquake last night. A great upheaval to the east of us. A new volcano has arisen, and the land is torn. Part of one of the great groves of Mordan has been destroyed and fires threaten much more,” she told him.
“Are we in danger here?” he asked.
She shook her head, “No. It is hundreds of miles to the east. But thousands of my people are dead.”
“Do you mean people like you, or…”
“The elders,” she corrected, “the great trees. We do not count the children, but many of them are gone as well.”
That’s right, he reminded himself. Even among their own kind they only count the trees as being of true value. Their children are almost as expendable as their human slaves.
“Oh,” he said noncommittally.
“They’re dead, Tyrion,” she said in a tone that rose slightly in harmony with the inner distress she was feeling. “Do you understand?”
“You’ll have to forgive me, Lyra, but I don’t feel quite the same about your people as you do,” he admitted. “I, and my people, have suffered much at their hands.”
Her eyes darkened for a moment and then grew slightly wider. “Lyra?”
“Your name is very long. If I’m going to be saying it twenty times a day, a shorter version will suffice. It’s called a ‘nick-name’.”
“Nick-name,” she said to herself.
“It’s something that close friends or family use to address one another,” he explained.
Her face twitched momentarily into something reminiscent of a smile, but it vanished quickly. “I will remember,” she answered. “For now, I must go; the lore-wardens are calling an assembly. Your meeting with the elders will be delayed, possibly for several weeks.”
“That’s fine,” he replied. “I wasn’t particularly excited about it.”
She started to leave.
“Wait,” he said suddenly. When she looked at him inquiringly he added, “Lovers don’t just pop in and then leave like that.”
“What do they do?” she asked.
“This,” he told her, and then demonstrated by giving her a brief but meaningful kiss. “Now you can go.”
Her lips quirked into a definite smile after that. “Do we have to do that every time we meet and part again?”
“Not always, but often—yes,” he said.
“Your customs are strange, but I find them intriguing,” she said, before leaning in for another kiss.
“You learn quickly,” he replied.
She nodded. “I must go,” and with that she did leave.
Once she was gone he sat and reflected on his dreams. He remembered trying to do something similar to what had happened in the arena, only with the earth instead, but he had fallen asleep, or at least he thought he had. His dreams had been full of much that sounded like what had happened to the Mordan Grove.
“Surely the two things are unrelated,” he said quietly. That was hundreds of miles from here.
After he ate breakfast, he ascended the tree, finding the highest vantage point. In fact the tree had grown a small platform there, to accommodate others who had sought such a view. Looking to the east, he saw a dark smudge across the horizon, probably smoke from the fires raging there.
It was too far to see much else, but somehow he knew, mountains were being born.



Epilogue
“So he was an archmage?” said Matthew. “Like you?”
I nodded.
“I could have done without hearing about some of the kissing and stuff,” he added.
I grinned at him, “I tried to gloss over most of it for you.”
Moira disagreed, “Some of it wasn’t too bad. I think Lyra is in love with Daniel.”
Her reaction didn’t surprise me. My daughter appreciated the idea of romance a bit more than my son did, though that realization unsettled me. I didn’t like the thought of her growing up, though I had no way to stop it. “She was, but he wasn’t the same man who first entered that forest,” I told her.
“What do you mean?” she asked.
“Well his name change was symbolic, but it represented something deeper, and darker. Daniel was kind, if misguided, but Tyrion was guided by a different light,” I said.
“What light?” said Matthew.
“Anger, and retribution,” I answered. “Tyrion’s heart was more distant, and love was no longer his primary motivation. From that point on, he did find peace at times, but it was always temporary, a fragile stability covering the anger and resentment he held within him.”
Moira kept to the point, “But he still loved her back, right?”
“His anger made it difficult for him to see her as she was, and he still had feelings for Kate,” I began.
My daughter didn’t like that answer, she frowned at me. “I don’t understand that either. If he was still in love with Kate, how did he fall in love with Amarah?”
“People can love more than one person,” I said simply.
“You can love lots of friends, and your family,” clarified Moira, “but you can only love one person like ‘that’.”
I shook my head, “If only it were that easy. Unfortunately, you are wrong, though if things did work that way it would prevent a lot of problems. People can, and frequently do love more than one person in the romantic sense.”
“That’s just wrong,” she replied.
“I still don’t understand it at all,” stated Lynarralla.
Matthew stepped in then, “But if he was still in love with Kate, why did he—umm—you know, with Lyra?”
“At this point in the story you should be well aware that sex and love are not the same thing,” I told him. Just wait until one of them brings this up with Penny and she asks me what I’ve been telling them, I thought inwardly. That will be an interesting conversation.
Remembering Penny brought me to my senses. It was getting late, and we needed to dress for dinner. Not that we weren’t dressed already, but being a nobleman had its disadvantages. While I could wear what I wanted while we were in our mountain cottage, when I emerged for dinner I had to be suitably attired. That meant a change of clothing. “We need to get ready for dinner,” I told them.
“Can’t we eat here?” said Matthew with a long sigh.
“No, neither I nor your mother is planning to cook today, and besides, we need to make ourselves more visible in the castle.”
“I don’t like wearing a doublet,” he complained.
“You’ll like being hungry even less,” I countered. Parenthood comes with a number of useful tools, and control of the food supply was frequently a handy one, especially as they entered the teenage years.
“You’re a cruel man, Dad,” said Matthew.
He smirked at me, and I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Just be glad I’m your father and not Tyrion. Starvation would be the least of your worries then.”
All three of them were confused. Matthew spoke first, “But he didn’t even know his children. Except for meeting those two girls, they were complete strangers to him… right?”
“So far, yes, but when we get back this evening I’ll tell you about how he met them—all of them,” I responded. Thinking about it made my stomach a bit queasy as the memories came unbidden into my mind.
“Really?” said Moira with sudden interest. “Did he get to raise any of them, like a father?”
“Sort of,” I answered, “though more like a commander than a father.” I closed the door in my mind to block out the images, worried I might lose my appetite for dinner. “Let’s talk about this later.”
They pestered me a bit more before getting dressed, but I refused to tell them anymore. Eventually they gave up and got ready, and not long after that we made our way together to the castle.
The food was good, but then it always was. More importantly, Penny was there, and I found comfort in her nearness. Allowing myself to relive Tyrion’s story had unsettled me.
But there was yet more to tell…
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