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Chapter 1 Ultimate Directive
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JADE CREEK NO LONGER HAD command of her facilities. There was no control of her body, nor the neurons that drove her motor faculties, not even the movement of an eye. Brutally enslaved, a dark mist had infiltrated her from her brain matter to her nerve endings. Now every functional part of her received commands from an alien entity of the coldest intelligence. Nothing remained of her neuro complex except for a tiny bubble of protection she’d barely installed over a fragment of her self-awareness during the thing’s initial attack. With her instinctive act of self-preservation a nanofraction before being overwritten, she’d installed an impenetrable shield holding back the malevolent cloud that desired her as a host and for her ability to read a person’s three possible future images, the images that rotated around them in a black cyclone. The clinical coldness of the supreme alien intellect drove her motor faculties as if it manipulated an unthinking machine, which Jade supposed she was now. Having full access to the neural links within her brain, the creature, which thought of itself as the One Mind, controlled nearly all aspects of what she’d been as a young woman. The only things left to her were reading the thing’s intentions, its primal thoughts, and hearing and seeing where it took her and what it did when it got there.

Not the best situation to find herself in. It went beyond frightening. Seeing, and hearing where she went, what she did—what it did—some of it bad enough she would’ve retched if she had control of her throat and could feel her stomach threw her to the edge of madness. Many times, she wished for the ability to cry, particularly when the enormity of her helpless state threatened to crush her. If not for the tiny bubble of self awareness, she would’ve already succumbed. Not the best situation by any means. But it was something. She existed. Barely.

Unlike what the One Mind had done with most other hosts it acquired in its eons of existence, the entity desired to keep her functional. Though it considered her nothing more than an insect on which to exercise its vast will, the alien had left the bubble of her awareness intact. At least, the insidious entity had convinced itself of that. Jade knew better. The little left of her existed by will alone. Only hers. Her steadfast refusal to be overcome, written out of existence.

Floating formless in her last bastion of resistance, the tiny bubble shielded within her own mind, Jade kept an infinitesimal link open within her internal neural network. From that point on, she sensed the commands put forth by the alien entity. Even some of those sent into what the One Mind considered the Over Mind, a vast neural network the being had structured throughout its dark gaseous makeup that contained all the minds of those it had absorbed into its ethereal substance.

Sustenance storage for it to feed upon at its leisure.

Unable to do anything else, Jade rode along as the One Mind moved with intent. Forcing her frail body to move faster, the alien intellect directed her, the host, higher into the caverns above the Dark Citadel where the Great Shadow, the Dark King, had formerly ruled.

As helpless as Jade felt, dwarfed by the power of the thing, there was a small but distinct advantage for her of listening in, which stemmed from her ability to read someone’s aura. The ability helped her develop a sense of her surroundings. An adaptation which the essence druid Camoe Shadoe would’ve referred to as her true sense gift.

Thinking of the druid brought sadness and then anger. Once she broke free of the One Mind, she would find a way to end its blight on the world. With her sister Crystalyn’s help, it could be done. Sister, I need you! I cannot take this much longer...

Crystalyn’s symbols were powerful.

But together they were stronger.

Jade’s sister had stayed at the Dark Citadel after the battle beyond the Dark Gate. Though critically wounded and now healing, Crystalyn was still in the Citadel somewhere. If only Jade could somehow reach her. With her sister’s help, they might force the alien thing out of her, perhaps send it scurrying away as they had done once before in the Vibrant Vale when the being had tried to overcome her will a few months before.

Crystalyn was the one person whose power was, by all appearances, stronger than the One Mind. She was the one being it was wary of, that confused it. Never in the alien’s long history—on any world—had it known anything remotely close to defeat. Only those saturated with the Flow, the river of power underlying the land of Astura, had defied its supreme will for a time. But even those had succumbed to its cunning, eventually.

But not Crystalyn. Her amazing ability to create symbols for aggression and healing with a mere thought, the force of her powerful will, had proven effective against the creature once before. But not Jade’s paltry ability of reading a snapshot of someone’s future. Ironically, that same ability was the very reason the thing wanted her more than a planet of others, so it could best decide how to go about worldwide domination. That, and the fact that she seemed to have an innate resistance to the decay the alien caused the host body when it inhabited the form too long.

In its dark past, the entity had relied on stealth. Moving in the shadows, the ethereal being used its absolute power of compulsion to manipulate the intellect and motor capabilities of all things. Not once throughout its eons of solitary existence had it failed to gain complete control. Not once had it failed to consume every single neuron of humans and non-humans, and not once on any other planet had it failed to leave a world barren of life.

Yet when had it truly ever been alone?

The entity stored neurons consumed from countless worlds, from every being it had fed upon. Locked away inside the crowded and finite space of the Over Mind—the neural network of interlinked minds stored inside the mist of its ethereal makeup—the neural waves fed it thoughts, memories, and emotions when needed.

Nearly at capacity after consuming much of the Dark Citadel, the One Mind had selected leaders to do its bidding as it fed on the oldest brainwaves in the storehouse of the Over Mind, erasing them forever. When the final push came, it would consume the entire world’s brainwaves and gain much power.

A creature with lesser cunning, lesser intellect, might have become enraged at the troubling discovery of its weakness to the great river of the Flow. But not the One Mind. The cold, dominating thoughts that dwarfed Jade’s own had a plan to nullify the threat of the Flow and exterminate Users, those capable of accessing and Using the great energy streaming within the river of power.

The One Mind had set events in motion to dry up the river, but it would take time—something that caused a sense of doom the transcendent creature had not encountered in its long past, nor had it found the experience in a single one of the countless memories stored within the Over Mind.

Adding to the sentiment of its disquiet, Jade sensed, the alien commanding her body had discovered a bright blip of power growing in the west, nestled within a family of strong Users. The One Mind could not allow such a threat to exist long. The alien had no reason to wait to eliminate the future threat, not when it had creatures absorbed within its neural net of dominion that it could use for the extermination. As lesser lifeforms, they were more susceptible to compulsion. The animalistic instincts of survival innate to them made them more accepting of domination.

On other worlds it razed, the One Mind eventually consumed the neurons of all lifeforms, controlling them as it fed, and it planned to do the same on Astura. Every single being helped offset the high energy cost of moving through galaxies in its endless search for the next neural food source.

But Jade knew from the dark presence’s thoughts that leaked through her bubble that the great river of power underlying the land, this world of Astura itself, was a consternation to the creature. For the first time, it knew caution. The One Mind had to come up with a primary plan, an ultimate directive that made Jade afraid for her sister and all those Jade knew. Helpless to stop it, all Jade could do was listen in and watch. Screaming a warning wasn’t even possible, which created a harsh quandary: how to let someone know what had happened to her.

As the One Mind manipulated her body along black passages and over ancient stone bridges that spanned dark crevices deep in the caverns under the Dark Citadel, going downward and then upward for a league, the rankness of corrupted energy drifted past in spotty black mists. The dark spots, remnants of the Dark King’s considerable strength for corrupting the vitriol energy of the Flow, grew more frequent within the caverns under the great plateau that was Dark Citadel.

Though wisps and sometimes wide swathes of darkness exuded power, the One Mind avoided those spots, both corporeal and nonphysical, whose essence reeked of the dark taint of the Flow even though some exuded fear when it passed close. Feeding on such distress was a risk it would not yet make. When it had absorbed all neural waves without a trace of the Flow throughout the planet, it would then consider imbibing on the rest.

At every junction, the One Mind moved Jade along the ascending passage, taking the steeper route when possible. Jade disliked the dark and damp caverns and fervently wished she knew what the One Mind sought. After four similar junctions, all with the same near absence of light which didn’t slow the One Mind a bit, the passageway lightened, bringing the foul stench of rotting carrion. A clear indication the creature controlling her neared its destination.

The One Mind gave the command for faster movement. Before long, Jade’s body must’ve sent warnings of muscle failure stemming from an interior dryness, the need for moisture. The One Mind raised her right arm, the one holding the leather waterskin bag it had brought along, and sipped as it moved.

The uniqueness of the current situation with the host confused it vastly. Always before, control of whatever vessel it had taken was absolute, final from the moment of first contact. Why Jade had resisted total domination, it could not fathom. A significant part of the Over Mind mulled it over with the single-minded focus of a machine as it forced her body onward.

After a series of tunnels and wide caverns, the One Mind strode into a cluster of monsters that hungered for human flesh. Maimwights. Vile beasts that fed on the succulent flesh of a lifeform Jade and the parasitical alien both relied upon a human body. Her body.

Wrapped in a cocoon of their own skeletal membrane wings, a dozen maimwights lay in individual recesses around a rough-hewn half-circle chamber that was once a burial tomb. The cluster was large for creatures known to live in isolated groups of two to six.

Jade’s scent caused a frenzy of excitement within their lair, as the One Mind had expected. Sharp clicks accompanied a flurry of movement as the maimwights rolled out of macabre stone beds, their razor-teethed beaks and lobster claws coming together in anticipation of a defenseless and fresh meal’s unexpected appearance.

The two largest creatures—brown and green brutes, two heads taller than a large man—dashed toward the host with surprising quickness. Dropping the waterskin, the One Mind grabbed the snapping claws as they descended upon Jade, grasping for flesh. In an instant, the two monsters stopped moving, as if solidified on the spot. Soon, others came for Jade, but now the two maimwights moved. Holding out their monstrous appendages, they touched those that came after until movement ceased.

A sound rang about the small cave. Wailing. The keening of fright. An eerie sound coming from such large frightening creatures. At least, to Jade, it was.

The One Mind drank deep from the fear, and was replenished. The lessor neurons it absorbed into the multitude of emotions harbored within the Over Mind.

Touching each wright, the One Mind absorbed the limited intellect of the creatures, the base instincts of feeding and mating, into the confines of the Over Mind. Then it commanded the now mindless beasts to join the controlled army of the Dark Citadel.

Its army.

The two larger maimwights had a mission in store for them, an ultimate directive that would help with the One Mind’s unease. Jade didn’t know the specifics, though she felt it important to know. But try as she might, Jade couldn’t get a sense of what it had ordered them to do, no matter how hard she forced her will.

However, while she tried, Jade could strengthen her sensory perceptions along the edges of her bubble. By extending delicate shards of her shield into the misty blackness that was the One Mind’s disembodied substance that surrounded the tiny dome. Activity within that shadowy vapor triggered a warning for her to implement greater attention to listening in.

The One Mind sent the two horrors stomping down the tunnel that led to the light of day and then a long flight to a secluded valley in the northwest, to a forest there.

Watching them go, the One Mind was pleased.

Within Jade’s already constant anxiety, her fear grew. She feared for her dad and sister, and for all life on the planet of Astura. The One Mind would no longer remain in the shadows. The creature had set events into blatant motion.

Turning toward the next pair of maimwights, the One Mind initiated the second part of its plan.
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Chapter 2 Creatures


[image: ]




THE LONGER CASAN AS’WALL STARED at the late spring snow falling outside his family’s cabin, the worse his frustration grew. When it snowed in the Black Wolf Valley, a deep blanket of white accumulated atop Wind Roar Bluffs, which would cover the odd footprints in the mud he had encountered midmorning with his father. As a woodsman for most of his eighteen seasons, Casan had taken pride in learning to recognize all the woodland creature tracks at a glance. He could even distinguish the maker of partial tracks. But not this day. A long examination had provided him with no insight into whatever had made them. Though the tracks resembled a human footprint, the shape and size were wrong. A single toe jutted from the center of a foot twice the size of the biggest of men. The footprints led downward to the valley from the ridge. And strangely, they had originated from the bluff’s edge, as if the track maker had scaled the cliffs. But that would mean a vertical ascent for nearly a thousand feet, an amazing feat for something so big that walked upright.

At first sight of the footprints, his father, Laran, had led them home, refusing to answer Casan’s queries, which had only added to his curiosity. Casan had wanted to go back up and track such semi-human footprints to the source, perhaps see with his own eyes what kind of human—or nonhuman—had made them. Now, he may never know. New-fallen snow had covered them, concealing them within a blanket of white.

Made square by his father and now rimmed with frost, the hall window provided a grim view of the white world outside. The sprouting green meadow grass he’d seen yesterday now struggled to thrive under a frosty blanket of snow.

The cabin’s main entrance opened. His mother, Alina, entered and smiled. Stamping snow from her kell fur-lined boots, she closed the stout wooden door on the heavy chill outside. White powder covered the top of her braided light brown hair, melting quickly.

Casan detected the musty scent of the last of the winter oats clinging somewhere on her kell-leather leggings. Feeding the horses was Casan’s daily chore, but with having to search for increasingly scarce game with his father, his mother had done it for him once again. Casan suspected she didn’t mind the added duty. They’d finished building the last additions to the cabin four seasons ago, which gave her more time with the animals she loved. Though life’s trials had added a line or two to the corners of her vivid green eyes, his mother moved with the vigor she always had.

Removing her fur jacket, she glanced his way. “You look tired and concerned, Casan, or concerned and tired. Let me venture a guess. The two of you found no meat, and now the snow has hampered the growing season. Am I right? Do not allow it to eat at you. We will work through the lean times, as always. Your father gathers wood for tonight’s fire?”

“Yes. I’m going to help.”

Casan’s mother smiled once again as she sat on the wooden bench below the clothes rack and plucked at the straps of her boots. “Very good, it shouldn’t take long with the two of you at it.” Tugging off a boot, his mother hesitated, looking up at him. Her emerald eyes flared with a brief merriment. “There’s something you should know.”

“What is it?”

“Nuri is eating dinner with us tonight.”

Casan suppressed a groan. Things became awkward fast with Nuri around. He always had to consider every word he spoke. Yet, inevitably, he would say the wrong thing. “Perhaps I will stay in my room tonight. Please, tell her I feel ill.”

A small tinkle of laughter escaped from his mother as she pulled off her boot and set it beside the first. “Yes, please use that excuse. I shall inform her of your sudden, mysterious ailment. As one of my brightest students, Nuri will then insist on stuffing you full of her brand of healing herbs. I recall her having a few purge leaves remaining. Those should clean you out, though if not administered carefully, the herb works a bit too well.”

Casan hurried to the door and thumbed the latch. “I suppose I should eat,” he said, trying—and failing—to keep the tone of his voice mild. Somehow, the sourness within it still came through.

His mother laughed again, a pure, rich sound. “Good lad. There is hope for you yet. Nuri is a refined young woman. Treated her accordingly. The truth shall carry one farther along than dishonesty with oneself.”

Almost suppressing a second groan—at eighteen seasons, he was getting too old for complaints, even involuntary audible ones—he tromped outside. His mother’s laughter ended abruptly when the door closed behind him.

Once away from the front deck, Casan followed the caved-in tracks of the steel-railed wood sled up the incline to the woodpile. There, his father Laran stacked much of the little wood that remained on the worn sled in silence.

Mashing an area to work in with his fur-lined boots, Casan worked beside his father with an eagerness and vigor he hadn’t known he still possessed after nearly a full day of tramping across a frozen landscape.

Breaking the stillness in the air, his father spoke quietly, his breath puffing a small white cloud with each word. “Good timing, son. The day grows late. The temperature will plummet with the last of the sun’s rays,” he said.

Casan smiled at the greeting. The Black Wolf Valley could get cold. He knew it well, as did anyone who’d survived a winter in the valley, but seasons of instructing young men and women with deep woods lore had brought out the teacher in his father. Or, perhaps, he’d always been one. His quiet wisdom was all Casan had ever known, and he valued it greatly.

Casan stacked wood quietly, helping to fill the sled in a quarter of a bell. As he finished loading a last piece, he finally inquired about what was on his mind. “Father, can I ask you something?”

“Ask.”

Casan fidgeted with a piece of wood near the top. He turned it over, looking for a better fit. Finally, he put it the way it was. “I know you told me not to concern myself with those tracks on the bluffs this morning, but I’ve thought of little else since. Did you recognize them? Do you know what made them?”

Stepping inside the sled’s pull rope, his father lifted it to his waist and pushed forward against it, breaking the sled’s rails loose from the snow’s grip. “Come,” he said.

Trudging down the gentle slope, his father stayed ahead of the burdened sled, steering it skillfully beside the front steps. Dropping the pull rope, he started gathering an armful of wood before speaking again. “I hoped I would not discover those tracks in this valley for seasons yet, for such signs hold vile portent. Know this: should you encounter their like again, look to the air as you eye the terrain. Most maimwights have wings, and they are deadly. Stay clear of such creatures. Flee if you can.” Though quiet to begin with, the tone of his voice had grown as cold as the air that surrounded them.

He added another piece of wood to the pile cradled in his arm. “For now, that is enough to know. Come, let us finish this task. Tomorrow morning we will go to Durniss Keep. Perhaps we will speak more then.” Thumping across the wood planks of the decking, his father vanished inside the cabin. His dire explanation hung in the air long after him.

Casan stared after him. As he’d grown older, his father had summarized each track they stopped to examine, provided a brief history of it, particularly an unfamiliar one. Wait. His father called them creatures. Animals shied away from humans mostly, hunting people only when their survival depended on it. Some creatures, like dragonlions and cave bears, however, actively sought humans, most considering them a source of food. Had the creature, the maimwight, been hunting? Seeking human meat? Casan grew chill at the thought.

Shunting his fears aside, Casan worked at loading the wood bin inside the cabin’s main entrance, using three armloads from the sled to fill it. After supper, he would offer to reload the pot-bellied stove, get it hot, and then set the damper for the low burn throughout the night.

After removing his boots, Casan hung his leather coat on the wooden rack near the door. He noted a small, blue-dyed kell-leather coat hanging beside his mother’s made from the same otterlike creature found only in the Black Wolf Valley. The town of Kell named after them. The sight of the blue jacket sent a familiar mixture of dread and excitement thumping within him as he hurried to the dining room.

Two sets of eyes, one green, one gray, looked his way as he entered, making him suspect he’d been the topic of his mother and Nuri’s conversation. His father smiled briefly as he reached for the mug in front of him, confirming Casan’s suspicion.

Nuri flashed him a shy smile. Or was it a smug one? Her refined, angular features made it hard to tell.

His mother added a warm smile of her own. “Go wash up, dear. We wait for you.”

“All right,” Casan said, striding past, making for the kitchen. “And, Casan...” his mother said, letting the words hang there.

Casan stopped with one foot in the next room. “What is it?” The question came out louder than normal. He was hungry.

“Nuri wants you to escort her home after we dine. It will be dark then, and she shouldn’t walk alone.”

Casan wondered why Nuri had asked. Most times, she acted as if she didn’t want him hanging around and only tolerated him because they’d been friends for so many seasons. “Sure. If you both wish it.” Casting a quick glance behind, he left the room. Nuri’s smile had widened. What did she want of him?

He despaired of ever knowing.
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Chapter 3 Insistent
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NURI INSISTED ON HOLDING HANDS as they strode toward town and her home. Casan did not mind; her long, soft fingers felt right entwined with his weather-roughened ones. Though demanding, Nuri was beautiful. Her willowy form, filled with exuberance, moved with a deerlike grace no matter the terrain, and her intelligence went possibly beyond his own. Nuri could have her pick of boys, and Casan wondered again what she saw in a backwoodsman like him. He had always preferred the crisp aloneness of the deep forest and allowed only a few of his closest friends into the peacefulness of his world. He was lucky. Nuri seemed to care for him in her own self- interested way.

As Nuri prattled on about her father and the women’s council, Casan only half listened. Wind Roar Bluffs with the tracks—the maimwight’s, as his father had called them—took much of his attention. The mere sound of the name brought a chill to his spine, something he’d not felt for many seasons, not since his solo encounter with fresh tracks made from a large brown bear. That had not ended well for the bear when it had charged.

Over the seasons, Casan had developed a deep respect for the woods and the wildlife that inhabited them, something he’d gotten from his father. Woodlore was his father’s passion, and he spoke of it often. Though not this past evening. His father had seemed preoccupied, not joining in the conversation during the meal. Based on his mother’s occasional glances at his father, she’d wondered at his quietness, too.

Casan had so many questions looming in his thoughts, which he would’ve blurted out at dinner if not for Nuri being there. Two of them were stuck in his mind and kept looping back to the forefront. Was a maimwight that big of a threat to his father? What kind of creature concerned a man who had fought against the savage Tharg, the aggressive northerners who inhabited the forests surrounding the Black Wolf Valley?

The chill in his spine deepened.

Nuri squeezed his hand. Hard. “Have you heard a single word I have spoken?” she asked.

Nuri had halted. And so had he.

Casan’s face heated, then grew hotter when she pulled her hand from his. “I’m sorry. What were you asking?”

“What is the matter with you tonight? Your thoughts are not here with me. Perhaps they are with someone else?” Nuri accused. Nuri’s naturally upturned mouth and full lips, made more prominent by her pout and upraised eyebrows that were still visible by moonlight.

“Sorry. I have some things on my mind, but I will put them aside.” Not for the first time, Casan wondered why his voice always seemed whiny when she confronted him.

“All right. We will start again,” Nuri said, sounding somewhat appeased. “I asked: do you think my father is hard on the women’s council simply because my mother is first voice?”

“I am ... uncertain,” Casan said. “Your father is headman of Kell, after all. He might look for a way to be fair to everyone.”

“That has to be why,” Nuri said, quickly. “Although, my mother thinks sometimes—rightly so, mind you—that Durn, Emut, and the rest of the judgment circle influence his thinking against the women’s council.”

Casan did not know about that, but he kept quiet. The question she’d asked was a much-debated topic, had been ever since Nuri’s mother, Grayce Lelunn, had gained the position of first voice on the council last new spring.

Side by side, they walked on. Casan gazed at the clear night sky. The storm clouds supplying the snow throughout the day had drifted away, leaving behind the brisk night air to chill his face and hands. Briefly, he thought about taking her hand in his again to help keep her warm, but he was afraid she would pull away from his grip again. They came to Eland’s Bridge. Named after the man who built the first permanent crossing spanning the mighty Silver River, a bridge he built to construct a dwelling. Though the cabin had long ago fallen to ruin, the bridge remained, rebuilt by the town to its current grandeur. Arching upward with a gradual half moon over the river,

the sturdy structure could support two wagons abreast.

Nuri gazed at the water where the arc of the bridge was highest and gripped the thick wooden rail.

Casan joined her, staring down into water darkened by night but coated with a silvery sheen by the light of the moon. Much wider than most rivers, the Silver River moved swiftly in places through the valley, such as Eland’s Clearing. The river seemed muted tonight, hardly making a sound.

Nuri spoke, echoing his thoughts. “Everything seems quiet tonight, especially the river. Usually, I can hear the water gurgling as it passes under the bridge.”

The soft sound of her voice drew his eyes away from the river to her. The dim light of the full moon masked her in shadows, making her short, light auburn hair look black. Though he could not see them well in the twilight of evening, he could still see her light gray eyes in his mind’s eye. They were so light, Casan sometimes wondered if the deep azure color at birth that she was supposed to have had somehow leaked away during the early seasons of her seventeen- season life. Yet, her eyes were part of what drew him to her. He would not have them any other color.

Tonight, Nuri wore the blue kell pelt coat over a short azure kell dress that left her legs bare, even though the night grew cold. Casan imagined the rest of her kell apparel kept her insulated well enough.

Nuri leaned over the handrail to look closer at the water, revealing the shortness of her dress. Casan glimpsed something silky and white. His face heated again in the cool evening air.

Turning away, he clomped to the far side of the bridge, grateful for the dim light, for once.

Nuri turned toward him, leaning slightly backward onto the railing. “What are you doing? Come back over here. I want to talk to you.”

Casan did so and waited for her to speak.

Reaching out, Nuri pulled him close, looking up at him in silence. The quietness lengthened.

Casan became uncomfortable. He could feel her firm and slender body’s warmth through his clothes. His face flushed again, and he edged backward.

Nuri giggled, her peals of happiness echoing across the bridge. “You watched me as I looked into the water, didn’t you?”

The heat radiating outward from Casan’s face had to have the strength to melt the surrounding snow. He felt certain of it. “What’s so amusing?” he asked, trying and failing to keep his petulance from the tone of his voice.

Nuri laughed again. “I think you like my legs.”

“They look cold to me. But I suppose you are too much of an ice queen for that,” Casan said. He chose a teasing response, which would take some of the focus away from his cooling face. Perhaps.

Nuri smiled, her even white teeth lovely in the dim light.

A sudden powerful urge to kiss her surged through him. Casan wondered if she would mind.

The smile vanished from her beautiful round face. “Casan,” she said, the tone of her voice solemn. “I wanted to talk about us—”

The starry evening sky darkened. A palpable feeling of menace loomed thick within the night air. Then despair thundered into Casan’s mind. Cold and stifling, the malevolence coalesced out of the surrounding night, inhuman and vast. A dark presence hungered for him, for his vitality. Underlying it all, an intellect as ancient as it was alien exuded superiority in the rawest form. A shadow shrouded in darkness.

Casan glanced wildly around.

Across Eland’s Clearing, something black and dark flickered, as if a large willow bush burned with a black flame that darkened the night.

Flicker.

The bush of blackness meant no harm. How could he have ever thought it would? The flickering flame was a thing of beauty. Divine.

Flicker.

The great malice grew stronger by half again, so Casan’s distance from it shrank by half. How had he gotten closer to the dark willow bush? He should run. No, they should run. He was not alone, was he? Nuri?

Flicker.

The shadowy blackness had only love for him. Pure and sweet adoration. For all life, everywhere. He should run to it, get to it as quick as he could. Bask in its loving dark flame.

Flicker.

Something tugged at his skin, tore at the veins underneath it, dug at his bloodstream, and slipped into his mind. Sucking at his thoughts, it sought his emotions, his fear, his soul, growing increasingly insistent, so thirsty.

Flicker. Flicker—Blue.

Blue?
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Chapter 4 Blue


[image: ]




LYING ON HIS BACK IN the snow, Casan gazed at the clear blue night sky. Nuri lay sprawled on top of him, clutching at his arms with a grip stronger than he expected for one her size. Shaking now and then, she made no sound.

Casan sat up and pried his arms free from Nuri’s grip one at a time. Cradling her small fists in his, he gazed around. The ruins of Eland’s cabin cast a deeper blue darkness than the azure evening ambience. Blue?

Everywhere he looked, a blue tint stood out in his vision. The trees in the patch of forest to his right, the snow that covered the top half of the branches, the open area that made up the clearing—all had the same rich azure quality permeating it. What happened?

A soft movement in his lap reminded him he was not alone. “Nuri?”

Resting her head upon his shoulder, Nuri drew back and looked him full in the face. Her light gray eyes, now tinted with azure, gazed at him with a disconcerting blankness. Afraid, Casan hugged her gently. What is going on?

Nuri wrapped her arms around him, pressed fiercely against his chest, sobbed once, and then stilled.

Before long, Casan’s legs throbbed with pain from supporting her weight. He shifted to one side, putting his hands on the sides of her head. “Nuri? Are you all right? Look at me.”

Raising her petite, azure-tinted head of short auburn hair slowly,

Nuri gazed at him. Terror scrunched her fine eyebrows together and twisted her pouty mouth down, marring her lovely features with the cruel transformation of shock.

He reached for her. “What’s wrong?”

Shrinking back from his outstretched arms, Nuri scrambled to her feet and sprinted into the forest.

Casan ignored the hot flashes of pain from his protesting legs as he climbed to his feet and sprinted after her.

Fresh powdered snow overlaying older snowpack made it difficult to run. Nuri struggled as much as he did, but she had a head start. She had nearly reached the end of the meadow when his longer legs at last closed the distance between them.

Wrapping his arms around her tiny waist, Casan lifted her off the ground. Nuri’s shorter legs pumped empty air. After a time, her movements slowed and grew still. “Will you stay put if I let you down?” he asked the back of her head. Casan caught a whiff of the fresh scent of crushed falun leaves.

Nuri responded with a barely perceptible nod.

Casan set her on her feet, letting go with a reluctance he only now knew he had. Nuri was afraid, and he wanted to protect her.

Nuri spun and again glanced up at him, her face hard with resignation. Then her features softened as her round face smoothed. Nuri flashed a brief, timid smile.

Casan again experienced a surge of protectiveness, though he could not get himself to return her smile. “We should head into town while we talk.” His mind burned with questions, but he wanted to move, to do something.

Nuri shuddered. “Yes. Please, let’s go,” she said. The tone of her voice sounded frail.

Meaning to add warmth, Casan laid an arm across her shoulders as they strode, but she drew away, folding her arms to her chest. He kept the distance between them, for it was then he noticed the blue tint had fled. His vision had returned to normal.

Leaving the trees for Eland’s Clearing, Nuri’s glanced at him furtively and shuddered. Whenever Casan tried making eye contact, she glanced away. Why did she run? What did I do? They strode over the bridge in silence, the soft thumps of their footfalls the only sound.

After the bridge, they marched into the town of Kell, following the wagon road when it forked north. The moon brightened, adding a surreal white radiance to the landscape caught in winter’s last grip. The air temperature dropped, growing colder, as Casan’s father had predicted.

Wrapping her arms around herself, Nuri walked on in silence.

Quickening her pace, she widened the distance between them.

Casan strode faster, catching up, as they crossed the deserted town square. The desertion wasn’t surprising, even with the Snow Melt Festival going on. Midweek, most townspeople would work trap lines at sunrise. Even those as young as seven seasons helped.

They neared their destination, the Silver River Inn, a family establishment passed down from generation to generation now owned and operated by Nuri’s father, Blane. Shadowy revelers moved raucously in and out of the crowded public entrance. They trudged past, making for the side walkway of the Lelunn family’s private abode constructed at the rear of the inn.

As the destination loomed close, Nuri’s pace increased once again.

Casan’s stomach fluttered. Something had changed in the meadow, drastically. Nuri thought differently about him now. Casan valued the special relationship they’d had, something he’d believed they might always have for each other. His stomach fluttered again, harder this time.

Stepping up on the side entrance landing, Nuri turned and stared at him under the light of a sputtering candle flickering defiantly inside a glass encasement mounted on the log wall. Her gray eyes shone dark with something undefined—perhaps worry. “I have to go in now, Casan,” she said, her voice barely audible. “Father’s waiting.”

“Wait! Please! Tell me what happened at the bridge. Do I not deserve to know?”

Nuri’s eyes grew rounder. “You have no memory of it?”

Before Casan could answer, the rear door opened. Blane Lelunn’s large round shape dwarfed the door’s frame. “I thought I heard something,” the tavern keeper said. “I am quite certain we shall have the pleasure of Casan’s fine company at the Snow Melt Festival tomorrow, daughter. He can run along home now. It’s late.”

“Father! You startled me!” Nuri said.

Casan bit back a retort. Though Blane was a central figure to the town of Kell, that fact didn’t give the man the right to treat him like a child. Certainly not in front of Nuri. Yet, what could he do? Blane was her father. Arguing with the man would surely not come out well.

“Give us a moment, Father,” Nuri said. “I shall not be long, I promise.”

“Can it not wait?” Blane asked. 

“No,” Nuri said.

Blane’s cropped silver beard gleamed dully in the candle’s light as he hesitated, glancing between the two of them. “You have a quarter of a bell, no longer,” he finally said.

Nuri frowned. “Do not worry overmuch. I shall come when I choose.”

The rotund man scowled at his daughter. Then, glaring at Casan, he closed the door. The latch moved into place with barely a sound.

Nuri spoke soon after. “My father means well. Please, don’t be angry with him.”

“You were telling me what happened in Eland’s Clearing.”

Nuri’s wonderful gray eyes looked deep into his. “Yes, so I was. But you must understand, I have no way of knowing what is real or hallucination, perhaps bred from bone-shaking fear, so I shall blurt it out with no regard for feelings,” Nuri said. She spoke in a flat monotone, as if nothing exciting had occurred and never would. Though her beautiful lively eyes were round, they had dimmed to a dull gray, all the vibrancy within them dead. “Back there, as we stood at the bridge, a chill swept through me. I grew so frightened and soon discovered the source. A black shape writhed at the edge of Eland’s Clearing near the forest, pulsing with darkness.”

Nuri’s eyes grew rounder as she paused and swallowed hard.

Casan wanted to wrap her in his arms and tell he would protect her, but it felt a lie. How could he protect someone from something when he did not know what he fought?

Nuri droned on. “The blackness came closer. I may have screamed. But then, I somehow knew it was not coming for us. Instead, the distance between us and the darkness ... flickered, coming closer in great surreal bounds. But then I somehow knew the thing did not leap toward us. We moved toward it. By our own power. By yours. You carried me. Then tendrils of darkness wrapped around us, around you, dragging us to it. There, I could feel its glee as it prepared to feed. The darkness, the flickering blackness, had you ... it had us.” Nuri’s shoulders slumped. She grew quiet.

Casan waited for her to continue, his head reeling as the meaning of her soft monologue seeped into his disbelief.

Small, fragile, and lovely, Nuri straightened to her full height. “This is the part that I have struggled to understand on the way here. Tell me only once you do not believe me and I shall not speak of it again.” Her quiet voice trailed off.

With a conscious effort, Casan fought through the fog of denial invading his thoughts. “I will believe you; I promise.”

“You glowed.”

Casan nearly grabbed her by the shoulders, stopping himself before raising his hands farther. “What? What do you mean?”

“A blue radiance surrounded you,” Nuri said, quickly. “Do not worry; it did not hurt me,” she added.

Casan gaped. He closed his mouth.

Relentless, Nuri continued on. “The dark shape reached for us, reached for you. Black and writhing, its many tendrils snaked along the ground and through the air, coming from many angles at once. Then your radiance shot forth from you and attacked. Do not look at me like that, Casan. This thing is true, on my life.”

Casan could only stare, transfixed by her impossible words.

Nuri’s fine light brown eyebrows drew closer together the longer he said nothing, but he couldn’t speak. “I knew you would act like this, but I no longer care; just listen. The blue radiance gathered around your right hand and then shot forth, striking deep within the darkness. The shape recoiled, fighting back, I imagine, but it was too late for it. Blazing bright with an intensity I could almost feel, another blue bolt of radiance came from your hand, and then another. There was no sound. Not from you, not from me, and not from the blackness as it dissolved. I buried my head on your chest, then you collapsed to the ground, taking me with you. I do not know how long we lay there, but the translucence in your eyes frightened me. Casan, there are tiny blue pulses glowing in your eyes still,” she whispered as her gray eyes, now intense, looked from one to the other of his eyes.

Casan struggled with her words. What she described was magic known as Using. No. What she described can’t have happened. I’m not a User. Everyone knew Users were evil, no matter if they had an affinity for Light and not the blatant evil of Dark Users.

Nuri wrapped her arms around his waist and burrowed her head into his shoulder, breathing softly.

Casan enfolded Nuri in his arms, hands at her waist. A moment later, his face heated when he discovered one hand rested lower than the other on something firm, yet still softer than the rest of her. Hastily, Casan moved the offending hand upward, to the small of her back.

Nuri either had not noticed or did not mind. She gripped him tight, pressing into him with a fierce embrace. After a time, she drew back and stared up at him, her wonderful eyes round. Her mouth opened partway, and those eyes made small rapid movements, searching, perhaps, for evil within him. He could not stand that, not from her. “Please don’t think dif—” he had a mind to say.

Grabbing him by the back of the neck, Nuri pulled him close and pressed her lips against his.

Casan stood as rigid and unmoving as an old tree. Finally, he roused himself and pushed his lips into hers, tasting the warm, musky scent of her breath. His body trembled as he pressed against her. He wanted to feel her, all of her, everywhere at once. As he kissed her, he caressed her, reveling in the sensation of her warm, firm body, the accelerated beating of her heart, and her tiny shudders when his hands slid along the bare parts of her thighs. For a long, wondrous moment, she pushed against him while stroking her small, lovely hands along his back.

Then, abruptly, Nuri broke off and stepped back. A tiny, shy smile tugged at her lips. Turning away, she slipped into her father’s inn.

Casan stood rooted in place, staring at the door Nuri had passed through, blinking slowly. After a time, he gathered himself together and strode away.

Casan’s thoughts whirled without cohesion on the way back.

Nuri had kissed him. Had he used magic? Nuri had kissed him full on the mouth. How could he have Used, accessed the Flow, Used power? Where had it come from? He could still taste her sweet lips, smell the scent of her. Nuri was so warm and soft, yet so firm, so alive, and so beautiful. She’d kissed him!

The whole evening had gotten too complicated, too strange, and too hard to think about, especially when the color blue wiggled into his thoughts now and then. Casan refused to consider the implications of it right now. He would sort it through in the morning.

Trudging through the wet, settling snow, putting one foot in front of the other, Casan almost laughed with delight when he climbed the front steps and pushed through the familiar cabin door. Thoughts of his soft bed foremost on his mind now, Casan barely had the presence of mind to remove his boots at the front hall.
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Chapter 5 Essence
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CAMOE SHADOE HESITATED. DUAL PATHS of white light flowed outward before him, two radiant streams of enticement, each as wondrous as the other. The glowing path on his right side seemed to ascend, though he could not say for certain it did. His eye discerned no difference in elevation; it was only a feeling of its gradual rise. The left choice had a slight sense of downwardness, a decline so small, so minute, he wondered if his instinctive sense of equilibrium remained true. Which should he choose?

The right path flickered.

Then, raising upward and arching into a half circle on each side, the pathway formed into a tunnel filled with a golden light. Inside, a figure moved, coming closer.

Maialene!

Loud in his ears, Camoe’s heart thumped with joy. His daughter! His sweet daughter! How he had longed to converse with the joy of his life once more, hear her laughter and quick wit. He had relied on her deep intelligence and practical mind for solving significant matters, especially those involving the Green Writhe. Though sworn to never speak of druidic matters with those outside the Writhe, Camoe had always confided everything in Maialene, even more so than his lifeheart, Kara Laurel. Deeply saddened now, he regretted such a gross error in judgment, for it had cost him the most precious thing in his lifespan: Maialene’s life. But now ... his daughter showed no sign of the vicious barbed arrow wound. How?

With only a short distance—the size of a small room—left before reaching him, Maialene stopped coming. Smiling wide, Maialene’s arm rose, and she waved her familiar greeting, one that showed her bubbling excitement at seeing someone dear to her. An endearment he sorely missed. Camoe smiled, ignoring the practical part of himself that wondered how his daughter had come to be in the same place as he. Maialene was here. Nothing else mattered.

A cry of happiness gurgled within him as he ran to her.

At the tunnel’s mouth, something smooth and painfully unyielding blocked the way, stopping him cold.

Maialene’s smile grew small and rueful, her visage growing shadowy with alarming quickness. The tunnel’s radiance dimmed and then faded, vanishing into the nothingness surrounding it.

“Maialene!” Camoe’s cry ended almost as soon as it started, cut off by the white light of the left path jabbing at him like a giant, radiant spear of raw power held by an unseen divine hand. Camoe did not resist. Maialene had vanished within a blazing white light.

The Flow poured into him, filling him with an energy both excruciating and intoxicating at the same time. Attuned to the mass Camoe knew as his body, the weight of gravity pulled at him, squeezing through him as if the same deity filling him with the power of the Flow wished to push him deep into unyielding ground.

His breath came hard. But it came.

His skin burned. Camoe shunted the pain to the stall, the part of his mind he kept for dealing with sensations and emotions clinically and logically at a later time, or not at all.

Equilibrium flowed from head to extremities, tracing countless points of subtle pressure against skin, providing the sense of how much volume his body took up in any space, which gave the knowledge of position and size within relative surroundings. Stretched out to his full six and a half hands, Camoe lay on his back. Camoe’s vision responded next. Mapped to his cerebral cortex and associating detail with memory, blurred imagery slowly faded to a sense of clarity. Nearby, shadowy shapes faded from the surreal into those who wore robes, white and green ones. Standing at the forefront of a phalanx of healers, the Lore Mother looked down upon him. Her large, luminous orbs widened and brightened.

“Praise the Great Mother!” the Lore Mother exclaimed. “He returns from the brink. Everyone, you shall all have my utmost respect if he lives.”

The old woman’s visage blurred. Feeling as if he’d lost Maialene all over again, Camoe blinked moisture from his eyes. An ache rose in his extremities. Again, he forced it into the stall.

A woman wearing the white robes of a master healer spoke. “As he warms, there must always be pain.”

Drawn by the pure tone of her voice, Camoe tried shifting for a closer look at the woman and failed—his head responded with only a slight movement. A movement which set off an enormous pain inside his skull. He could not shunt to the stall.

Blackness overcame him.

...

CAMOE WOKE TO THE FACE of a woman. She sat on a wooden chair beside the bed he lay on, her wide azure eyes looking at him with a nurturing tenderness he had once seen in his daughter’s similar-colored irises. Such thinking brought the event of his meeting with Maialene within the golden light tunnel to mind. Deep sadness brought on by the sharp ache of loss slipped back into the dark place within him. Though his tear ducts begged for release, his tears ceased to flow. He had locked the hurt and anger, the unbearable grief away in the shadowy part of him long ago beyond even the stall. Only a familiar foul-tasting bitterness remained.

The azure-eyed woman touched his forehead gently with one of her slender, long-fingered hands. “Have you deep pain still? Shall I scan you for something missed?” Soft and pure, the woman’s tone resonated with the same angelic quality he had heard in his daughter.

“Nay, lady, the despair I carry has no cure. What shall I call you?”

The woman lowered her round head. A lock of silky blond hair billowed upward at the sharpness of her move and then fell back into the golden pile without a trace. “Please, forgive my rudeness, Essence Shadoe. I am known as Daramay. I am a master healer retained at Surbo by the Circle of Light.”

From the first word of her reply, Daramay’s eyes met his, a bold showing of the pride she had for her station. Pangs of sorrow scraped along Camoe’s lower ribcage still. Maialene had shown much the same temperament.

“Have I offended you, my lord? Shall I retrieve the Lore Mother?” “No. Your words tell me where I am, though why am I wrenched from the true life, stolen from the garden of Onan’s bliss at the precise moment I was to set foot upon the eternal kingdom?”

Leaning close, Daramay’s wide blue eyes searched his. “What did you see? Did you feel a great presence? A white light?”

Camoe drew his knees to his chest and swung them over the edge of the bed as he sat up. His abrupt movement caused Daramay to straighten and move away, something he had counted on. The questions she asked brought to bear painful yearnings he would not, no, could not, dwell upon. Not yet. Grief would have its day, but not this day. Requiring a prodigious effort this time, Camoe shifted all thoughts of his painful loss to the stall.

Daramay sprang to her feet, placing her hands on both his shoulders. “Essence Shadoe! My lord! Your healing is not complete. Please lie back. You must have more sessions with the twelve masters, though how many, I cannot say. Repairing injuries as mortal as yours has had no success in seasons past. Without the undying insistence of Lore Rayna and the teaching of lore long thought lost by the Lore Mother, you would have left this world behind. The Lore Mother has shown the twelve strongest of us skilled in the healing arts how to link our power. Even then, strengthening the spark of life within you drained us all. I shall not heal the smallest wound for many days, perhaps weeks.”

A heavy fatigue flowed through Camoe at Daramay’s statement, a statement that added an ache of memory to the dull pain ebbing out from his core. The most precious spark of life had faded from the eyes of his daughter as he held her in his arms. Yet again, Camoe forced the flash of image the thought brought to his mind into the stall. “Then fetch another master. There is much I must accomplish if we are all to live,” he said, sounding harsher than he intended.

Daramay released him abruptly and stepped back. The silky white robe she wore rustled softly when she put both hands on her hips. “I shall see what can be done. Though the Alchemist’s siege on our beloved Surbo ended two and a half weeks ago, the wounded and dying have been many. Long bells of exertion have been required from all healers—masters, six- and four-season students, and novices alike. Two of the six-season students perished from constant healing. They both failed to follow the safeguards of replenishment by not using their ability and resting. Their desire to save a life or ease pain must have been worth more to them than their lives.”

“I’m not asking for such a sacrifice, only enough to travel by my power. If you do not have healing, then I shall have to chance it in my present state.” Putting both hands on the bed, Camoe made to rise. Pain shot from deep within his right side, blurring his vision. He groaned.

Daramay’s high-pitched voice penetrated the haze of agony running through him. “No, please, Essence! Do not move! I will bring the Lore Mother. With one other, I may have enough healing capacity to grant what you seek.”

Camoe heard no more. Darkness dropped over him, shrouding the pain and blanketing his mind with blessed nothingness.
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Chapter 6 Sealed
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AT EASE, CAMOE GAZED AROUND the meadow. Ringed by redwood and sequoia trees, the small sanctuary of open space was a rare occurrence within the twisted confines of the Tangled Forest. The little field had a peaceful ambience heightened by a small brook running through it that reflected the orange and gold twilight tint of late evening. Inhaling, he exalted in the pleasant scent of redwood, which was topped only by cedar trees or the fernlike falun leaves. Though small groves of the majestic trees spotted the Tangled Forest, they too, as did all trees, grew huddled away from the thick patches of tangle root.

The destruction of the gigantic trees in the Vibrant Vale affected Camoe deeply. Even now—no, especially now after his brush with death—he ached for the living vibrancy of the noble trees. He found some small solace in the little meadow.

Camoe took another deep breath, wishing he had not come here to discuss such dire consequences. He looked to the north, the direction he would go after such talk, after he told the others. The most powerful foretelling of his life had left no doubt of what he must do—likely the reason he yet lived—perhaps the sole purpose of having to relive being stolen away from his Maialene for a second, agonizing time.

Thinking of his daughter brought her running into the small meadow from the north. She stopped at the edge and smiled, waiting for him. Though he knew the apparition was not real, was just something he conjured deep within the rawness of his near-dead corrupted mind, he longed to talk to her and tell her how proud she had made him to be her father.

During the worst of his healing, when he had wanted to cease struggling, give in to the blackness, and put an end to the agony, Maialene came. Standing beside his bed of pain, she smiled down at him, lending her silent support. He lived then, enduring it all just to see her one more time. Now she appeared with greater frequency, with a single thought. Slightly heartened, his daughter’s visits most likely meant his time apart from her was growing shorter.

The five sitting cross-legged within the bed of roots of the largest sequoia had fallen silent, looking to him, expecting direction. He was not the man to give it, not now. Camoe did not wish to crush their hopes, but time was of the essence. The stark reality of an essence druid. “I must go,” he said, not mincing his words. Getting the unpleasantness over with from the start was best. “I travel alone and I shall not return. I wish you all to know that it has been the greatest honor to have considered each of you a dear companion.”

The five looked at each other. Then, as one, they turned to him.

The Lore Mother’s luminous white eyes flared brighter. “I shall not ask why you must leave; we can speak of it on the way. I go with you. You, above all others, should know you cannot discard my friendship that easily. Not now that we have you back, given to us by the grace of the Great Mother,” she said, her voice raspy. The sound of her voice came not so much from her seasons of life or work as a healer, but from time spent as an Interrupter, giving her life to each User who required her ability.

Sitting straight, her back rigid, Daramay folded her hands in her lap. “If you have decided to not reveal where you go, it is likely dangerous and you shall have need of more than one healer,” she said. “I, too, shall travel with you. Did I not leave Surbo to assist with your final healing? I have no wish to return soon.”

Lore Rayna’s luminous white orbs had also flared brighter from Camoe’s statement. “And with such danger, you shall have need of my talents.” Her dress of living green leaves—her liana sash—shifted upward, moving high on her thighs, a sign of her displeasure.

Peers sat close enough to his Kerna, his lifeheart, that his thigh touched hers. He picked up a clump of dirt and tossed it out into the meadow. “Aye, Kerna and I follow you always. You know this.”

Kerna chuckled. “I do not believe you could escape from us if you were foolish enough to try.”

Camoe respected all of them, valued each as a companion, but the vision had been clear for a change. “The forbon’e’tel, the true sight, came upon me early this morn, piercing my mind stronger and longer than all previous,” he said, glancing at each of the five willing them to comprehend the gravity of his words. “If I am to accomplish but one thing the rest of my life’s span, it is imperative for Astura that I am successful in this, or all shall perish. In this vision, there was one with me, someone I have trusted in the past. This person was not one of you. I take this as a sign. I am truly sorry, but I must go alone.”

There was silence. But not long.

The Lore Mother leaned forward, away from the trunk of the tree her back had rested against. “Did you recognize the place with the other who traveled with you? Do you know where this ... meeting is to take place?”

Camoe thought about it. “Yes. The general area, if not the exact spot.”

The Lore Mother’s dried and cracked lips pursed with a small smile, the smile of satisfaction for a problem solved. “Then we move on ahead and wait for you. We go with you.”

Camoe looked around the little circle of companions. How could he refute their resolve? He sighed. “Agreed,” he said. “But only if you all give me your word that you will accept it if I send you back here to your new dwellings at any moment.”

As the chorus of ayes chimed in the air, Camoe pushed himself to his feet. “Consider it decided, then. We leave from this spot, taking only those provisions we now carry. Kerna, will you do me the service of scouting ahead due north? I wish to travel unseen, harvesting our sustenance for the journey as we go.”

Kerna jumped to her feet, her brown-toned body glistening with the vibrancy of her own leafy liana sash. “Aye, Essence. ’Tis good to have you at the forefront again.” Kerna dashed off, vanishing into the thicket within moments.

Lore Rayna also came to her feet with little effort, the benefit of youth. “Allow me to follow Kerna’s trail, or rather, Lore Kerna. She has earned the designation, having gained the ability to listen to the flora. An extremely rare occurrence with you human druids. A pity, for it is the same with the Valen race, my people. As I move forward, I shall coax the tangle root to move aside and let us pass with little hindrance.”

The Lore Mother squeezed Lore Rayna’s bared shoulder briefly. “Have a care, my daughter. The Green Writhe spotted creatures of Virun spotted roaming this forest as far as the Black Wolf Valley.”

Lore Rayna nodded, her thick golden hair falling across her beautiful broad face as she did so. “I shall endeavor to do so, Mother,” Lore Rayna said, dashing off. Her melodious reply hung in the air after her.

Tugging the strap at his waist tighter, Camoe secured his longsword. He glanced at the others. “Peers, cover our tracks. The rest of you, follow me,” he said, marching off without looking behind. He knew his companions well enough to know they followed without question. As he moved closer to where his daughter stood smiling, radiating her beautiful blue otherworldly luminance, he wondered if he had sealed his close friends to his same fate by letting them come along. Was it selfish of him to want companionship on his journey toward murdering the one he loved as his own?
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Chapter 7 Person of Interest
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CASAN WOKE WITH A STABBING headache. After the eerie battle at Eland’s Clearing with Nuri over three weeks ago, migraines had happened almost every day. He had told no one of it. Rolling out of bed, a wave of dizziness washed through him as he reached for a clean kell undershirt from the cubby. Another throwback from the clearing. Casan did his best to ignore the sensation as he dressed, slipped out the rear door, and made his way to the stable behind the cabin. As he trod through the cool summer morning, the smell of pine was strong and refreshing in the air, helping dull the ache in his head.

He flung the double wooden doors open. Four large brown eyes gazed at him unblinkingly. He smiled at the two horses. Carom, the large brown roan, snorted once, his customary single greeting the only sound he would likely make throughout the day. Giving a quick pat on the tall horse’s large jowl, Casan chuckled, envisioning how his father had given Carom his name. The first time his father had taken the former warhorse hunting, he discovered the roan a stumble-hoof in the forest caroming from tree to tree—as he had put it. Casan chuckled again.

The smaller of the two horses already hitched to the wagon—his father had beaten him to it—made him smile again, this time with affection. Sporting a tan coat, light enough, some had mistaken it for white at a distance, the mare was the complete opposite of her stablemate. Quiet and graceful in the forest as a deer, Stealth was sure-footed even in high country, moving through a good deal of terrain with little difficulty.

Hooking a finger under Carom’s halter, Casan led the team to the front of the cabin. His father waited there. Carom came to a standstill when Casan pulled gently back on the halter with a single finger. Once his father had climbed into the wagon’s front seat, Casan handed the reins up and then clambered up beside him. His father’s gentle shake of the reins got the horses moving.

The Silver River Bridge came into view in little time. Casan looked across Eland’s Clearing to the darkened spot as he always had since the night of the attack. In the bright morning light, it was difficult to believe it had ever happened. But it had. Even now, after all these weeks, he could still feel the soft firmness of Nuri on his lap and almost hear the dark allure of the thing whispering in his mind.

Abruptly, his father pulled on the reins, halting the horses. Standing, he gazed across the clearing, looking where Casan already had toward the darkened place where the creature had set its black snare.

Casan sat stunned.

The wagon lurched into motion again.

As placid as always, his father faced the road ahead.

Casan released a silent sigh. The last thing he needed was his father asking him for an explanation. He had none. The events of that night seemed surreal and long ago, even the kiss. He smiled at the thought of the last one, though the warm feeling did not last long. Nuri hadn’t brought up the nightmarish occurrence again, nor had she sought time alone. Likely, it had frightened her. Or he frightened her.

His father selected the southernmost side street—a route he preferred to avoid an exchange of pleasantries with townsfolk. In a town the size of Kell, everyone knew everyone.

They passed through the outskirts of town without incident. The scenery changed to one Casan had viewed countless times. The great falun trees towered in vast forests, shouldering out evergreens even as they shaded moss and lichen from the harshness of direct sunlight. Some places hadn’t had a single ray of sun reach them for hundreds of seasons.

Casan settled back in his seat, soothed by the sway of the wagon and the low creak of wood bending with the stress of motion. He yawned. A couple of bells would have to pass before they arrived at the keep.

After leaving the shade of the falun trees, the sun grew hot on his face, forcing him to squint. Leaning forward and closing his eyelids blocked the brightness.

...

A THUMP JOLTED CASAN AWAKE. He looked around. The sun was scorching on the back of his neck, though a light rain fell ahead. Nearly two bells had passed. Durniss Keep loomed on the horizon.

His father shifted in his seat. “The road will bog soon. The way back will be a different ride,” he said, as if Casan had been awake the whole time.

Casan nodded. “I suspect so.”

They rode under the great iron gate of the keep. Long, barbed black spikes pointed down with pristine sharpness at those who passed below. Though chained open to massive stone blocks left out of the massive outer perimeter wall, the gate always left Casan’s stomach fluttering with the thought of the brutal finality of the cold steel, should it somehow fall shut.

Constructed to withstand prolonged sieges, Durniss Keep lay a quarter of a bell’s ride within the gate, its towering turrets and squared battlements that sprawled over a hilltop surrounded by cultivated fields and orchards. The large complex was an impressive human-made barrier set against the wildness of the Black Wolf Valley.

Keeping the horses at a slow clop, Casan’s father carefully steered past peasants and soldiers going about daily errands until reaching the stable commons. A gentle tug on the reins brought them to a halt. A stable hand, perhaps a season older than Casan, came up to the wagon, but his father waved him away. “Take care of the horses, son. I shall have the stable master take them to the best stalls once you have groomed them. After that, you are free to roam until the third bell beyond midday. Find me inside then. Keever can come with you.” Swinging his long legs over the wagon’s side, his father dropped to the ground and strode toward the keep.

As promised, the stable master, Master Ren, appeared in front of the horses as soon as Casan stowed the brush back in Carom’s saddlebags. Giving Casan a respectful nod of his head, Master Ren led Carom and Stealth deeper within.

Casan set out for Bareck’s smithy, where he was likely to find Keever. Over two-thirds of Casan’s life had passed helping in the smithy or roaming with Keever Rees in the keep or out in the woods beyond the outer wall with his father. Until they moved to the meadow outside of Kell in the Black Wolf Valley and built the family cabin, they had lived on the keep’s grounds and he had been happy here. Though he loved the cabin and living in the deep woods, he missed the fun he had growing up at the fortress.

Striding past several mercantile shops selling salted foodstuffs, glimmer shards—some even infused—and sturdy apparel, he came to a new construct, judging from the fresh-cut wood slats. The sign above the entrance gate read Cudgel’s Smithy.

Horseshoes, banding iron, dented pots, and many pieces of armor tarnished with rust dotted the yard exterior. Casan scowled. Smithies worth doing business with took extra care protecting iron and steel ware from moisture—their livelihood depended on it. Even the anvil he spotted through the open doorway had reddish-brown splotches on it.

Casan slowed to a stop, staring inside. There were no broken or dull swords fresh from a forge near the anvil; no wagon tongues with shiny metal leaned against a wall; the hooks mounted inside gleamed, starkly bare. Oddly, for a smithy, only a single weapon rested within the interior. A hardwood pole, banded on each end with shiny black metal, lay on the anvil. A woodland scene of the great falun trees with deer and elk lying underneath wide fernlike branches spread from metal tip to metal tip. Even from where he stood, he could see it was a beautifully crafted masterwork, too good for the constructed purpose of bashing heads and breaking bones.

Bending under the door’s top frame, a large body stood in the doorway, blocking his view. Tree-trunk-like legs, enormous chest, biceps, and a broad, red- bearded face filled the shop’s entrance. The man glared with stark animosity, his wide brown eyes shining with the promise of untold violence.

Hurrying away, Casan breathed a sigh of relief when he finally strode far enough from the shop to be out of sight. He had a feeling such an unfriendly gaze wouldn’t bode well for his health.

Contrasting to the glaring giant, the peasants and merchants who passed him on the packed red clay street or beckoned him to peruse their daily trinkets from small booths flashed him a warm smile. Though he returned the smiles, Casan steered well clear of those with merchandise by sticking to the street’s center. As nice as they were, they pushed their wares aggressively if he showed the slightest interest.

Constructed in the southwest corner of the keep wall, close to the servants’ entrance in the northwest, Bareck’s smithy was a fortress in its own right. Keever’s father had won the coveted spot as the duke’s personal smith seasons ago with fair-priced, quality work, even creating masterworks occasionally, should a patron have silver to spare.

Avoiding the busy throng at the main entrance, Casan slipped through a side door. Waves of heat radiated about the lengthy stone room, growing uncomfortably warm quickly. He kept as far back as he could from the forges and bellows clanging and whooshing with the four workers’ active use. The heat dried his skin and drew sweat upon his brow. As he expected, Keever worked beyond the forge at the iron table. Casan’s greeting faded in his throat as he came up behind his friend.

Keever tapped a silver emblem on the haft of a magnificent sword. At the sound of Casan’s boot steps crunching upon the slag of cooled metal, Keever tossed a leather blanket over the fine-worked metal. Though his interest rose from such a hasty move, Casan did not mention it. His friend obviously wanted it that way.

Keever pulled a stray lock of golden hair back from one of his brown eyes and smiled, wiping the perspiration from his brow at the same time. “I have been wondering when you were going to show up. How long has it been this time?”

Though Keever was older by three seasons, he was still shorter than Casan by a hand. His friend’s seasons of working in and around the smithy had added a wide muscular girth Casan would never match. “The long cold winter stood in the way of travel,” he said, instead of trying to calculate how many days had passed since his last visit to the keep.

Keever grinned. “Why did you not send word you were coming?” he asked, then continued speaking without waiting for an answer. “Well met, my friend! How long will you stay this trip?”

“Only a few bells, I’m afraid. My father is conferring with the duke. Ostensibly, we are here to sell our winter kell fur stock, yet I would bet my best knife most of them return to the salt shed until we journey to Four Bridges. Father seems to believe he has to have a reason for coming to the keep.”

Keever gave a short laugh, and then frowned. His ragged blond eyebrows scrunched together with the motion, becoming a fine patchwork line. Working near a hot forge had burned away odd spots of them, though he seemed to not notice. “Who can say with your father, or mine? They keep their own counsel, especially when they are together, which is usual.”

Casan changed the subject. “Who is the new blacksmith? I would not have believed Durniss Keep had enough work for another smithy, nor would I have thought there is someone with more brawn than your father until I passed him standing in his doorway and glaring at me as if he knew I would pass by, on the way here.”

Keever raised a patchy eyebrow. “You met the red giant? Though he set up shop as blacksmith, he is not one.” Frowning, he scrunched his brows. “No one knows for sure what he does there at his shop, but I would stake my best anvil it has little to do with repairs. Last fall, Cudgel arrived at the east gate during a full-blown blizzard. Instead of searching for the closest fire as any normal person would, he demanded a meeting with Duke Durniss. No one was privy to the conversation, not even the commanders. Some here at the keep, my father included, suspect he is a mercenary recruiter. After the meeting, he set up his shop, though I have never seen his forge heated, nor have I heard of any clientele. He keeps to himself. At least, he did.”

“What do you mean?” Casan asked.

“He is a recluse. Yet you just mentioned he took an interest in you.”

Casan’s stomach soured.

Being a person of interest to a red-bearded giant of a man—an angry interest—was not what he wanted. If only he knew the reason for the man’s attentive animosity.
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Chapter 8 Beyond All Doubt
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LARAN CIRCLED AROUND THE DUKE’S small, yet beautifully designed mahogany throne. Carved in the shape of a suit of armor seated on a gilded chair, the throne sported the duke’s dragonlion emblem on the chest piece and the side of the closed-faced helm.

Beyond the gilded seat, he strode past unclothed statues of fetching noble ladies and dashing lords. Beautiful and handsome, they posed as if wearing the most elegant finery ever made. Perhaps to them, they were.

Laran viewed it all with little thought. On any other day, he may have spent many bells admiring the splendor of the room, but not this day. His interest lay solely with the two woven rugs hung at the back. The larger masterwork mat displayed a full-scale tapestry of the fortress and the surrounding structures, where peasants strolled about on errands and guided horse-drawn wagons. As masterfully woven as the big one, the art on the slightly smaller second one showed soldiers patrolling the grounds on foot and horseback while others trained with swords and crossbows inside the walls of the expansive courtyard outside the keep. Beyond the outer wall, which was woven on each tapestry, a shadowed army gathered around the perimeter, moving out from the surrounding woods.

Laran slipped into a narrow pathway constructed between the back wall and another half-thick wall of bricks made to resemble the real stonework at the back of the room—a quick escape from the public duties of the Duke of Durniss Keep. Centered in the wall’s shadow, he pushed open a well-oiled wooden door painted black.

Duke Corval Durniss turned away from a raised map of the Black Wolf Valley mounted atop a table next to the long wall. Dropping the oak twig he used as a pointing stick to his side, the duke regarded Laran without surprise, though Laran had not sent prior notice of his coming. The duke had many good men under his command and likely had gotten word of Laran’s arrival not long after his wagon had come within eyesight of the outer gate.

Durniss, a shorter man with a pale brown complexion, graying black hair, and sporting a neatly trimmed mustache, gave him a small nod for a greeting. Laran returned the welcome gesture with one of his own.

As Laran had expected, Chief Steward Rarle and the duke’s two commanders, Esen Framz and Dorn Thannis, occupied the room, sitting at the room’s dark-stained mahogany table.

Esen had selected a spot in the center, his broad-shouldered back rigid against one of the high-backed chairs made from the same wood and stain as the room’s centerpiece table. Clean-shaven, Esen had a complexion that would perpetually make his skin look pale. A characteristic heightened, no doubt, by his graying sandy blond hair and light blue eyes that had looked upon the world for only thirty- seven seasons.

Sitting at ease next to him, Dorn stood out in contrast. His full beard, brown hair, and inset teal colored eyes fit his darker complexion and muscular, medium height. He flashed a quick smile at Laran.

Standing at the duke’s right elbow, Chief Steward Rarle had the distinction of being the oldest one in the room. Nearly bald, he had a small band of gray hair circling the back and both sides of his head, and thick wrinkles lining his careworn face. Chief Steward Rarle’s sharp blue eyes missed little that happened within his searching view as he set a wine tray on a small table behind Durniss. Moving with a vigor that belied his many seasons, the steward wiped the dust from four wineglasses, though Laran did not see a speck on them.

Laran sat down in a seat not yet taken across from Dorn.

Durniss claimed his seat at the head of the table. “Your arrival is as fortuitous as ever, Laran. We have been going over the guard routines for the latest trader pack trains crossing Pass Wannabe into Four Bridges. As unfortunate as it may be, it is still my grave duty to make sure they arrive with their goods and lives intact, it seems. My attempts to delegate the overseeing of this worthwhile endeavor to Dorn or Esen have encountered resistance for some unfathomable reason,” Duke Durniss said, eyeing his commanders sidelong. No hint of a smile brightened his broody features.

“Aye, we gave your pleas due consideration, my lord,” Dorn said, his stoic face solemn. “However, we could not, in good conscience, steal your birthright from your wonderfully capable hands.”

Esen spoke as Dorn fell silent. “We all know what a pleasure it is to work with the trade merchants after a long wintering. Only someone with infinite patience and good diplomatic skills—such as you, my lord—should undertake such a high challenge.”

Laran curbed a smile. Duke Corval Durniss could be short- tempered with the outrageous demands of stuffy merchants.

Durniss looked at Laran. “Just as well, I suppose,” the duke said. The tone of his voice held remorse, but his dark eyes had a mischievous glint. “My two most capable commanders know well that the road under the keep needs repair, and the stables will want a good spring scrub by now. Both duties require an experienced overseer, such as themselves. Perhaps they have a valid point. I, in good conscience, cannot spare either to handle the merchants.”

Dorn, Duke Durniss’s oldest commander, a master of battle strategy, coughed.

Esen, the younger of the two commanders and the most clean- shaven, though he sported day-old stubble, grimaced.

Laran looked away, concealing a smile. There was always banter between Durniss and his commanders, and he admired their camaraderie. Yet, if something needed done, no matter how menial the labor or vile the work, these men would see it done.

Chief Steward Rarle sighed, long and drawn out. “Do you hear what my lord has to put up with?” he asked, setting an exquisite wineglass in front of Laran, a masterwork made by a masterful blower. The glass depicted the large otterlike kell in various stages of constructing a dam across a river tributary. The glass blower—glass artist, Laran corrected himself—had blown the set in such fine detail he could make out individual strands of the kell’s water-repellent fur. As Rarle filled the glass, the outer rim of each of the animals’ eyes and nose turned pink, adding lifelike detail.

Laran drank as soon as Rarle moved the glass pitcher away. The smooth berry taste of Rallan Red called for a long sip. Laran obliged. Setting the glass two-thirds empty on the table, he looked at the duke. “Where’s Bareck?” he asked. “There are grave matters needing discussion.”

Dorn and Esen stood as one.

“If my lord has no further need of me, I will attend to my duties,” Dorn said.

“As will I,” Esen said.

“Sit down, both of you,” Laran said. “This affects us all.”

As his two generals settled back into their chairs, Duke Durniss gave a slight smile. “I sent word to fetch Arelya. I imagined you would require her talents and common wisdom when I heard of your arrival.”

Laran drained his wineglass, savoring every sip. Chief Steward Rarle replenished it almost before he had set it down with a deftness born from seasons of service. “You are a step ahead of me as usual, Durniss,” Laran said. “While we wait, tell me, how do things stand within the Black Wolf Valley and the keep’s obligations? Has anything been amiss?”

Dorn and Esen exchanged a look.

Durniss glanced at his steward. “Thank you, that will be all for now.”

Chief Steward Rarle bowed deeply, smoothing a scowl of annoyance from his face as he did so. “As you wish, my lord. There is the unpleasant matter of the kitchen inspection I must oversee.” Turning around, he took his time exiting the room.

As soon as the door latched with a soft click, Durniss spoke, the tone of his voice soft. “Aye, there have been strange matters of late, quite different from the usual Tharg attacks. I expect you shall enlighten me with how you knew to ask? Esen, you commanded the border patrols last, why don’t you start? Dorn shall finish up.”

Esen clasped his hands together, hands that displayed the scarred nicks of many battles. He leaned forward. “The peasants along the northern borders are frightened. Something has been stealing their stock. Worse, though vacant, two of the outlying homesteads showed no sign of trouble. Both were hardy families, headed by seasoned warriors who have served at the keep during times of conflict.”

Dorn eyed his duke and commander, whose slight incline of the head signaled for him to begin. “This incident occurred closer to your area, Laran,” Dorn began. “On routine patrol duty where we were to make our presence known to the Tharg, I stationed my company of soldiers at the way house near Kell to let them view our numbers as we practiced cavalry training. Such things can discourage raids upon our outlying provinces, and the duke likes to keep the training sharp and crisp for the men.”

Dorn picked up his wine goblet and took a long swallow of the red before setting it carefully back on the table. Moisture glistened on his graying beard, and his careworn face and blue eyes had a dispassionate manner only gained in battle. “Halfway through the watch, the company cook voiced complaints of food missing from the storehouse larder. Slipping into the larder during the day, I waited for the dark of night, lying hidden. In the early hours before day’s light, the door to the larder opened. I sprang to my feet with sword in hand, ready to apprehend the thief.”

Dorn paused as he drained the last of his Rallan Red. He cleared his throat and began again, an unreadable look in his dark green eyes. “Whatever had entered appeared human, though vaguely. The characteristics most notable were that it viewed the world with fly eyes and had pincers for one hand.”

Laran admired the man’s straightforward way of relating the event without bogging it down with added detail.

Dorn’s eyes darkened with the recalling as he continued. “The creature charged, going for my throat with the pincer hand. At the last moment, I rolled around the creature to its back. I could have struck a blow there, for it was slow in turning around. But alas, the blow never landed. The thing had two large wings folded from its back and I stood gawking as a child might. The beast whirled and caught me in the side of my head, knocking me to the floor. Then it pulled the iron- banded wooden door off the hinges and threw it at me. I trundled to the side. When I regained my footing, it was gone.”

Duke Durniss spoke as soon as his commander went silent. “The last two weeks have seen an increase in the reports of strange occurrences, such as finding a pack of black wolves slaughtered. Whomever or whatever they fought may have slain them all but received severe wounds too. We followed the blood for a distance before it just ended. Of course, after Dorn’s encounter, we have surmised it was the same type of creature. The tracks ended when it took flight.”

Laran nodded, having come to the same conclusion.

Esen stirred, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. “This does not bode well for the two woodcutters who have been missing for the last three days. No signs of a struggle.”

“Were they near Eland’s Clearing?” Laran asked.

Esen gave it some thought. “No, they headed toward the southern border and camped outside the Tangled Forest.”

Duke Durniss set his glass decanter down with a soft thump. “What in Onan’s name is going on? Such things don’t happen in the Black Wolf Valley.”

The door opened. Arelya slipped into the room, followed by Bareck.

Heavy wood chairs scraped the stone floor as everyone stood. Laran got there first, which gave him time to brace himself for Arelya’s fierce embrace, though only barely.

Half hugging and half shaking him, Arelya looked up at Laran, her green eyes large. A frown creased her beautiful features. “Why have you waited so long to come this time? Don’t you know that some of us at the keep worry about you and your family?” Before he could answer, Arelya stepped back, her face smooth. “You could have sent word, at the least.”

Laran smiled. “You are right, as usual—it has been too long. I had almost forgotten how extraordinary your beauty is,” he said, meaning every word. Arelya was beautiful by anyone’s standards. Tied in a ponytail by a leather thong, her straight black hair accented her lime eyes, and her round face needed no enhancements. Her natural beauty drew all eyes as soon as she entered a room.

Arelya wore the formfitting light blue and gold tunic common to the nobility in the duke’s keep—the one Alina believed Arelya had made a size too small. Laran suspected it was an intuitive belief, though the remark came with a perceptible amount of sister jealousy.

Arelya laughed with a richness befitting her husky voice. “My dear Laran, you keep that up and I may have to fight my sister for you. But do not think to stop either!” Chuckling softly, Arelya gazed at him with round eyes. Abruptly, she glanced around the room as if remembering the other occupants. “Oh, sit down everyone!”

“Bareck,” Laran said, acknowledging his mountainous friend as the man seated himself beside Arelya. “You look as big as ever, except for your belly, which seems to have grown larger.”

His teeth white and wide upon his broad brown-bearded face, which matched the color of his hair trimmed befitting a blacksmith, Bareck grinned as he scraped his chair closer to the table. A worn leather saddlebag slung over his shoulder swung forward with the movement. “You have the bigger gut, Laran,” Bareck rumbled in reply, the familiar tone of his deep voice reminiscent of distant thunder. “We all know the reason. Everyone from Durniss Keep and beyond speaks of the unparalleled delicacy of the fare at the Silver River Inn when your lifeheart, Alina, cooks. By the way, when can we come to your cabin for dinner?”

Laran kept a smile from his face, but only barely. “Ali would love to bake tonight’s repast for you, but Casan and I need two days’ advance notice in order to stock the larder to prepare for that cavernous pit you call a stomach.”

Durniss pushed his wine goblet to one side. “Are you two finished complimenting each other’s midsections?”

Bareck smoothed his beard with his fingers. “Well, not really. I had thought to mention his growing backside.”

Duke Durniss focused on Bareck, his almond eyes unblinking.

Bareck’s hand froze. Then he placed it palm down on the table. “I suppose it can wait for ... oh, never mind...” he said, trailing off.

The duke’s penetrating gaze shifted to Laran. “Laran was about to disclose what has invaded my valley.” He raised an imposing black eyebrow. “Is that not so?”

Having a thought, Laran hesitated. “First, I require Arelya’s ability for a contacting. Will you be patient a little longer?”

Durniss’s nod was as sharp as his scowl.

“I shall keep it brief. Arelya, will you accommodate me?”

For an answer, Arelya reached down the front of her tunic, between her breasts, and pulled out a round black stone roughly the size of a child’s fist. Handling it with care, she positioned it to her left at the center of the table, then looked at Bareck.

With one big hand, Bareck flipped the leather flap of the saddlebag back onto his shoulder and removed a round olive stone as large as his fist. The blacksmith set it to the right of the black stone.

Untying the leather thong holding her hair, Arelya wrapped it around her forehead and tied it at the back. Embedded in the center of the leather band, the size of a woman’s eye, a pearl-white stone gleamed.

Though unneeded, Laran glanced his habitual cautionary warning around the room, though they were all seasoned warriors. No one would want to break Arelya’s concentration as she attempted to establish contact. At the wrong moment, such a thing might well destroy her mind.

Arelya closed her eyes.

Laran sensed her open herself to the Flow, the great river of power that underlay the land. The color Arelya drew from the frothing hoary river had a distinct yellow hue to it. His lifeheart’s sister’s power had grown since he had last worked with her. Drawing yellow made Arelya’s strength as a User significant, enough she likely had little need of assistance. Laran interrupted the Flow and opened a conduit to her, anyway. The energy the Flow provided him as it transferred through his body made it difficult not to offer.

Arelya accepted the conduit without hesitation, drawing from it immediately and feeding a minute strand of the great river of power into the pearl-white stone. The focal point burst into a brilliant luminescence. Then Arelya focused on the compressed mass of the Flow inside the green sphere where it raged in an endless, swirling fury. With a delicate thought, as if handling a skittish mystical creature, Arelya drew strands of the Flow from the white stone into the chaos within the green. The green sphere responded by lancing a beam of white- green to the black stone. Entwined and tightly bound yellow-black strands completed the triangle to Arelya’s forehead. With the power of the Flow, Arelya could now send a telepathic inquiry within the triangle to the person she contacted.

Laran looked around the table.

Everyone else would see the process a bit differently.

Without using his inner sight, Laran viewed the contacting as the rest did. Arelya’s irises now glowed with a yellow hue. The white stone on her forehead shot out a tightly focused beam of the white Flow of power directly into the green stone. The beam changed to green coming out from it and into the black. There, the beam emerged black where it stabbed back into the white stone on Arelya’s forehead for the triangle shape. The left half of the stone, and her left eye, had changed to black. For some, a necessary but hazardous union with the dark Flow, it took both Light and Dark to enable a contacting.

Level with Arelya’s forehead, countless colored cubes popped into being and dropped into place, forming a line. Line-by-line, from the top down, a three-dimensional image formed inside the triangle of stones. As the image drew downward, a partial view of a room with a wooden table filled the background as the head and torso of a man wearing a white robe drew quickly in the foreground. The man’s pure white hair and lengthy beard gave him the appearance of one who approached the expiration of a lifespan, but Laran knew better.

As a Light User, the white-haired man wore a white robe common to such a one that draped almost to the wooden flooring seen in the image. A long, plain wooden table and sanded chairs took up space behind the man.

The moment the image drew to the bottom of the triangle, the white-haired man spoke. “What do you want, Laran? You know how quickly Dark Users can break into a long-range transmission. You have taken much risk.”

“I am not alone, Durandas, yet I asked for this contacting, which says much for the urgency. You may speak freely. All here have my trust,” Laran said. He paused briefly. “Know this. Something, or someone, has found us. A flicker attacked the boy last night.”

There was the sharp intake of breath from many around the table. Durandas’s shoulders slumped. “We lost him, then.”

“Not so,” Laran said, quickly. “The boy survived by his own actions, destroying the flicker.”

Durandas’s blue eyes widened. He straightened as a grin played upon his lips within the white bushiness of his beard and mustache. “How extraordinary! Now that he’s Used, he will need training. Bring him to Surbo,” he said. Then he paused. “No, wait! The Muddy Wagon Inn at Four Bridges is likely safer during these turbulent times. I shall acquire lodging there and provide the training he needs to keep him from becoming a mindless shell.”

Durandas shifted his gaze slightly. “Bareck, I see you. As close as you are to Arelya, you are in my field of view. You shall accompany Laran, will you not?”

Bareck nodded at the image. “He could not stop me.”

Duke Durniss spoke. “Durandas, Duke Durniss here. What in Onan’s glorious name is going on? What is a flicker and how would it get here? How is Laran involved with you and the Circle of Light?”

Looking over his shoulder, Durandas glanced toward the sound of the duke’s voice sharply. “Laran will have to answer your questions at his discretion. This contact is already too long. For now, Durniss, I want your word that you will give him all the help he needs to finish this task. It is of the utmost importance. Do I have it?”

“Of course, all he ever has to do is ask. He knows that, but I will know what attacks my people and why,” the duke said, harshly. “Good. Now I must go,” Durandas said, facing to the front once again. “Since the enemy’s destruction of Vibrant Vale after the siege of Surbo, something is going on with the Flow. There have been reports of it weakening, or failing altogether, at least in the White Lands. Arelya, if your apprentice has sufficient training for brief communications, leave her with the duke. I need you to go to Four Bridges as well. Your long-range talents will keep me in touch with Surbo and the Vale’s issues. Durniss, prepare for the worst; the Black Wolf Valley shall not remain unscathed now that the darkness awoken has found it. Evil will not rest until—”

“You mentioned keeping this transmission short,” Laran interrupted.

“Right you are, Laran. Sometimes I get to barking orders and forget to keep track of the time. Besides, we are draining Arelya and—” Durandas stiffened. The image wavered as the top and bottom corners swiftly turned black.

Arelya’s right eye bled a bright, fiery red.

Laran severed the conduit from the source of the Flow, shouting, “Bareck, block the Flow!”

Already in motion, Bareck covered the white stone on Arelya’s forehead with his large palm. The image winked out.

Arelya’s eye dimmed to a light red, the other bled into her normal green, and then both rolled back into her head, the whites of her eyes blinding with their starkness. Arelya slumped sideways into Bareck as she fainted, her head nearly hitting the table before Bareck caught her.

Chaos erupted.

Duke Durniss and his two commanders sprang to their feet, bucking the table nearly onto its side and spilling wine.

Bareck cradled Arelya up in his enormous arms as he stood. Barreling through the opening Laran had just created by wrenching the heavy black iron door wide, the blacksmith charged from the room, bellowing for healers.

Laran sent a silent plea to Onan for Arelya’s quick recovery. If something long term, or worse, affected her, he had no one to blame but himself. Alina may never forgive him. Even if she did, he would not forgive himself. Exhaling an explosive breath, he faced the table. Laran gave each man a quick glance, looking them in the eyes, seeing their concern and their puzzlement. He sighed. “All of you have just seen why I had to use much discretion over the nearly two decades of our friendship. Though dangerous knowledge still, I shall relate a brief explanation of the momentous events that are about to happen or already have.”

Duke Durniss opened his mouth.

“Please, keep your questions until after I have finished,” Laran said quickly, looking into the eyes of each man. Satisfied he had captured their full attention though the duke wore a scowl that creased his brow like a scar, Laran plunged on. “I am a ranking member of an order of druids known as the Green Writhe, which you may or may not have heard of. Either way, you have now.”

The three men nodded as if he had said something profound. That was coming. “What you do not know is that the Writhe strives to maintain a balance of nature and life on Astura by gathering of wisdom and acting decisively on what we learn. Not that the Green Writhe is exclusive to seeking information from only the Light; knowledge of all things comes from countless sources. There are those who have studied the darker aspects of the great river of power that underlies the land along with all versions of the codices. In doing so, some few gleaned a hint of a malevolent power greater than anything the world has ever known that lay dormant below the land, deeper even than the Flow. This darkness is not Dark User magic. Worse, it slumbers no longer. Something or someone not of this world has awoken it.”

Hesitant to reveal more, Laran let his words sink in. Should he reveal that his order now suspects it is the ancient common enemy of all? Should he tell them that this evil, this great power, had nearly destroyed the world once before, and was the greatest evil the oldest codices, both Dark and Light versions, warned about? And most frightening, with its divine abilities, the evil would have already succeeded with total world domination if not for a mistake it had made, a grievous error it would not make again.

Laran sighed inwardly as he decided, looking at their expectant faces. He could not tell these good men—these soldiers who had only had to contend with feral wolves or Tharg raids, men who had only heard tales of things like flickers—that there was an evil loose on the land so powerful that all sentient lifeforms were at the gravest risk. No settlement, no matter how remote, was safe. Not even the great white bears or foxes of the frozen north or any creature of the sea will survive intact in the aftermath of its feeding gluttony. All brainwaves of any lifeform possessing neurons shall know consumption, however small.

No. He could not. Such revelations could destroy their sheltered lives, make them despair. It likely would cause them to truly believe there was no hope. No, he would not reveal such a bleak future for the world. Not yet. Not until he had confirmed the malevolence had returned. Beyond all doubt.
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Chapter 9 Changing
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CASAN GLANCED OVER HIS SHOULDER. The redheaded giant Cudgel, the new so-called blacksmith, kept up several paces back as Casan and Keever strode the makeshift settlement that sprang up between the keep’s southern wall and the Tangled Forest every spring. Porta Town, as it unofficially came to be known. Officially, the keep ignored it as a gathering of peoples, refusing to give it a name, though even the duke called it Porta without giving it the designation of town.

Cudgel had not made an appearance the past week Casan and his father stayed at the keep—the longest they had ever spent at the fortress at one time without his mother with them. Now there he was, strolling behind, staying within sight, but no closer.

When his father had informed him that his aunt, Arelya, had met with an accident and they were going to wait for her healing to be completed, Casan had not considered it would be this long. The time had flown past. He helped Keever in the shop, ran errands for his father, and both the commanders, Dorn and Esen, had asked him to accompany each of them on separate patrols of the forest perimeter. Honored, Casan had readily accepted. To his delight, the men had been respectful, and the weather mild. Then, week’s end had passed even faster as he brushed up on his swordsmanship training with Master Lon and Keever in the courtyard.

With so much activity at the keep, Casan had nearly forgotten the red giant’s hostile interest in him upon his arrival. Now, this midmorning, Cudgel trailed behind soon after they left Bareck’s blacksmith shop. The gigantic man halted when they did and then continued when they started off again, not bothering with stealth whatsoever. Why Cudgel followed them mystified Casan, but he decided there was little he could do about it. He needed answers that his streetwise friend Torin might have about the night at Eland’s Clearing with Nuri. If they could find the boy.

Keever spoke, his voice coming as a hiss. “Do not look back. We have not lost him yet.”

Casan strode faster. Perhaps there was something he could do. “Come on,” he said, turning in to a narrow walkway running behind small one-room structures assembled from scraps of timber and battered pieces of material, some only canvas nailed atop a rectangular jumble of rough-cut wood. Gaping holes allowed cold wind and little privacy. The pungent stink of rotting food discard and excrement overwhelmed the nostrils from the first step.

The shadows deepened, and the ground grew damper as the path wound around several makeshift shelters. Casan shied away from thinking about what he sloshed through as he walked as fast as he could in the ankle-deep brackish liquid. Before long, the narrow trail ended at the rear door of a rickety-looking tavern constructed of weathered but full-length wood boards. The gaps between the lumber were smaller and better fitted than the other structures they had worked their way around.

The door creaked when Casan lifted the latch and pulled it open. Great, he thought as he stepped inside a wide room nearly as dark as the walkway. So much for a stealthy entrance and exit.

A pair of hinged half doors at the front provided a tantalizing view of the principal thoroughfare outside. Aware he tracked mud on the rough flooring as he walked, Casan headed for the outdoors, attempting to walk as light as he could to minimize noise. Keever had no such compunction. His friend stomped along behind him, noisily scraping his feet on the chipped and rough-cut wood floor.

At the tavern’s front, two men spoke with low voices at a shadowy table. The men’s rumbling whispers faded at the sound of their approach. A rotund, bearded man who stood to one side wore a dark-colored, or stained, apron. The other man, also bearded, loomed nearly as high as the aproned man was wide. He sat upon a sturdy log block used for a chair. Both men held tankards of some liquid in one hand. The two of them were the only ones visible within the establishment.

Casan thought it best to keep moving. Striding past the table without slowing, he pushed through the left half door, glancing at the man sitting as he moved past. Casan released his hold on the door, allowing the heavy wood to spring shut. Though he kept walking toward the far side of the street, he stared over his shoulder in disbelief.

The door to the tavern banged open, smacked the outside wall, and swung inward again, but Keever had already stridden through. “Hey!” he shouted. “That smarted! You almost cracked my forearm. You could have waited to let go until I was clear.”

Casan stepped over a rut in the wagon road and looked back at the building.

Cudgel, the red giant, had climbed to his feet and stood watching them over the tops of the tavern doors.

Keever looked where Casan had. “I do not believe it!” Keever said. “How did he get ahead of us?”

Casan shrugged, putting the matter from his mind. “I do not care, as long as he stays where he is.”

Hopping over the second rut in the road, Keever trudged beside him. “This is getting a bit unsettling. What do you want in Porta Town, anyway? We should go back to the keep and tell our fathers about Cudgel. The man is up to no good.”

Casan strode into a side street, his pace quickening as soon as the tavern vanished from view behind him. “Not until I’ve found Torin,” he said, marching faster.

Sprinting slightly to keep up, Keever trudged beside him. “That street urchin? What is so important for finding him? He could be anywhere in this cesspit.”

The unnamed side street opened onto Glitter Road, a place of broken glass, alchemy shops, and seedy taverns like the one they had left the red giant in. “Torin gets around. He might know some things,” Casan replied, hoping his answer would satisfy his friend.

Right now, he could not bring himself to tell Keever the whole story yet. Keever had voiced his disdain for Users many times in the past. How could he tell his best friend that he, Casan As’wall, had turned out to be one of those evil Users?

Thankfully, Keever did not press the subject, though his bright blue eyes narrowed, which scrunched his brows together into a single line as he kept walking.

They made their way past townspeople wearing threadbare garments mostly made of cotton, who strode with purpose, keeping a sharp eye out all around. Seasoned and young warriors eyed passersby from doorways and weathered wooden porches where perilous-looking men sat on crates, the largest of which were used for tables for drink decanters. Dull-eyed women with unkempt braids and frayed and skimpy silks leaned on precarious balcony rails overlooking the street. Most everyone glanced at them and then dismissed them as no one with coin.

Casan appreciated the fact he had not bothered to change into the finery the duke had provided; he was most comfortable wearing his kell-leather dyed to blend in with the forest landscape, which had doubled as work clothes at the smithy. Now they had black stains and smudges in too many places for his liking.

Casan led them along the mud-packed street, steering wide of the ruffians guarding the lackluster houses and taverns. When they had nearly reached the end of Glitter Street, Cudgel strolled out of a dark alley not far behind them, his massive size making him unmistakable even at a glance.

Casan whirled and strode back the way they had come. “That is it! He’s followed us for two bells! I am going to see what he wants.” A sharp tug on his left bicep stopped him.

Keever’s eyes were wide as he pulled him in the opposite direction. “Have you gone mad? That man could pound us flatter than we could a stinging mite, but with less effort. Particularly if he uses that ugly stick poking over his shoulder. And no one here would lift a finger to stop it, mind you.”

Cudgel had stopped. Relaxed, he eyed them speculatively as if he wondered what Casan would do next.

Casan allowed Keever to lead him away for several paces, then pulled his arm from his friend’s grip. Continuing on his own, Casan stalked to the end of the street, taking a glance over his shoulder. Cudgel made no move to follow. He stood, watching them leave.
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