
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Light Beyond the Storm Chronicles 

Book I

A. L. Butcher


First Edition Published 2012

Revised Edition Published 2012

Third Edition Published 2015

All rights reserved.

V4

© A. L. Butcher 2012. 2015. 2016. 2018, 2019, 2020, 2021, 2022, 2023

The right of A. L. Butcher to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with Section 77 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.      

The world of Erana and the characters herein are the property of the author. Any similarity to actual persons is purely coincidental.

Cover Art – Oxana Mazur

Lightning – Hamik – Adobe Stock 43826198

Adapted by A. L. Butcher



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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The elven mage awoke long before the dawn, cold in the autumn frosts. Crawling from under the thin blanket, she left the small canvas tent and saw that the fire had dwindled in the previous night's rain. Reaching for her staff, the young woman poked the end into the sodden embers to try to get some life back into the fire. The wood she had managed to gather was damp and would not ignite easily. Piling a little of it onto the fire pit, the girl murmured as she held out a slender hand, in which a flame appeared. A small flickering red fire, which glowed faintly in the half-light and made her flame-red hair shine, danced above her thin fingers. Smiling, the mage gently blew the flame onto the wet wood, which an instant later smoked into fire enough to boil water, toast bread and warm numb fingers. 

Shivering, Dii pulled her old wool cloak around her and looked at the sky, the stars now fading into the grey dawn. Mages could sense the weather, so Dii knew that more rain would follow this day; even now she could sense the pressure in the air. Hunger made her belly grumble, and as she looked at the thin tent, she knew it would not protect her from the late autumn weather much longer, or indeed the many other dangers which stalked the night. Dangers which were very real for one such as her; an elf, a woman and a mage, for as such, she was not free. Freedom in the land of Erana was rare. It could be bought and sold for some, although many did not have that luxury.

Pulling a very stale half loaf of bread from her cloak pocket, the elf toasted it and poured a little water from her water-skin into the metal pot to boil. Food was food after all. Luxury was another rare commodity. Tossing in a handful of dried leaves and herbs, she sweetened the tea with the few berries she had scavenged. The smell of the toast and herb tea revived the young elf’s spirits and suddenly the dawn did not seem so cold, or the future so uncertain. The small wooden box she carried contained a few herbs from her previous store, both for healing and refreshment, the land around providing much if a body knew where to look. Such plants could heal and fortify and often were of more value than coin, which one could not eat, nor would fight infection.

Dii was a skilled herbalist, surprising for one of her station, but she was clever and had an enquiring mind that searched until it found answers... She considered for a moment. The only good thing about her Keeper Joset's estate was Malana’s herb garden, which was by far the finest in the area and the most bountiful. Regretful for a moment, she thought about the woman she considered her mother, the only one she had ever known: a kind human woman, also a mage and a Kept, or slave, of Lord Joset Tremayne. Malana had taught her a little when she could, including the herb-lore, and loved her a good deal. Education was not the norm in Erana, especially for elves, but somehow it had suited her Keeper to allow her to learn, perhaps it increased her price. Sighing at that thought, Dii returned to her tasks.

Pulling the small purse from her cloak, she examined the meagre coins therein. Dii knew those few coins would not last long, and an elf with a bulging purse would certainly draw attention. She had spent the best part of the small amount she had been able to acquire on the tent and camping equipment, and that had drawn more notice than she had been comfortable with. Dii knew she had been overcharged, but also knew there was little she could do, she had handed over the coins and made her way swiftly from the stallholder’s sight. 

Dii was well aware her Keeper was a nobleman, and thus rich and powerful. He was a man of influence, but she was also acutely aware of where a lot of that money had come from. So she had taken the few coins she had managed to hide unseen from her Keeper. Dii could have taken more; she knew she had more than earned it, but somehow felt wrong taking the gold of her Keeper, although after all he had forced her to do, she could not understand why she felt that way. Perhaps, she thought, it was simply self-preservation: half of her hoped he would not seek her, but were she a thief, he might be more inclined to do so. The young elf was many things, but a thief she was not. So Dii had left with a few meagre possessions and a small bag of coins. Everything else remained in her Keeper's house. More afraid of what lay within than without, she had risked her life to flee, both in physically doing so and to be out in these lands alone. So far, she had been lucky not to have been spotted by anyone unfriendly to her kind, and she thanked the gods for that. Not knowing the trails and roads well, she had nothing to trust but her luck and her skills.

A Kept owned nothing by right, but Dii knew her favours paid well. Her lovers would sometimes give her coin or trinket if she had pleased them, or a grateful villager would pass on a few copper coins for the potions or herb-lore she distributed. Most of the common people had little healing knowledge beyond basic remedies passed generation to generation, and many communities did not have an apothecary. People often turned a blind eye to the local “wise folk,” although this was not always the case and many a mage had found themselves in the “hospitality of the Order of Witch-Hunters” due to a failure to heal someone, or from mere spite or fear. To be in possession of magic was illegal and, in many cases, meant imprisonment or even death.

As the herb tea began to steam, Dii shivered in the near darkness and the frost, and realised she would have to seek shelter in an inn or tavern before long, a risky business for an elf and a mage. The young woman was an outlaw, a Forbidden, a Kept, but on the run. She hoped not everyone would see it so. Dii had both talent and beauty and she knew men found her desirable. If need be, there were those who would offer a bed for the night. Dii thought that it would not be the first time she had bargained her body or had it bargained for her. She knew she could never be free, but at least for now, she could make her own decisions, at least to a degree.

Malana had secretly given her the herb box and the staff, little more than a sturdy oaken branch found one night after a storm. Everyone knew a lightning-struck oaken branch held Power; the essence of magic. Dii grinned at the irony, such superstitions and facts remained despite the best efforts of the Witch-Hunters. In a land where magic was illegal, magic itself did not know it. It was a risk Dii took to carry such an item, but beyond a small dagger, it was all the defence she could openly wield. Many people would think twice about attacking someone who could wield a large stick, for such it appeared, being a simple item with no ornamentation save the blackness of the wood. At least that was what she hoped. Just being an elven mage out alone was risky enough, she needed some protection from the bandits and other dangers which patrolled and prowled the roads. 

Dii searched for the least worn and dirty of her clothes in the recesses of her patched and worn backpack. Changing into breeches and a fresh blouse hastily beneath her cloak, she then washed the clinging sleep from her pale face. It was a striking elven face, skin like alabaster, with almond-shaped eyes the colour of the midnight summer sky and just as sparkling. An odd spiral tattoo of pale red circled her cheek and crept down her neck where it met the tendrils of the other mysterious tattoo spiralling and swirling from her collar bone; obscured by her clothing yet offering promise and mystery, an enigmatic adornment of red and black against her soft, pale skin. A face more angular and defined than that of a human, framed by a sea of curls falling to her waist, barely tamed by the ribbon in it, and the sharp points of her ears marked her for the elf she was.

* * *
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DII WALKED THROUGH the day, stopping only to refill her water-skin from a spring. The day had turned out to be overcast and the air was heavy with the tension of a storm hanging over the land. Heavyset big-horned sheep populated the surrounding countryside; hardy and excellent providers of meat, cheese and wool that was surprisingly soft to have come from such tough, belligerent beasts. Trees covered the land to the east, not quite fertile enough for grain or barley but ideal for the orchards and forests that provided for these lands. As she walked, the hills began to roll steeper. The horizon boded storm clouds and any canny folk, Witch or not, could foresee the storm approaching. Every mile she walked was further from her Keeper's land.

As evening approached, the road forked, and the rain began to fall in huge, cold drops that chilled the blood and saturated a person to the skin. She was aware some mages could control the weather, calling and dismissing storms and remaining dry in the rain. Dii, however, was young and inexperienced, and did not know such useful spells. She hesitated, unsure; she could try to camp, although she had little food remaining in her bag and knew her tent would not protect her from a storm or high winds. She had passed a farmhouse some way back and contemplated returning to shelter in the barn, yet she did not wish to be caught stealing apples or eggs and, not knowing the sympathies of the farm folk, she was reluctant to beg for food. The other choice was the elf could risk the village she could see on the horizon, which would provide her at least with a hot meal, a warm fire and a bed more comfortable than a hayloft or bedroll. Being a healer, Dii knew the risks of such weather, and of prolonged exposure to cold and damp. She knew also the danger of one such as her seeking accommodation, but at this moment, she was too cold and wet to care; weather such as this could kill. It was worth the risk for a night or two. Hopefully, if she was cautious, the village should be safe enough.

The storm began to rumble and roll, the symphony of the gods beginning to boil like a cauldron. Quickening her pace, the young elf hoped no other souls were out in the storm. Looking around she saw the pear, apple and plum orchards to the east of the village. Much of the fruit had gone but a few trees still bore laden branches amongst the brown and red leaves. The storm would bring death for some of them and possibly ruin the last fruiting for the rest. Resisting the temptation to fill her pockets with the fruit, she simply plucked a couple of the juiciest ones to quiet her rumbling belly.

Dii smiled sadly when she remembered her foster mother’s fruit pie. Dii had learned much from Malana, not just some of her magical training, unofficially of course as that was forbidden. Malana was the best cook and best herbalist in the area and although she was the lord's mistress, she was also a midwife. Often the villagers appealed to her when the other midwives had failed or were unavailable. A few times, Dii had been given permission to attend, escorted of course. The first time she had marvelled at the sight of new life arriving in such a fashion, the joy, the pain, often the blood. She had watched and then assisted, pleased to be able to help with bringing new life into the light. She remembered Joset had not been pleased she had attended, feeling it unsuitable for her, but Malana had somehow persuaded him. Perhaps it had simply been another use of her skills for which she would receive payment to fill the lord’s coffers. The ability to be an excellent cook and a well-trained herbalist, not to mention his favourite bed warmer, were solid reasons why Joset kept her foster mother around. Nasty and manipulative he may be, foolish he was not. Dii knew to her cost that he would not waste a good source of income and entertainment. Malana also believed herself, as bound concubine and Kept, to be in no position to be elsewhere. In her way, she loved him, although Dii had never understood why. Perhaps he had once been a different man; as a mage, Malana would have been bound in the prison beyond the Enclave, unless she was very clever or very lucky. A mage would be bound with the feared Shackles: cruel, draining of magic and often fatal. Standing at the fork of the road, Dii was afraid and unsure, then a rumble of thunder reminded her of why she must risk her newfound freedom, and perhaps her life.
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Chapter 1
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The village of Dawson was small, just a hub for the local farms and orchards. The small market square, empty at this time and in this weather, was bordered by the Golden Apple, the local travellers' inn, on one side and the Happy Farmer tavern opposite it. A blacksmith lay off to the side, smoke still rising from the large chimney, and a storehouse close by. Trees encroached on the village and the cottages and cabins nestled in, almost as an afterthought.

To the final side of the square was the village lock-up and way-point, rarely filled with anyone beyond those whose tolerance to the local brews meant they found it necessary to participate in matters of a confrontational nature, and the occasional thief or bandit. Those who lived beyond the law mainly did so through necessity, rarely through choice, as Witch-Hunter justice was renowned for its brutality. Those caught as thieves were often executed or subjected to other harsh punishment, although there were many bandits and outlaws who often remained elusive to the constables and Witch-Hunters. There were a few folks who sympathised with them and would keep silent, or even helped out with food and supplies.

Wrapping a scarf around her hair so it covered the sharp points of her elven ears and murmuring a confusion spell, she headed for the tavern with the water streaming from her. Dii knew how to both be unnoticed and to use the shadows for advantage if needed. The confusion spell helped but could be weak, people saw her but somehow forgot what she looked like, or just ignored her; at least that was how it was supposed to work. Dii found it was often unsuccessful, whether it was that she miscast or that the mere novelty of an elf such as herself out in human lands, and a woman looking like she did, was enough to break the spell.

Shadowplay was more successful in the right setting but hard to use. Anyone looking directly at her would see plainly that she was there, but glimpses and half-looks often failed to spot. Those very adept in its use could call the shadows and darkness to their advantage, or so she had been led to believe. It was rare that mages should learn this, but she had taken careful instruction from a spy to whom she had been given, as some compensation for her favours. Dii had grown quite fond of him. It was a shame that he was now dead; killed at Joset's hand for displeasing him and to spite her.

Dii entered the tavern as the thunder began to roll close, lightning splitting the sky behind her. The barkeep looked up as the door opened; he saw the small cloaked and very wet figure.

“Come in, traveller, and get you out of that killer storm. You are soaked, lady. Come warm and dry before the fire,” said he, concerned to see the small wet figure on such a night as this.

Dii looked around with caution, but the warmth of the fire and the smell of roasting meats and spiced wine overcame her caution. Her belly reminded her it had not been filled with more than berries, fruit and stale bread for too long.

Walking to the bar, she said quietly, “Please, I would like a hot meal and room, if such there is? I have a little coin.”

The barkeep, Roderick, smiled at her. “I would not turn away a traveller on such a night as this, and it would appear you have brought the storm on your tail. There is room and hot food available and my wife could arrange for you a bath if you request, there is a small room beyond the kitchen we use for such.”

The elf stood, dripping and shivering. She could feel the eyes of the tavern's occupants upon her then looking away. “Er...yes, yes please, I could use a bath and dry clothes. I am hungry too, but I am not sure I have enough coin to pay for all that.”

A young woman, the daughter of Roderick, came around to take her cloak. “Let me dry this for you, miss? These wool cloaks take some time to dry when soaked right through.”

Tired and cold, Dii let her take the cloak. The girl accidentally tugged on the edge of the scarf, revealing the sharply pointed ears. Dii almost felt the intake of breath from one of the tables as one of the patrons spotted her for an elf. “Well, miss, we do not get many of your kind in these parts, certainly not...unaccompanied, or as pretty come to that, however I am not one to judge. Coin is coin. I would not send anyone out into that storm. My wife Elena will fetch you some stew and a spiced cider. The rooms are cheap and basic; you don't get fancy. You have enough here for a night or two.” Leaning forward, he continued quietly, “Just keep to yourself and you should be right. They are more mouth than action around here. There is a room you may use, at the end of the hall. Give your damp things to my daughter to dry, when you return my wife will serve you supper.”

Gratefully, Dii fled to a room, small and sparse, containing little more than a small bed and a wooden armoire. Setting her staff in the armoire, she removed her damp clothes and boots, changing into a patched long dark woollen skirt and petticoats with a black bodice and a grey blouse. The clothes were not clean and smelled musty but at least were dry. With luck she could trade for some more, this hamlet did not look like it came supplied with a resident apothecary. Stuffing her dagger into her belt, she hoped she would not have need of it. Barefoot whilst her boots dried, she returned to the common room to find a steaming bowl of mutton stew, fresh rolls, and a warm spiced cider. Dii heard the muttering and tried to ignore the stares and murmuring from nearby tables, and the whispers from behind her, as she began to eat.

A man moved closer to the table and hissed, “Witch, you bring the storm. You are Elfkind, so your magic must bring the storm. Do not think we tolerate your kind here. Where is your Keeper, Witch?” As he moved closer, he took a seat and snarled, “I bet you fetch a goodly price, Witch. Are you trained as a whore?” Reaching across the table, he grabbed her hair and tried to pull the young woman across it towards him.

Resisting the urge to use her magic in such a public place, she tried to squirm away, painfully tearing out a chunk of hair. “Go away! Leave me be! I am no whore, I am just a herbalist.” Before Dii had a chance to reach for the dagger, a man intervened and pulled her assailant away.

“Get home to your poor wife, Ranulf, and leave the wench alone. Elf or no, she is not for your taking if she refuses,” said the bystander. “He is nothing but an ignorant fool, miss. He will not be a bother again. From what I hear, he could not have made good his threat anyway,” continued the man.

Ranulf skulked away, muttering and slamming the door. Dii's protector went and sat alone at his table. Watching the elf, he said, “I like my own company, miss. I am not the social type, but I will not see a woman threatened.” He drained his mug and, taking one last glance at the pretty elf, he ventured back through the storm to his own dwelling in the smithy.

The barkeep brought over a spiced cider. “I apologise, miss, for the behaviour of that man. It is unfortunate; he is known to be...rather an oaf with women. I hope he did not hurt you.”

Dii looked up at the barkeep. “No, he did not hurt me more than a tug at my hair, and he would not be the first man to try had he done more. Tell me who the other fellow is?” Dii glanced over at the door and a faint blush rose on her face.

Roderick glanced thoughtfully at the door and noted the blush. “That is our blacksmith Dmitri, and they are the most words I have heard him speak for some time to anyone. His woman died five winters ago. He has barely spoken a word to anyone since.”

Pausing, he looked around cautiously. “We had a Witch...er...wise woman here for a while, but some...citizens drove her away. Perhaps had she been here, Anneta would have lived. She had red hair like you...maybe that's why he was kind to you. My wife takes the laundry which he does not do for himself, but I doubt there has been a woman in his cottage for some time. He does his work and comes to the tavern now and then.” Smiling at the pretty elf, he returned to the bar and glanced at the door again. 

Quickly eating the food brought for her, Dii pretended to read. Watching the common room with some wariness, she settled into the shadows and hoped she was inconspicuous enough to be ignored now that the villagers had returned to their drinking. As soon as she could, the mage fled to her room and bolted the door behind her. Climbing into bed still clothed, she put her pack close by and lay down by the light of a solitary candle. Rain drummed upon the roof as the thunder rolled around the hills and across the village. A storm full of fury roared in the night and the candle flickered out in the shaft of wind forcing its way through the badly sealed casement.

Dozing fitfully, Dii dreamed strange dreams of the Arcane Realm, full of magic and weird creatures and voices. She saw mounted men galloping in the night, and blood, a lot of blood. As the storm rolled in her dream, it echoed outside, waking the mage with a start just as a fork of lightning rent the sky and thunder tore it asunder. In the silence beyond the thunder, a great crash boomed and Dii ran to the casement to see a large tree at the edge of the village afire and falling. Flaming branches hit the thatch of one of the cabins and, wet though it was, sparked it into flame. Other branches rained down, and Dii heard frantic movement as the occupants of the tavern rushed out.

Dii grabbed her bag, hastily pulled on her boots, and headed downstairs. The fire caught quickly despite the rain, the wind feeding it, fanning it. One cottage was burning, another nearby smouldering. Smoke curled from the storehouse and someone yelled, “The stores! The winter foodstuffs! Fetch buckets to dowse the fires!”

Spotting Dmitri pulling on a shirt as he ran from the smithy, Dii surveyed the scene and then heard the scream from the burning cottage near the trees. Flames threatened to leap from burning thatch to the next few cabins. The rain made the thatch smoke with a choking, cloying black smoke. Fire clawed from the doorway, low but spreading, and a woman screamed again from within. Dmitri plunged through the doorway yelling, and Dii dived after him, the smoke choking them both. Her eyes watered and her lungs filled with the heat and smoke, making her splutter and wheeze. Pulling the scarf from her bag she tore it in two handing half to the blacksmith. “Cover your face. Do not breathe the smoke!” 

Summoning her Power, she released a bolt of white light which formed a trail of ice crystals that hit the flames before them. The ice thawed in the heat and covered the burning floor with water, dousing the flames. Dmitri stared at her for a moment his eyes wide. 

“The room at the back, Ranulf's wife, maybe Ranulf also,” Dii screamed in the noise.

The water turned to steam in the heat and Dii could feel it singeing her hair and the sweat pooling in the small of her back. The fire was ebbing where her magic hit it, yet it raged still. Casting again, she managed to douse the worst of the flames and then, as Dmitri kicked down the door to the back rooms, she saw the glowing beam above them bow. 

“Move!” she yelled and knocked him back into the room with a blast of magic. As the beam fell, she hit the floor and rolled. The beam plunged, showering cinders and ash, and Dii grabbed at the smouldering edge of her skirt where she’d been hit.

Cowering in the smoky gloom was a young woman with a small child in her arms, the child unconscious and the woman choking and holding out her hand, reaching for salvation. Grabbing the infant, Dii pulled it close and wrapped it in her cloak. Her eyes stung so she could barely see, and her lungs felt painful with every breath, despite the scarf over her mouth. “Where is Ranulf? I see him not,” she spluttered. The woman pointed to a shape on the floor. “Get him at least to the other room, or better, outside,” she called to Dmitri. 

Grabbing the woman's hand, they ran to the room beyond, the floor and walls still steaming. The mage cast another bolt of ice as Dmitri entered, carrying the unconscious man and choking, almost collapsing on the floor. Hearing shouts from outside and seeing hands reaching in, she handed the baby over and dragged the woman into the fresh air, crawling outside into the dark, and blessedly cool night.

Dmitri dragged Ranulf out, then fell to his knees wheezing. Gasping for clean air, Dii calmed the pain she felt and glanced to the blacksmith, who waved her away and pointed to the child. Crouching, she looked at the infant, gently touching his face. She Focused and murmured, “Goddess Syltha, grant me your Power this night to heal this child.” 

A warm blue light emanated from her hands and bathed the child in its glow, mending until the child awoke and began to cry for his mother. Dii moved to the unconscious form of the father; looking upon the face that had taunted her, threatened her, she could see the man’s burns and the singed hair at his temple. Closing her eyes, she drew deep within herself; pulling on her faith in the gods and her Power. “Syltha, again I ask, grant me your sight. Grant me your grace to aid this man.”

The blue glow flowed from her hands as again she focused. Dii felt his pain as the healing began to mend, pulling the man back from the edge of death. The magic weaved around her as she pulled his pain within, for a moment the burns appearing on her own skin and she stumbled back with the force. He stirred. Opening his eyes, he saw the elf crouched over him.

“What did you do, Witch! What evil magic have you that brings the storm upon us?” he spluttered.

Dmitri managed to get to his feet. “You ungrateful cur! You are not worthy of the service she has done you; that you live and your son lives is by her hand; ‘twas the storm that brought the fire, not she.” 

Dii sat back on her heels, breathing heavily, trying to stop her head spinning and herself from throwing up from the exhaustion, the sheer effort and the smoke. Magic demanded a price and her swirling head reminded her of that fact

The woman crept over to her. “My son, he lives?”

“Aye, he lives. Come let me heal you, that smoke may have harmed you,” Dii replied, wearily.

The woman shook her head. “No, save your Power. You may need it yet for those worse than I.”

Dmitri pulled Ranulf to his feet. “Go, man. Take your family to the inn and pray that the gods forgive your ingratitude.” 

Ranulf helped his wife and limped to the inn, still muttering and complaining.

“I am sorry. You are a better person than I,” Dmitri said. “Had I been you, he would not have made it to the fresh air and no loss would that be.”

Coughing, Dii replied, “Ignorance does not deserve death. I am a healer; it is not my place to choose who dies and who lives. I must heal all, deserving and undeserving. Magic comes with a price,” she sighed. Reaching towards him, she smiled faintly. 

“No, I must help the others; the storehouse is not yet safe. I feel a little better now, but thank you for considering my welfare, miss.” 

Dmitri headed unsteadily towards the bucket chain from the well, thinking he very much wanted the pretty, young elf to touch him, to place her hands upon him. Fighting the desire, he glanced back and found her still crouched, watching him. He swallowed back the feeling and moved to the task in hand.

The mage felt tired. She had expended much Power this night. As the village moved around her, she felt someone take her arm. “Come, Mistress Healer, rest awhile. The fire is as good as out.”

Looking around, she saw the daughter of the innkeeper and, almost in a daze, she allowed herself to be led back to the tavern. Dii requested a little hot water in a cauldron. Dropping some herbs and honey, she crumbled in a little arcana dust and stirred it into the water to produce a strengthening and fortifying tonic, drinking a little herself. “Would you take this to the wife of Ranulf and a little for him, if he will take it? The drink will fortify. Please also take some to Dmitri the smith.” 

The girl looked over Dii. “That I will take to Ranulf as you ask. Perhaps the other you would take yourself. I have seen the way he looked upon you. He has looked upon no woman such since his wife died. Perhaps you may...comfort him a while yet.” The girl winked and Dii felt the blush rising. It was not that she was a shy maid, far from it, but still she could not stop her blush.

Dii smiled and wandered slowly towards the smithy. She could easily leave the drink outside, or merely deliver it and leave should he not wish for her company. Dii was tired but the man had been kind to her when she had succeeded in drawing attention to herself and what she was. Perhaps the company of the man who had shown her kindness would not go amiss. Dii meandered silently and thoughtfully towards the building with the small pitcher of the brew. Seeing a candle burning in the window behind the main forge, she carefully tapped upon the door. Dii had not been allowed many choices, but she had entertained many lovers not her own choosing. This man had been kind to her and for once she could choose with whom to spend the night. The novelty and thrill of choice spurred her forward.

“Who comes at this late hour?” was the reply followed by the sound of movement beyond.

“It...it is Dii, the elf. I bring you a healing tonic that may give you strength and ease you.”

Hearing the bolt slide back, the door opened to reveal the smith Dmitri, who looked on her with some surprise. “You best come inside. It is raining still and cold now the fire is gone. I would not leave a woman standing in the rain.”

Dii entered the small rooms behind the forge, untidy and neglected, yet not unpleasant. The smith was still coughing. Taking his hand, she said, “Drink this, it is a calming brew of herbs and honey. It will reduce the fatigue and the pain in your lungs. Will you not let me heal you properly?” 

A fire, now merely embers, still smoked in the chimney. A rug of thick sheepskin lay on the floor before the fire and a small wooden table sat against a wall with a wooden chair, well-made but not fine quality, made by skilled hands but not a craftsman. A screen to the left hid a bed. The rooms were small and simple yet functional.

“I...I am sorry,” he stuttered. “There has been no lass here for a while. I am not a fit sight to be seen this night. You should not waste your magic on the likes of me.” He tossed some wood upon the fire and stoked it awkwardly, coaxing the embers to catch the log and filling the rooms with the warmth and odour of fresh, dry pine.

Dii looked at him intently as his eyes searched her face when he turned to her. Smiling a deep and alluring smile, she spoke softly, “There are more ways to heal a man than magic and whom I chose to spend my skills upon seems to be my own affair now. I see nothing that would suggest you are unfit to be seen, however if you do not wish for my company then I shall return to the tavern.”

Placing the potion upon the table, she turned to leave. Dmitri gently caught her arm. “I would like it very much that you should stay. Yet I fear I will be poor company to a beautiful creature like you.”

Grinning, Dii replied, “That I cannot say in foresight; you may ask me in the morning, and I may tell you, or I may not. Indeed, you may find me poor company, for all I know, but let us take that risk. I am not a shy, retiring maid and I desire your company this night. Perhaps we may offer each other comfort and companionship?”

The smith smiled a rare smile and, taking her hand, he kissed it. “I have no manners, but may I offer you refreshment, Dii, some cider or ale; a little food? I have some bread and cheese.” He fetched a pitcher of ale and some tankards, setting them upon the table. “I should take your cloak... Forgive me, I am an uncultured fool. It is just I am not used to entertaining beautiful and sensual women.” He turned to watch her, his eyes on hers.

“You think I am sensual?” she asked coyly.

Dmitri stood close to Dii and touched her tattooed cheek rather nervously, as he whispered, “I think you are beautiful and mysterious. I have never seen such a pattern, or one that trails down so enigmatically.” 

When she did not pull away from his touch, Dmitri stroked her face gently. As they stood close, he searched her face for reassurance. Not the sort of man to force himself upon a woman, and having none for some time, he found himself unsure in her presence. Dii gave him a smile. Wrapping her small hand over the one caressing her, she led him to the sheepskin rug before the fire. Standing in the flickering glow, her pale skin was almost luminous in the light within the cabin. For a while, Dmitri just looked at the pretty girl before him, touching her skin, seeking confirmation from her that she was willing.

Softly, he took her into his arms and kissed her, hungry for her but not overpowering, giving her the chance to pull away if he displeased her, but he found no resistance; in fact, he found her eager. Her tongue sought his and as Dii tiptoed to reach him, her hands found their way beneath his shirt. Deftly he slid the cloak from her shoulders, letting it drop to the floor. As his lips kissed the bare skin above her bodice, he began to untie the laces, one hand finding its way into her now loosened blouse. Dii sighed softly as his hand found her breasts, caressing and squeezing gently, touching, exploring; her own hands beneath his shirt stroking his back, tweaking the soft hair, feeling the muscles of an active and fit man.

Tracing her tattoo with his lips, following the swirl as it crossed her, he nibbled at the painted skin. Dii arched towards him, bringing her breasts closer to his lips and hungrily he took one into his mouth as she moaned low in her throat. The young woman pulled at his shirt until he slipped away from her to remove it, tossing it to one side. She kissed his skin, teeth nipping, her fingers reaching down to find the muscled thighs. Her hand softly ran across the tightness in his breeches, stroking him through the fabric. Dmitri groaned at her touch, moving forward a little into her hand; all the while kissing her, sucking at her breasts, his hands all over her, yet gentle and pleasing. He murmured to her of her beauty and softness, whispering sweetness in her ear.

Scooping her up, Dmitri laid her upon the rug and pulled away her skirts and underclothes until she lay before him naked. Wrapping one arm around her, he pulled her close, taking in her taste and her smell. The young elf smelled of herbs, smoke and the musky scent of a woman. Dmitri moved his hand between her thighs, gently inserting his fingers into her warmth, stroking softly, enjoying the sensation of her folding around him and taking delight in her moans. He sucked at her breasts as he stroked her, waiting for her to begin moving with him, wanting to bring her pleasure, needing this woman.

Dii began to trail kisses down his chest, down to the belt of his breeches, exhaling slowly on his belly as the sensations filled her. Licking across his muscular torso, she nipped as he moaned with desire. A man of an active profession, he was muscular and strong, smelling of fire, of labour and of smoke. Leaning back, he settled on the rug and pulled her onto his lap, his manhood firm beneath her inside his breeches. He sighed as he turned her face to his and kissed her longingly. Fingers running through her hair, he loosened it, allowing it to fall like a curtain around her. Kissing her neck, he moaned feeling her weight on him. “Mount me, let me feel you around me,” he breathed into her ear.

The elf smiled with joy, free at last to take a lover of her own choosing, the choice itself filling her with a kind of ecstasy. Free to lay with a man who desired her and whom she herself found pleasing. The thought of it, being mistress of her own choices, was at once exhilarating and terrifying, here and now it filled her with emotion and desire. This man had been kind to her; he mirrored her own loneliness, the need for the touch of another. Dii knew men found her desirable, she knew how to use their desires; apart from her magic, which of course was illegal, it was one of the few powers she possessed.

Dii moaned softly into his neck, exhaling warmth into his ear, sending desire pounding through him. Nibbling his collarbone, she reached behind her and rose a little to unlace his breeches. Resting on her haunches above him and gently biting his neck, she began to stroke him, her hand firm around him, expert and sure. Slowly at first, listening for his breathing to increase, then she began to quicken her pace as he moaned and writhed. A sheen of sweat built upon him and glistened in the fire as he got closer to the edge. He pulled her down and whispered in her ear, “Let me feel you around me... Let me take you to the edge as you do to me. I need you...”

As he began to pant, almost at his peak, she slid herself onto him, slowly swirling her hips and arching back. Her hands stroked his thighs and played with the hair. He groaned deep in his throat as she mounted him and began to ride. Dii felt him hard within her, thrusting deeply as the sensations and pleasure began to ripple through her as he hit the spot she needed. As she arched her back, he leaned forward and took her breast into his mouth once more, tongue swirling around her nipple. He grasped a fistful of her hair and pulled her head back, exposing her neck. Kissing along her neck and jaw, he moaned as he plunged into her warmth. Dii wriggled and squirmed in his lap, wrapping her arms around him she swirled her nails in the small of his back sending little sparks all over him. Suddenly his arms circled her, rolling her onto her back on the soft rug and pulling her legs around his waist, making the elf cry out in her passion. The thrill of taking this beautiful girl, the comfort and desire of another person, the sounds of her as she moaned beneath him made him quicken his pace until she cried out and trembled. Watching her come under his touch, he let himself go with a deep groan before releasing her. Feeling her legs slide from his waist, he lay beside her on the rug in the glow of the fire. 

Dmitri rolled onto his belly next to her, pulling the cloak over them. “You are astounding; beautiful, clever, kind, and...talented. Only a fool would not see that. Will you spend the remainder of the night? I know you probably cannot stay here. I am not a mage, but I know that you travel alone and what that means. I would protect you should you stay, but I feel that you have some purpose far away from here. Alas, there is much ignorance and hatred of your kind, and for that I am sorry. Spend what is left of the night with me and forget for a while.”

Dii sat up and touched his face gently. “You are kind, Dmitri, and could I stay I would, but I will be hunted. My...Keeper is a powerful man, and as you say, there is much hatred here. I know you would not be able to protect me from those who would come for me and I would not have you risk yourself and your livelihood on my account. It would not be long before the Witch-Hunters came and perhaps my Keeper's men. I would not bring that down upon you, or this village. I must be away in a day or two, but I would like stay tonight.”

Rising, he picked up the pretty elf and carried her to the bed beyond the screen, laying her gently down and pulling the blanket over her. “Rest here, I will damp the fire. There is not much time left before I must light the forge. I will rest a little in a while.”

Leaving, he pulled a robe around him and tended to the fire. By the time he returned, Dii was sleeping and he climbed into the bed beside her, stroking the hair from her face. He dozed until just before dawn, rising to light the forge and prepare some food.
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Chapter 2
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The village woke to the aftermath of the storm and the fire. In the light of day, the large Elder Oak had tumbled and burned; some wood was salvageable, and enterprising folk were making use of the fact. The cottage upon which it had landed would need re-thatching and repair and the family had lost much, but not that which was most valuable, thanks to Dii and Dmitri.

Dii woke late and dressed quickly, leaving the smith to his work. Slipping back into the tavern, she tried to creep in unnoticed but failed and received a grin and a wink from the barkeep. Fetching her pack and staff from her room, she changed and collected her laundered clothes. The tavern smelt of smoke and she noticed the young woman nursing the small infant rescued from last night’s fire. 

The woman smiled at her, saying, “See, he lives and is well enough by your grace, mistress mage. We can never repay your bravery or kindness. I apologise also for Ranulf's conduct towards you. Not all are so...vociferous and so forthright in their attitudes. He is not a bad man, he has a roving eye to be sure, but what man does not?”

The young mage gazed at the woman nursing her infant and wondered what else she refused to see. “I would not leave someone to die, mistress. If a roving eye is truly the worst of his faults then you are luckier than some. I will not tarry here much longer; I have...business elsewhere but could not travel with the storm.”

The woman nodded sadly and returned to nursing her infant. Dii quietly approached the bar. “I must move on today. I have business elsewhere and cannot tarry here. I would use what coin I may have left to purchase some supplies that may see me for a few days. I have not travelled in these parts so I am unsure of how many days to the next village.”

Roderick nodded and, quickly disappearing to the store and kitchen, instructed his wife to make a basket of victuals. Returning, he looked the mage up and down. Leaning forward, he said quietly, “Well, there is the main market road from here toward Jaeden, 'tis three or four days or so at a brisk walk, less if you can find a wagon to take you. There may be farms that would accommodate you, there are one or two small hamlets off the main track and some way-points. But if you want my opinion, you had best keep away from the main highway. Talseca is in the other direction if you are bound thither, that would be the nearest town that way. Or if you’d chance the city Varlek is many days away by the back roads. There are elves there, in the Enclave. You might stand out less among your own people. Although of course, the Order have their eyes there....”

He bent in close, suddenly very thoughtful. “There is a quiet hunters' track, now not so oft used, ‘tis a longer way but will be safer. There are a few farmhouses and a wayfarer’s tavern there; they have little trade and would be glad of the business. That path, if you head toward Jaeden, would take you past the old ruins. One of them old temples from before the Plague, now in ruins, but I hear well enough for cover...and exploration for trinkets should a body be inclined. A person could camp there for a few days, there is a river nearby and the remains of a hunters' camp. As I say 'tis a more...roundabout route but less...conspicuous, for the Order of Witch-Hunters rarely pass that way. Of course, miss, you know your business better than I.”

Dii bowed her head. “I thank you for your kindness,” she whispered.

Handing her a basket and the remains of her belongings, he smiled. “Blessings of the gods on you, mistress mage, for the service you have done us.”

Clutching the basket as she left the tavern, Dii looked about the village, glancing to see the smith standing, watching. She felt she could not leave without a farewell.

“I am sorry it should be such that you must leave this place. You will go with my deepest regard. I would not see you go with nothing. I have a little coin, please take it...it's not a payment for—” The smith looked uncomfortable. “—you know.

“It’s a gift, a token of my regard for you,” he continued, “to see you along the way. To buy food, or warmer blankets or whatever you please, a trinket for that pretty hair. I am sorry, I am lousy at small talk and worse at goodbyes. Perhaps one day you would return here, when your business is done.”

Thrusting a small pouch of coin into her hand, he turned away before she could say anything and shut the door. Dii sighed, thinking to return the coin, but realised that the man meant it sincerely and thus would be offended. Besides, she was not sure when she would acquire coin. Dii hesitated but knew this place was not safe for her, so with a slight sense of reluctance, she began to make her way towards the old hunter's trail and freedom from her Keeper's land.

* * *
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A FEW DAYS BEFORE THE events of the storm, Ulric Tremayne rose early from his chamber in the Tremayne manor. He liked to take his favourite hound Springer for some morning exercise and stretch his legs. His manservant, Nathaniel, knew his habits and had laid out for him a set of rugged clothes and his warm cloak. Ulric preferred to dress himself. Lord’s son he may be, but helpless he was not. He could hear the servants moving around preparing for the day as he dressed. He knew it was later than usual as his father was away...on business. In reality, this meant he was visiting the cottage he kept for the purpose of...being entertained by his Kept and orgying with his cronies. 

Lord Joset had a stock of Kept at his disposal, occasionally bringing his favourite ones to the main house. This upset Ulric’s mother Malana, Joset's official mistress. Ulric loved his mother, but, well, a man needed entertainment. However, Ulric would have preferred his father to be more discrete. He thought of Dii, similar in age and raised in the same household. Malana indulged the pretty elf, treating her like a daughter when she could, and when his father was not looking, fearing his wrath when he was. He knew his “foster sister” was little more than a Kept in his father's eyes, but he also knew what his father had forced her to do, and how he misused her.

He was fond of Dii. It was hard not to be, she was such a sweet and gentle creature, but she was still a servant, perhaps even a slave. He also knew that men found her irresistible, him included. Ulric knew to an extent this was a curse for Dii; she was pretty, clever, charming and talented. Moreover, she was a Kept, and as a mage, mysterious. Although he suspected many Kept, in theory, did not have such affluent surroundings, he knew also that their keepers treated them far more reasonably. 

Ulric sighed as he dressed. He had tried to persuade his father to not be so abusive to her, to treat her more kindly. Dii had Power, Ulric’s meagre drop of magical blood through his mother and his own eyes could see that and her favours paid well. He remembered his mother informing him of the recent argument. Dii had displeased Joset. Ulric was not sure how, although he suspected that she had refused to go to his bed, claiming respect for her foster mother, or perhaps she had refused one of his friends.

Joset had beaten her often, Ulric knew that, and when Malana finally intervened, he had raised his hand to her as well. Dii had done the unforgivable in Joset’s eyes; she used magic against him to protect Malana. The spell had knocked him off his feet, and Ulric knew his father's wrath could be extreme. He did not know what he had done to Dii afterwards, but she had stayed in her room for a day and a night now, and Joset had gone to cool his temper at the cottage. Ulric was glad; at least that gave Dii and his mother the chance to recover. It was fortunate, Ulric thought, that he had not been there, as he was not sure how he would have reacted, torn between his father and mother. He had returned that evening after his father had already left.

Dressing and pulling the long jet-black hair that was another legacy from his mother into a ponytail, he threw the cloak on and whistled to his dozing dog. Pausing outside Dii's chamber, he listened but silence greeted him. The dog whined quietly, concerned, Ulric pushed the door. It was locked, but with a shove, yielded when the lock broke. As Ulric entered the small chamber, he noticed the armoire was emptier than usual, the herb box was gone, and the casement window was open. Ulric whistled; it was a long drop for one not skilled in climbing, and he thought the fall alone could have killed her had she slipped. Looking around, he noticed she had only taken the essentials with the exception of the clothes, only those things her foster mother had given her. Pulling up the loose floorboard, he noticed the stash of money she thought a secret was gone. 

“Damn!” he muttered before pulling the window closed and heading to the servant’s quarters. 

He knocked softly on the door of the maid. “Velta, it is Ulric. This is important.”

The door opened, and the young half-elf servant smiled at him, her hair dishevelled from sleep, still dressed in her night robe. “You know my door is never locked to you, Master Ulric. It is always important when you seek ingress to my room.” She winked.

Thrusting her already ample chest out, she opened the door to him more fully. Suppressing the urge to take the offer, he smiled. “As much as I enjoy your arms around me, now is not the time. Dii is gone. You are her confidante; tell me where?”

Velta closed the door behind him. “Indeed, Miss Dii trusts me with her confidence, thus keep that confidence I must, even from you, Ulric.”

Ulric grabbed her arms. “You foolish girl! Do you know what my father, your lord, will do when he finds out she has run away? I know why, gods, I know why. If you are complicit in this, he will turn you out, or worse, send you to the Enclave. Magical may you not be, but pretty and compliant you are. I am sure you would please him as a Kept...passed around among his friends...or perhaps you have not heard the stories of the Enclave?”

Velta shivered. “I knew she was leaving. She climbed out when the house was silent, after dark when the moon was high. She had bid me fetch a loaf of bread and a water skin. I know not where she is bound, that she did not share, I swear it.”

“Damn it, go wake my mother!” Glaring, he let the maid go. “Say nothing of Dii’s flight. Tell her to meet me downstairs. Go, woman!”

She fled to do as bid. Stalking to the solar, Ulric patted the dog absently and muttered to himself about the folly of elves and servants. Malana appeared, hastily dressed, “What calls for you to see me at this hour? What is wrong?”

Ulric took his mother's hands. “Mother, Dii is gone, fled from the house, not that I am entirely surprised.”

Malana stood stock still a moment, a sharp intake of breath passed her lips. “I do not blame her, but your father will be so very angry... I do not know what it is best to do. Perhaps she is better free, away from here?”

“Mother, freedom is not something that a Kept can have, you know that. She is a mage and Elfkind, how far do you think she will get? Alone! An unaccompanied Kept! She took little money, perhaps no more than enough for a week. If she returns herself or we can find her before he returns, then perhaps it would be better for everyone. If he must, he will have her hunted... Do we want Witch-Hunters interfering?” Ulric said, looking at his mother and seeing her fear.

“She is safer gone,” Malana began to weep. “You know that, but I fear him, his anger. Perhaps you can persuade her to return, she likes you. Your father will be gone some days yet but if he returns before you, I can make some story that you have taken Dii somewhere.”

Ulric looked at her, gently wiping a tear from her face. “I would not leave you alone with him and his wrath, Mother. Dii has made her choice. She knows the risk and yet she leaves. She must know she is his best...asset.”

“You speak of her as property, Ulric!” Malana replied, exasperated and afraid.

“Mother...she is not your daughter, no matter how much you wish it. She is a Kept, at best a servant...to all intents, property is exactly what she is.”

Malana turned away from him. “As am I!”

“Mother, I am sorry, but you at least are loved by him, as much as he can love anyone. Perhaps were Dii his natural daughter, it would be different. You are safe enough and well maintained here. Would you rather life in the Enclaves?”

“No, of course not...but she is not property...nor am I. No, you must go. He will believe me if you are gone. Joset trusts you. Ask in the villages, she cannot get far alone and on foot. Go, go now, my son, and find her. She is safer here than out alone.”

Ulric took his mother's hands again and, seeing she was in earnest in her request, nodded slowly. “Mother, if you wish it, I will seek her. I will send word if I am to be gone more than a few days. I can drop it at the way-point and have it delivered if I have need. I should leave at once. In the meantime, perhaps I should leave a note for Father; you can give it to him in a few days. Explaining I have taken Dii...to meet a distant customer?”

With those instructions, he turned to leave, packing a few items of clothing, his sword and shield, a pouch of money and a few items of food. Ulric did not expect to be away from home for many days, however, he knew the roads were dangerous and it would be possible he might have to challenge the odd Witch-Hunter or bandit, although he would rather avoid such an encounter. For himself, he would not be at risk from the Order, but he was well aware they had the habit of asking awkward questions. Shrugging into the fine leather armour after deciding anything heavier was unnecessary, he patted the mournful hound. “Well then, Springer, you keep Mother safe.”

Mounting his horse, Ulric began to trot his beast in search of the missing mage. All the time hoping to find her before his father returned and hoping Malana would be believed, hoping he was pursuing in the right direction. He was to be wrong on all counts.
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Chapter 3
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Dii was grateful to the barkeep in Dawson; the old hunters’ track was indeed quiet. The trail was in places rough and bramble covered, but easy enough to follow, winding away from the village, and more importantly, her Keeper’s lands. The weather remained damp. The mud-stained her boots and the rain fell in short showers, but the terrible conditions had somewhat abated. She walked briskly through the morning. As the sun rose high, the mage found an area of grassland just off the path. The damp grass, flecked through with late wild flowers, was long and green and exuded a sweet smell. She smiled to herself at the sweet innocence of life as a few bees buzzed around the flowers. A yearling goat kid munched a mouthful of grass and watched the mage with that disinterested gaze of a ruminant.

Belly rumbling, Dii threw her cloak onto the grass and settled down to partake of a brief meal. Looking in the basket, she was amazed to see it stocked with half a loaf, cheese, half a ham, a cloth containing apples, a sealed clay bottle, a water-skin, and some eggs wrapped carefully in straw. Beneath this was a pouch of coin, containing exactly the amount of coin she had paid the barkeep. Dii was overwhelmed at the kindness; this food could last her a good few days and perhaps be traded.

She munched thoughtfully as she contemplated the last few days. When she had run from her Keeper's house in the darkness, her thoughts had been simply to run, to flee that place. She had thought to head towards the great city of Varlek and the sea or another such port. Dii had never left the lands of her Keeper and although she had seen maps, knew neither distance nor route. Suddenly she felt a pang of guilt, hoping beyond hope that her Keeper Joset would not have noticed her absence and if he had, his wrath upon the family and the other Kept would not be too dire. Dii sighed and knew return almost certainly meant death for her. Packing away the food, she rose and proceeded onwards, lost in thought.

* * *
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ULRIC MADE GOOD TIME, stopping at the villages within his father's lands. Two days he persevered before deciding he was on the wrong trail. He settled at an inn, the owner of which could barely do enough to accommodate the Lord Joset's son. Nursing a tankard of ale and a plate of surprisingly fine broth, he glanced around, subconsciously appraising that which would be his to manage one day.

Staring into the fire, Ulric contemplated the question which had bothered him since he had quit his father's house. Where would a young elven mage go? A woman as striking as she would attract attention and raise comment, he thought. Ulric slowly sipped the ale and wondered whether he should just let her go. He understood why she needed to run, but he also knew his father. Joset would hunt her if Malana were not believed. It would not merely be Dii who suffered, the servants, the Kept at the cottage, even his mother if Joset was angry enough to call the Witch-Hunters. Ulric was a little jealous; he too partook of her attentions now and then and was fond of the girl. Although not wanting to see her come to harm, it was more, he realised, the thought of her being away from his house and him that vexed him.

However, if Ulric were unable to find her, would his father's men succeed? Ulric grimaced, answering his own question with the notion that if needs be, they had a more...direct and immediate approach. Ulric wondered how far she could get, whether she could use her charms to get herself a protector. Now that he did not doubt.

“Tomorrow, I will head the other direction to see where she might have been bound,” he muttered and found himself relaxing as he savoured the ale, away from his father's vision, and influence.

Distracted, he started when the pretty, red-haired tavern wench smiled at him and placed a plate of sweet bread before him. Bending over him, she succeeded in making sure he was eye level with the straining bodice that was losing the battle to contain her ample chest. “Compliments of the house, my lord. Our...services are at your disposal.”

Ulric smiled at the young woman, his eyes roving over her well-endowed attributes. Thinking about Dii had made him consider a good many things, including the fact he did not enjoy sleeping alone. “Well, thank you for the...hospitality. I would be quite careful to whom you make such an offer as that. Some men may think more is on offer than is the case.” This girl was pretty and obviously flirting and a man of his means could afford a tumble or two with the local wenches. Ulric grinned and decided to test his luck.

The wench returned his grin. “Sir, I know for sure what is offered to those of a generous nature, those who would treat a girl with the respect she deserves. A young man travelling by himself gets lonely of an evening, is that not the case?”

“Sometimes, it is indeed. Now, my dear, I think I will retire to bed. I need an early start on the morrow.”

Leaning forward, he brushed a hand across her cleavage and dropped a coin into its depths, then he yawned theatrically and made a show of retiring to his chamber. By the light of the candle, he listened whilst the other patrons left for their own dwellings, or retired to their rooms. Sure enough, after a while, there was a quiet knock upon the door, which upon opening revealed the tavern girl. 

“I was sent to see if my lord required...anything else in the way of comfort?”

Ulric looked at the young woman, pretty and flushed, his eyes once again drawn downwards. Licking his lips, he opened the door wider. “Well now, I am sure I could think of one or two other services that would make my stay more...comfortable.” 

“My name is Teena, sir,” she said, to which Ulric nodded slightly, not bothered about her name. Winding his fingers in her red hair, he thought absently of someone else as he began to undress and motioned her to do the same as he pushed the door closed.

* * *
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SOMETIME LATER, TEENA slipped out of Ulric's chamber, turning and blowing him a kiss as he closed the door. As she slipped beyond, her father caught her arm. “What do you think you are doing, Teena?”

Smiling sweetly, she replied, “You told me to make sure the rich lord was comfortable. I did, and he is.”

Alan leant back against the wall, not seeing the door to Ulric's chamber still slightly ajar. “You foolish girl, his father is Lord Joset, master of the lands hereabouts. You have ears, girl. You surely know the rumours! The Lord Joset's little collection of whore-slaves, his business ventures—” He paused. “—and his parties, the reason why he is so rich, but the lands and villages go without.

“You would bed his son? For all you know, a man even worse than his father. Do not let the looks and the easy charm fool you. I hope he paid well enough for your favours, and that he or his father do not decide to keep you for worse pleasures.”

Teena looked haughty. “If I pleased him well enough, maybe he will keep me as his mistress.”

Alan grabbed her arm and said quietly, “Foolish girl! Have you heard nothing I have told you? If he takes you for his house, it would not be as his mistress, girl, at least not for long... Do you wish to be shared amongst his friends, forced to do...many unspeakable things. Yes, I know you enjoy the odd tumble with the patrons here, but you have a choice if they please you not. Do not throw away that choice.”

The barmaid suddenly began to look worried, glancing to the door. “Why does no one confront the lord?” 

“Confront him? Do not be daft! What do you think happens to those who defy him? He is the lord of these lands. He has men at his disposal, you think any here would dare stand up to him and risk losing their living, their home, perhaps worse, for the rumours that may be simply hearsay. Besides, most of those that go are elves, half elves, and the like. No one cares what happens to them. Now get you to your own chamber, girl, and hope that the young lord is not his father's son.”

Both father and daughter retired to their respective quarters and Ulric quietly closed the door. Ulric knew his father had business dealings and the women he kept at the cottage were common knowledge. However, Ulric had heard the muttering in the bar, felt the undertone, and was astute enough to realise it was fear that managed these lands, not respect, affection or even duty. Joset was disliked, and those were shadows that followed his son. Still, he thought arrogantly, what did peasants know! The girl had been an amusement for an hour or so, but she was just a tavern tart, albeit an enjoyable one. He decided he would spend a few more days leisurely sampling the hospitality of his father's lands and looking for Dii, perhaps use his considerable charm on the peasants, dispel the rumours, sample wares and women. Perhaps dally again with the barkeep's daughter, if only to spite the two-faced barkeep who had been so facetious. Thinking about Dii, he smiled. She would not have gone far...a young elf alone.

* * *
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DII CONTINUED ON, SENSING the rain. The autumn storm which rumbled distantly again threatened to break, and she wondered where the ruins lay. Pausing, she scanned around, suddenly sensing a feeling...almost a sound in her head, a sad ethereal song which seemed to call to her. The song led her forward until she saw before her the old stone ruins. Dark stone, flecked with silver, impressive in days of old but now strangely sad as the mosses and creeping plants pursued their relentless reclamation. Broken down walls now little more than piles of stone surrounded the remains of a tower topped with a tall spiral, twisted through with ivy. A wooden door hung from the stone, thick wood now almost as hard as iron but ajar. Dii hesitated, unsure at first, but as the sad song filled her so did a strange courage, and a destiny unfolded.

The air was cold and smelled of the odd, tin-like residues of magic, blood and the remains of creatures. Once this place had been Powerful, and the residual magic hung like a mist. Dii shivered with the chill and something else, a strange feeling. Perhaps the joining of the mundane and Arcane Realms was thin here... Perhaps it was something yet to happen. Dii looked about her in the darkness and carefully called a glowing ball above her, a small elemental; a mere wisp but with the light of a lantern at its call. This was one magic she had always excelled at, allowing her to study late at night, and it had even provided a little company, like some lonely children would have an imaginary friend.

The flickering light revealed passages and, in places, fallen masonry. Proceeding with caution, she saw the trails in the dirt: the detritus of crawling and scurrying creatures, the edges of large webs, and the carapaces of giant beetles lay strewn around. Alert, she checked the dark shadows, calling another lightwisp and half expecting one of the scuttling creatures to decide to make a meal of her. Yet still she moved on, drawn to do so. Her curiosity got the better of the worst of her fear. Carefully, she searched, finding a few lost trinkets, old coins and tarnished weapons but nothing of significant value.

Then she heard the song. Its sadness enveloped her, shrouding and calling her. As she moved, it swirled around her like a mist and the magical blood within her pounded. Drawn onwards by the sound and the magic, Dii entered the central chamber of the tower and she stopped as she saw it: the Mirror. A Circle of Power surrounded it, but Dii could feel that the magic was weak and the Circle was dim, a mere flicker. Horrified, she saw the enchanted glass cracked and shattered; a twisted mass still reflecting but also corrupted; a dark reflection of sadness, of magic, and the past and the future. A man's skeleton lay close and covered most of the axe that had caused so much damage.

Dii stood before the Mirror and felt its pain as a strange, deep loss and despair; dying yet unable to die. Gently, she reached to touch the artefact, which shimmered weakly beneath her fingers.

“You poor thing, how may I help you? I give you my magic, that I may ease your pain,” she said softly, finding herself upset as though a living creature was mortally wounded.

As she stroked the glass, a broken shard sliced the edge of her hand and Dii started with the sharp pain, her blood dripping down the frame. The song rose around her as the cracks of glass began to glow, the magic bringing it a little life, somehow easing it as the Mirror linked again to the Arcane Realm. Yet she felt that her magic was not of sufficient Power to help the artefact further and, finding the sadness of this place oppressive and almost overwhelming, Dii turned to leave. As she did so, a wisp of hair caught and tore.

Dii decided she did not wish to spend the night somewhere filled with such sadness and probably strange night-time creatures. Stepping out into the autumn light as the thunder rolled, she saw a storm rage on the horizon and hurried onwards, seeking sanctuary in the darkness of the hayloft of a barn.

* * *
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THE ARCHMAGE RESTED: dozing, replenishing, and dreaming. Archos had spent an active day and night studying and trying to finish the spell he was creating. Even with his Power, something had unsettled him, so he had given up and gone to rest. As he dozed in a chair in what he called his “workshop,” the Mirror he owned began to sing. Pulled from his sleep, he rose and walked to it. “What is it that you disturb me at such an hour?” he murmured. The Mirror's song began to wail the strange, haunting song of the Arcane Realms. Touching the edges of the Enchanted Silver frame, he watched as the Mirror shimmered, and the mists cleared.

Archos watched as the view of the chamber in the ruins flickered into view. The image was weak, so he channelled some magic into the Mirror, and Archos saw the other Mirror in the tower and a glimpse of something red as the image flickered out. “Damn you,” he muttered, “must be a weak one.”

Concentrating, he channelled another small bolt of magic into his own Mirror. These artefacts had many uses, if a mage knew the correct spell, one of which included finding other such Mirrors. It was almost as though they spoke to one another, communicated in the Arcane Realm. They fed on magic, although Archos was not sure if “fed” was the correct term. Demanded, needed, or desired were perhaps more accurate. His Mirror could be fickle, but it was old. It had cost him a good deal some years ago, but he smiled as he caressed the silver. He saw the image flicker back up and as it did so, a bolt of magic, of pain, of Power, and of the most intense desire shot down his arm and right across him. Suddenly his head spun, for just a moment, and the Power made him drop gasping to his knees. 
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