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For all those who enjoy losing themselves in a new world, if only for a few bells. I am of like mind.
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Chapter one

Curtain of Darkness





Not another week of stinking drudgery, Cord moaned in silence. I don’t know how much of this I can stomach. He wondered what he had done to anger Onan at some point in his miserable life to cause him to draw such a duty again. This time around, the seventy-first had patrolled deeper underground than any of them had ever gone, even Durm. 

As he marched along the old carved ramp of black limestone leading ever down, that one fact surprised and worried Cord as he mulled it over in his mind. Durm had not wandered this deep into the slime pit under the Dark Citadel before now.

The scarred patrol leader often bragged about his intimate knowledge of the dim, green-glowing tunnels, putrid channels, and cold, dank catacombs in the Citadel’s underbelly. Yet for the past half day, Durm had seemed subdued, as though he expected something and dared not reveal it in fear no one would follow him. What was so important they go this far? What were his orders?

“How much farther are we going to tramp through these forsaken tunnels, Durm?” Gorem called ahead, echoing Cord’s thoughts. “There is nothing down here but us and this blasted water pooling everywhere.”

Durm halted at an intersection of three tunnels. Waving his torch between the three, he hesitated. “Funny, I seem to recall you saying nearly those exact words right before we ran into those ingrots. Killing them is the only time you have not complained about this patrol.”

Gorem’s snarled reply came quick. “That is different, and you know it. Those fiends would have taken any of us for their blasted cook pots.”

Cord agreed with Gorem: ingrots were nasty, unpredictable things. From the murmurs and the added creaking of armor going to rust that drifted around the watercourse, so did many of the others. The slimy creatures had slunk from the darkness coming at them from two side tunnels, which made little sense. Before, the frog-faced creatures had fought among themselves as they floundered around humid areas in twos or threes. When had such primitive creatures learned to cooperate and band together?

“Why not find someplace dry to hole up for a while and then head back?” Gorem asked. As the only User in the patrol, he stood alone, gripping a glimmer shard and smug in the knowledge of its frail light. The light would fail in a few bells, but at least he had not had to taste the acrid stink of burning torches dipped in crude oil like the rest of them. Most of the patrol envied Gorem the shard even as they despised the small display of his wealth and power.

Not a single soldier cared much for Users, anyway. They were an arrogant lot, prancing about in silk robes lined inside with kell leather while they slung aggressive magic around. A fighting man should wear proper armor joined with steel and wield a sturdy weapon.

Still, Cord supposed they helped in a bind. No one would refute a User’s ranged capability at destruction. Yet more than once Cord had voiced his notion of banning Dark Users from the great lord’s service and replacing them with archers for the distance kills. Unfortunately, half the lords at the Dark Citadel were Users, as so many were throughout the Citadel’s turbulent history.

Durm waved his torch at the left and center passages. “We continue on until I decide we have ranged enough. Any that does not want to finish his duty can stand guard beside these tunnels. The rest of us are following the right branch for two bells, or until it ends, whichever happens first, then back here in four.”

“We are ankle-deep in putrid water,” Gorem protested. “What am I supposed to do, stand here and shiver for two bells?”

Durm stomped to the gaping tunnel of the right-hand branch, splashing through murky water that glistened darkly in the torchlight. “Standing is advisable. Your pristine robe could not sop up this much water; it would weigh as much as the Dark Oracle. Besides, you never know what parasite is floating around, waiting for a tight skinny orifice like yours to crawl inside.”

A chorus of guffaws ensued from most of the men.

Cord did not laugh with the others. His lean stature almost matched the User’s, and the laughter seemed hollow and out of place. The dark holes of the tunnels grew blacker, as if having taken great offense for such a sound in the deep.

As Durm waved the torch back and forth, bright curved lines flashed red in the air from cobwebs caught in the flame. With a final barked chortle, he plunged into the tunnel. The torchlight did not swing behind him to see who followed.

Cord waited for the rest of the soldiers—fifty strong—to slosh single file into the tunnel until he and the Dark User were the last two at the junction before he took up his customary place at the back. The rest of the patrol believed his training made him an expert in guarding against a rear attack, a belief he had carefully promoted for seasons.

Early on, he found there was a less risk of danger at the back of every guard patrol he had accompanied beneath the Citadel under orders. He figured it was unlikely that an enemy would flank them in such narrow confines—trouble would lie in wait ahead; he hoped. As miserable as his life may be, he wanted to be around to watch his children grow, though they seemed to respect his wishes less and less every season. Something he did not understand. Was he not a good father?

After a quarter bell spent staring into the tunnel, Gorem splashed past Cord and those few torches strung out in line in front of him, cursing under his breath. Cord smiled, his respect for Durm growing. As a leader, it took an intelligent and confident person to make one’s followers believe your leadership would keep them from harm as you led them smack into danger. Durm had pulled it off with some skill.

Durm knew Gorem would not want to wait at the junction alone. There were far worse things skulking in these caverns than the web-limbed ingrots with their green-glowing skin.

The tunnel dragged on endlessly, or so it seemed. Cord’s leaden legs tripped over snags unseen in the water with greater frequency. Finally, the torch flickered. The meager light it gave off drowned in the immensity of a great cavern.

Cord was about to request a rest halt when a commotion broke out beyond his light. Indiscernible shouting echoed about. A lightning bolt sizzled, revealing a downward slope leading into an underground ravine. A flash of red flame bloomed in the dark. As most of the light faded, Cord got a glimpse of ingrots swarming eerily silent out of the darkness below. Some of them burned with red and yellow flames, providing a growing luminescence as they caught their neighbors on fire, yet they made no sound.

“Blast you all! Fight! Now, before we’re surrounded!” Durm’s bellows rang through the cavern.

The sharp thrannng of released cross bolts mixed with the grunts of hand weapons thudding into ingrot flesh ceased in a short time.

“What are you doing? Keep fighting!” Gorem’s shrill voice floated back to Cord from a weak flicker of torchlight not far below, near where he assumed the cavern floor leveled out. Silence settled in, made starkly eerie by the torchlight winking out nearly at once, as if a single hand carried them.

Lightning bolts again crackled through the blackness, three in rapid succession.

Cord blinked as they faded. Durm and many of the others were out there, but they were not fighting. They stood with the ingrots! Shuffling forward, they led the beasts toward the few still holding weapons, and the sole person carrying light… They came for him!

Cord ran, moving so fast back the way they had come, he splashed fetid water into his eyes. Wiping desperately with his free hand, he slowed a little, fearing he may have extinguished his torch. It heartened him to see it flickering. Losing its sputtering feeble flame meant death.

Keeping to a disciplined pace through shin-deep water was maddening. It was barely above a fast walk, but he stuck with it. The terror of what was coming behind spurred him on. He had to escape the tunnels.

After a long grueling tromp, walking as fast as he dared, he halted at the three-tunnel intersection, holding his torch high and gulping air as he looked back. The tunnel mouth brooded, dark and ominous. No light flickered from it. Perhaps those things hadn’t followed, he thought. Still, he would take no chances. Ingrots would not leave their dark and dank dwellings.

Setting off, he slogged through the center of the intersection, the upward ramp to safety and freedom beckoning in the torch’s meager but stable light. He smiled despite the immediacy of the situation. The hooded man would not now dispute his story of survival if he were the only one left to tell it.

And perhaps this frightening ordeal would work to his favor, providing he reported it in such a way as to show how Durm had ordered the men to stroll into an ambush. Yes, it was a good plan.

After all, he had to inform the Citadel what waited below. It would work nicely. If he worded it right, showed a proper amount of horror lurking in his eyes, it might even get him a higher rank commendation and added scrip.

Dropping from above, a curtain of darkness draped over Cord.

An alien intelligence, old when his world was young, permeated his mind. The scream bubbling in Cord’s throat vanished, erased from him by an overwhelming sense of dark and utter supremacy.
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Chapter two

Broken Mind On A Violent World





Stretching to the end of her reach, Crystalyn Creek grasped the top of the ledge’s jagged edge and pulled herself higher, scraping with the toe of her boots for a foothold. After much scuffing about at the limestone rock face, she met success with something large enough to support her. Pushing and stretching upward, Crystalyn got her forearms upon the ledge’s rocky surface, allowing her long legs to dangle in empty air space as she crawled forward. Crystalyn rolled onto her back then when she deemed it far enough from the edge for safety’s sake. 

Gasping for breath, Crystalyn lay gazing up at her smallest companion, Atoi. The little girl had scrambled up the mountainside as quick as a goat, which was no surprise. Though Atoi looked and sounded not a day over ten seasons, in reality, she’d had over four hundred of them to develop that agility.

When Crystalyn first arrived on Astura, Atoi had used that same quick speed on her when the little vagabond had sunk the poisoned dagger into her stomach. Crystalyn no longer held it against her. After all, it had been an accident…sort of.

Standing, Crystalyn looked around, wondering at Hastel’s choice for their route. Her link mate, Broth—her Do’brieni, in the warden’s language—may have a rough time with the last hurdle of their strenuous morning. Not to mention Crystalyn’s younger sister, Jade, who might not make it.

Crystalyn’s fears proved groundless. Broth cleared the ledge in one smooth leap, landing on the cushioned pads of his enormous paws. Jade swung herself up with ease after, the big hammer at her side behaving by following the contour of her thigh without a single hitch.

Perusing the path they’d taken up the mountainside, Crystalyn noted Hastel—the owner of the Muddy Wagon Inn—had chosen the route with an exceptional eye. As far as she could see, there was no other way. Deadfall timber and a rockslide blocked the south. A sheer cliff rising to the north deterred anything without wings. They could have gone around either side toward the west or east, but it would cost days. From the reports Hastel had received regarding the Vibrant Vale, they did not have days. Hours, perhaps.

Crystalyn looked toward the one-eyed warrior. “How much farther is it?”

Hastel wiped the sweat from his brow with the same rag he used for the weeping scar glaring from his forehead to nose and centered across his missing eye. Crystalyn wished he would let her attempt her healing symbol on it, but he’d flatly refused, without offering a good explanation why.

“We need a full bell to scout along the ridge, then another for the jaunt down into the Vale,” he replied.

Jade’s quick smile flashed white in the shade of several pine trees lining the ridge. “You make it sound like we’re going for a stroll instead of a battle.”

Hastel’s one blue eye glinted in the early afternoon sun. “I suppose some battles are a leisure stroll around well-built fortifications, like the present day Dark User siege of Surbo I’ve heard tell is. Most are pure chaos. Yet, chaos has its own kind of excitement.” His one eye grew brighter as he spoke.

Crystalyn stepped closer to the Vale’s rim, gazing upon its wide green canopy. In spots, smoke hung in a thick pall above it, and an occasional boom sounded now and then, the only indications something was not right in the peaceful forest. That, and the fact no birds soared throughout the treetops. “Somehow, I don’t think we’re going to find a glimmer of fun down there,” she breathed.

Hastel sighed in agreement. “You’re right, as usual. We’ll find only conflict. Come, we should continue. The hike along the Vibrant Rim is easier, but I would prefer we gradually work our way to the southern end. Our best chance of meeting up with the Lore Mother and Lore Rayna is at the main outpost there.” The grizzled warrior set out along the ridge, going slightly down into the inner rim of the valley and into a patch of evergreen pines, avoiding the openness of the aspens.

Crystalyn walked beside Atoi as Jade followed close behind and Broth guarded the rear. They easily fell into their customary patrolling order they’d taken upon themselves since leaving the Muddy Wagon Inn weeks ago. Often, Atoi ranged ahead, sometimes even ahead of Hastel. For now, the enigmatic little girl seemed to seek companionship. “Have you ever been to the Vale before?” Crystalyn asked as they walked.

Atoi regarded her, her emerald eyes unreadable though starkly vivid against the background of her too-pale skin. “I have memory of the place of great trees.”

Such a reply mildly surprised Crystalyn, and didn’t sound like the usual Atoi. Crystalyn never knew if she was speaking with her, or with the Dark Child the little girl hosted inside her tiny, four-hundred-season-old body. “What are your memories of it? Tell me what to expect.”

With a decidedly little girl gesture, Atoi shrugged. “Large flowers, bigger trees, meandering water, and plant people.”

“What do you mean? What are ‘plant people?’”

“The ones who nurture the flora. You know them as naturists.”

Crystalyn paused. “You think of the Lore Mother, Lore Rayna, and Cudgel as plant people? Why?”

Atoi’s green eyes shone with added brightness before fading as they entered the trees. They were so vivid on her white skin. “All floras listen to them and thrive.”

Crystalyn stared after Atoi as she continued down the path without slowing. Soon she was gone from sight. Jade took her place.

“Are you okay?” Jade asked.

“Yes, and no. After all that time spent traveling with my companions, now I find some of them are plant shepherds. But I’m glad we’re back, impending battle or not.”

“Huh? You’re not slipping again, are you, sister?”

Crystalyn laughed with little mirth. “There’s a term from our world I haven’t heard for a while. No, I’m not slipping, not yet. I’m as stable as someone with a broken mind can expect to stay in a world prone to violence. Plant shepherds are my words for the naturists, like the Lore Mother, Lore Rayna, and Cudgel. You haven’t met them yet, but you will. They’re part of the Green Writhe, and apparently, they tell plants what to do with themselves.”

“Camoe said he was with the Green Writhe. Do you think it is the same one?”

“I would imagine.”

“Have you heard of the Green Writhe?” Crystalyn sent through her link with Broth, adding a slight feeling of annoyance into the psychic flow. The Green Writhe sounded important enough that her link mate and protector should have spoken of it by now.

Broth’s response was hesitant. “I have, my Do’brieni. Wardens have pledged service with them in exchange for training with much frequency for many seasons. They are a bonded group of druids, naturists, and monks of the strongest ability with the Flow in some form.”

“Why haven’t we discussed this before?”

“They do not speak of it often. They are a solitary group with vows of secrecy.”

“Should you ever believe I should know additional hierocracies or anything else pertinent, confide in me, my Do’brieni.” Crystalyn sent a bit of love and affection into the link to soften her feeling of annoyance. Broth would not intentionally withhold such important knowledge from her.

Unconditional love flowed back through the link. “I shall, my Do’brieni. I shall.”

Crystalyn smiled.

“Do you think the naturists or those of this Green Writhe will have heard of Dad’s whereabouts?” Jade was asking.

“Hastel and Atoi seem to think so, but they hadn’t expected the Vibrant Vale would come under another attack when we set out from the inn vanquishing battle lords, either. I hope it isn’t going too badly for their side when we get down there.”

The path narrowed. Crystalyn motioned Jade to move ahead.

They moved in silence for another hour, and then Broth left the rear to scout ahead. He did not have to mention his intent; Crystalyn felt his presence wherever he went and received snapshots of the type of terrain he traversed sometimes, usually when it was a tough environment.

Having a link mate gave her warmth and support. Crystalyn found it hard to recall how it was before without him. Nor did she want to dwell on it for long. It was too frightening to consider. They were a family now, even Atoi and Hastel. Once they found Dad, they could all settle down somewhere, perhaps at the Four Bridges, helping with the upkeep of Hastel’s inn.

The ridge they followed downhill sloped toward a small hilltop showing a tantalizing bit of meadow and a view of the Vale beyond sparser copses of pines and oak brush. The smell of smoke grew palpable as it thickened, stinging the eyes. Crystalyn’s tear ducts and moving farther down the path supplied the relief she hoped would come.

“The scarred human, the Ancient One, and I await your arrival at an overlook. The view is acceptable.”

Broth’s designation for Atoi made Crystalyn wonder if he considered four hundred seasons as old, or if he somehow knew the Dark Child she hosted was far older. But current urgent matters took precedence over her speculations. “Good. Stay hidden. I am almost there.”

The path dropped under a large ponderosa pine and then curved back onto the ridge at the north roots of the tree. Beyond the tree, a wide though shallow pit created an opening in the greenery where flakes of sandstone rock lay strewn below a ledge of the similar but thicker material. Scarring from chisels glared, a stark testament to human intervention upon the natural landscape a long time ago. Stepping gingerly on the broken pieces, Crystalyn made her way farther inside the old rock quarry.

At the bottom of a shallow pit, Crystalyn dropped to her hands and knees and crawled up a short incline between Jade and Hastel. The view of the Vibrant Vale was better than she expected, for the ledge jutted out from a small cliff ten stories from the Vale’s eastern edge.

The Vale had a rounded pit-like shape. Perhaps an enormous, ancient meteorite had smashed the great hole out of the soft earth. A winding, slow-flowing stream cut through the bottom, originating from a misty waterfall that dropped from a plateau at the east. Below the fall, an army camp spread toward the south below them.

Sprouting upward at the north and west, the great falun trees dwarfed everything, even the ponderosa pines, and rose through the smoke above.

Crystalyn grew alarmed. A few of the bushy, fern-like boughs glowed orange-red from flames, but then ice formed on a nearby falun tree, smothering the flames. For now, the Light Users were combating the attack. How long could they hold out?

“Someone’s in those gigantic trees,” Jade suddenly said, her voice soft though urgent. “We have to do something.”

“Oh, we will.”

Jade turned to look at her sister sharply. Crystalyn brushed a stray auburn lock of her flowing hair from her little sister’s eye with her fingers. Crystalyn smiled with affection for her little sister, though it quickly faded. Serious matters needed spoken. “I have my symbols, little sis. With the power they contain, I intend to do something. Many something’s. That force attacking the Vale won’t appreciate it; a lot of them are going to die.”

Letting her callous words hang in the air between them, Crystalyn paused. Jade had to understand what was at stake. When Jade’s vivid emerald eyes rounded, Crystalyn continued. “But I need your help. Are you able to do what it takes?” Crystalyn hated herself for asked. Jade was an innocent. Though Jade’s somewhat new ability to read images rotating in the auras around someone had helped her escape the Dark Citadel, she’d never had to end a life to save her own. The friends she’d made on her harrowing journey had done the killing.

Now she was asking her little sister to lose her twenty seasons of innocence and help her with life-ending destruction on a wide scale.

Jade hesitated, her emerald eyes darker and rounder. Terror and resolve warred within. Finally, there remained but one. Jade held out a steady hand. “Together, we are at our strongest,” she whispered.

Clasping her sister’s hand, Crystalyn formed one of her most aggressive symbols in her mind. Octagonal, with thin, crooked lines forming a myriad of pinwheels tipped with round spikes at the octagon’s points.

Picturing the symbol hovering before her, Crystalyn brought it out from within. Glowing with the black radiance of a dark flame in the morning sun, the symbol flickered with impatience, ready and waiting. Crystalyn formed another of the same type, bringing it out beside the first, and then one more. With Jade boosting her power with the Flow, the two of them would send chaos thundering rampant through the enemy forces… she hoped.

A thought struck her. There was so much going on with the battle she knew nothing about. Perhaps it was time for a change in tactics. Instead of tearing about the land wreaking havoc on whatever assaulted them with the power of her symbols, why not implement a concise attack?

There might be alternatives for helping her friends with the war and the uncalled for assaults they were subject to lately besides blowing things up. Perhaps she may even save a falun tree or two. After all, she couldn’t continue going around ripping Astura apart in the name of good intentions forever. Eventually, luck would abandon her little band of warriors.
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Chapter three

Screams of Fury





Garnet Creek kept well back from the battle. The flashes of white light tinted with yellow did significant damage to everything and everyone close to the detonation area. The white-haired man with the young features wearing the black robe of a Dark User seemed to have them in endless supply. Amidst the chaos of battle centered on the Dark Oracle where the hooded man had a contacting performed by Dark Users, it had taken him time to track the flashes back to the source. Most of his confusion had stemmed from the fact the man and every User in the invading force wore black or red robes though they cast light magic. 

Bunched together in a circle in order to protect those inside, the intruders moved away from the Oracle, one hard won step at a time. Garn hadn’t yet found a way to get within sword range; they fought well, employing elite tactics he’d yet to encounter on Astura. What they wanted with the Dark Oracle was unknown.

To a person, they were better than any fighter, man or woman, that the Alchemist had pitted against him throughout his enslavement. When a man fell from an errant bolt or got impaled by the sheer number of pikes jabbing at gaps in the shield wall, they closed rank in an instant, or slipped an armored soldier in to fill the gap from inside.

The white-haired man was one of those protected by the moving human fortress. Most bore a resemblance to the overall form of a human, but there were two who had…discrepancies.

Forced backward by Garn’s soldiers outside the writhing fortification, a giant woman flailed about alone, battering his men with tree branch-textured arms and legs that flowed along the floor. Such a transformation from someone was a remarkable sight and a first for him since his arrival in this world many months past.

An old woman towered behind the white-haired man. Garn hadn’t yet discovered her function, yet the group protected her as well as the man detonating the white-yellow flashes. A memory struck him then, one he’d learned not long into his captivity when he’d nearly made the fatal mistake of believing the Dark User he sparred with had drained her power. They guarded her for good reason.

Unseen by most, including him, the old woman interrupted the river of power flowing under the land and then funneled it to one who could use it—a User, the white-haired man whose shoulder her large hand rested on. The woman was an Interrupter, though different from those who halted the Flow for Dark Users. Dark Users would put themselves behind an Interrupter.

With the body acting as a conduit, eventually the interruption would fail. Handling such a volatile substance would cause a leak; the Interrupter’s energy would drain with the Flow back into the river.

Garn could almost applaud the white-haired man for his attempts to provide aid to those around him; he had to know it wouldn’t be long now. The woman hunched lower with his every cast. Garn’s force outnumbered them five to one. His black robes drove in from the side corridor in rows. Many of the soldiers who had protected the group as they moved from the Oracle lay smoldering, cut down along their back trail from their barrage of dark cones. Others fell by the moment.

Abruptly, a golden dome encased much of the human bastion.

Facing the great hall, a brown-haired woman inside—a User, yet heavily armored with black plate mail—had raised a staff topped with a clear crystal above the crowd. Four red-robed men and two women held firm to her shoulders. They shuffled backward as one unit.

Garn studied the dome. The dark, light-consuming cones hurled by his dark robes slid from it, exploding on the ground below. Illuminating the hallway with a brilliant ruby radiance, missiles streaked toward the dome. Striking en masse, they too bounced harmlessly away.

Underneath the dome’s golden radiance, most soldiers lowered their swords as the leafless tree-branch limbs of the large female retracted, reforming as a gigantic woman wearing a short, leafy green dress. She was beautiful in a tall, formidable way, if not for her glowing eyes.

“After destroying a third of our forces, Sureen has raised a sphere,” Kara Laurel stated matter-of-factly from close behind Garn. “I cannot believe the strength she possesses.”

Garn’s breaths stilled at the mention of the woman’s name. He had a strong feeling he should know her, yet no memory came to mind.

“Are you certain it’s her?” the Alchemist asked.

Garn didn’t have to turn around to know his captor and his captor’s magic User stood close behind. He’d kept them close in order to protect them from the battle as the intruders had moved away from the Dark Oracle for the simple fact he had use of them. Garn needed Kara Laurel for her magic, and he would protect the Alchemist—the hooded man, and Garn’s detested master—until the opportunity arose to kill him and escape.

The Alchemist continued with a hiss. “Someone informed me of her destruction some time ago,” he said in a tone that left no doubt he would speak to whoever gave him that information at the earliest opportunity. Garn would not want to be that person.

Kara Laurel’s voice rose with excitement. “As did I, yet there she is, and she has cast a sphere of magical protection over many. Such a feat requires a huge amount of the Flow. I am astonished she has the strength left after covering the retreat from the Oracle, though I imagine having that great artifact adds tremendously to her ability. Do you see how the white crystal mounted on Sureen’s staff blazes to form the golden dome, Garn?” Kara Laurel pointed over his shoulder, pressing her firm body against his backside.

“You sound as if you admire her,” the Alchemist sneered. His soft black cowl brushed against Garn’s other shoulder. His quiet but steely voice irritated Garn to no end, even as the mention of the woman’s name sent a thrill through him.

The Alchemist’s foot tapped the stone floor with impatience. “Signal for the attacks to increase, but if it appears the sphere will fall, desist. Take as many Users alive as you can, and the Vale woman. Destroy the rest.”

Slipping a dagger from his left hip sheath, Garn held it outstretched high in his right hand, the blade pointing to the dome. He followed through with the order though the command seemed to contradict the Alchemist’s intended result. He did not question the hooded man. Since the violent takeover of the Dark Citadel the past winter, the Alchemist had executed a third of the Obsidian Table—the Citadel’s political and militant leaders. Some of the executed members had shown only the slightest hesitations to his commands.

Garn had performed the executions as commanded, which gained him a small amount of trust in the Alchemist’s eyes but had also had the adverse effect of offering fewer opportunities to kill the man and escape. Now, the hooded man usually took him with him wherever he went, but rarely alone anymore.

The User Kara Laurel had garnered some trust too, as much as the hooded man could offer, during the time of strife at the Citadel. Either Garn, or Kara, or both had stood guard beside the Alchemist every second of those months. Likely, the hooded man wanted to monitor them both. Either Garn or the Alchemist’s retinue of elite guards were always watching the man. A contingent of ten men and women kept fresh by eight-hour duty rotations. The Elites stayed out of earshot but were close enough to keep Garn and Kara in sight, even as they slept. The man trusted no one fully.

Guarding the arduous man had become crucial now that the hooded man had set in motion two sieges at the same time: one at the White Lands’s capital city of Surbo, and one aimed at the Valen tree city, the Vibrant Vale. Likely, the intruders hailed from the Vale with the Valen women part of the force. Garn hoped his two daughters weren’t at either place, since he couldn’t yet see a way out of his predicament to continue his search for them.

True, the hooded Alchemist had saved his life, but then he had forced him into servitude as payment. The takeover of the Dark Citadel after the disappearances of Lord Charn and General Darkwind had been a major detriment to Garn, killing the hooded man and continuing after his daughters.

All he needed was a hint of their whereabouts and a map of the land, two things that had eluded him for months. Once he had them, he would run the hooded man through and fight his way from the Dark Citadel, though doing so wouldn’t be easy. The Alchemist had a fortress of soldiers and magic Users, most notably Kara Laurel, a powerful Light User in her own right. Kara Laurel’s motives for keeping the man alive were no doubt different from his own, but she had yet to divulge them.

The drawn dagger was the agreed-upon signal for his general. The general’s black helm, constructed to resemble an alien beelike creature with its myriad of eyes, faced his direction as it had throughout the fighting. Protected by a small company of shield-bearing soldiers, the general saluted in acknowledgment and then relayed the signal.

At the general’s relayed signal, orange fireballs trailing long comet tails joined the missiles and cones peppering the golden dome. Immediately following them, a cloud of burning dark rain struck. From his military training as head of security on his home world of Terra, Garn noted how he would defend against such attacks should he end up on the receiving end after he escaped.

Unable to withstand the onslaught, the dozen Users and soldiers caught outside the dome’s protection dropped within the first couple of rounds, their personal protection domes winking out and the armor bursting into flames, some pierced with holes. The golden dome wavered but held. Another volley struck, and two of the five red robes gripping the soldier woman’s shoulder collapsed. Each volley of crackling energy hammering the dome thinned it, the golden color of the dome fading almost to transparency.

Raising two daggers, Garn signaled the cease-fire. Then he sheathed them.

The lull of the attack surprised the staff-bearing woman. She glanced around, her eyes coming to a rest, not on the Dark Users who had cast the assault, but on him. As her lovely green eyes widened, the dome rippled.

“Now, signal the steel!” the Alchemist hissed loudly in his ear.

With great reluctance, Garn wrenched his eyes from the woman. Drawing and raising his greatsword at a forty-five degree slant, he pointed toward a darkened hall entry. Shields at the forefront, his pike-wielding soldiers marched out, shoulder to shoulder.

As soon as the last of his men stepped into the great hall, a hail of arrows from the intruders assailed them. A wall of blazing white flame engulfed the front three rows, cast presumably by the white-haired man. Garn’s men screamed as they died. White flashes of light behind the flames indicated the white-haired man’s explosions had begun again in earnest.

Garn readied the signal to bring in the reserves. Raising his sword high, he waited for the command.

The Alchemist’s voice was loud in Garn’s ears, though he spoke to Kara Laurel. “Without having an attunement to the gate, they cannot activate it. Trapped, we can finish them.”

Kara Laurel’s voice, pitched high with excitement, was so close to his ear it made him wince. “The gate activated. How?”

Garn looked at the green-eyed woman soldier holding the white, crystal-topped staff. The golden dome’s protective covering had vanished. Tall and defiant, the woman stood exposed. Dark-robed Users and their soldiers, some with silver hair, ran headlong toward the topaz gateway.

The Alchemist screamed, “Stop them! Signal my Users! Destroy them all!”

Garn hesitated, ostensibly assessing the situation, waiting as long as he dared. “I cannot,” he said after two of his pumping heartbeats. “They are behind our soldiers and the wall of flame.” He halfheartedly poked his sword toward the great hall’s ceiling, again at a forty-five degree angle. “My signal distorts too much for them to see.”

Already the fastest intruders were slipping through the gate, including the old woman. The tree-branch woman casually knocked aside one of the gate guard’s pikes, then pulled an arrow from the quiver on her back and rammed it into his throat. The way clear, she stepped between the obelisks.

“Is that so? Why aren’t you attacking, Kara?” the Alchemist asked, his tone casual but menacing at the same time.

Stepping beside Garn, Kara Laurel began picking off the soldiers who slew the few men and women left guarding the gate. A half dozen dropped as her white spears of light struck.

Their numbers were small from the start, the remaining gate guards did not last long. Most had left their posts to assist with the assault at the Oracle, something he’d soon discuss with the general who’d given the command.

A few tense seconds passed as the desperate group, their path clear, ran through the gate. Soon, only the white-haired man and the staff woman remained. Facing the great hall, they walked slowly backward.

Firing golden spears of her own, the woman easily deflected Kara Laurel’s white ones, her eyes focused on the hallway where they stood, fixed on him.

The white-haired, long-bearded man sent a last flash of light exploding into Garn’s soldiers. Then they both vanished, the woman last. Garn fought an almost overpowering urge to follow her.

With the last explosions dying in the hall, the Alchemist ran to the Oracle and gazed inside. His screams of fury echoed throughout the great hall.
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Chapter four

The Sky Above





The symbol Crystalyn sent floating across the battlefield, an octagon as wide as a building wall, displayed giants swinging weapons as sapling tree-sized arrows struck in clouds all around. Enthralled, she watched as the image reflected upon it magnified the struggle below hundreds of times. 

Cyclone-sized black cones swallowed patches of sky as they flew toward the silver-armored soldiers. Sent from a row of Dark Users at the back of the line, jagged, upside-down lightning trees flashed amid a large group of white- and yellow-robed Light Users, striking many at random and hurtling them into the air, not always in one piece.

A deadly array of red missiles and white ones as long as spears fell in clusters like shards of heat rays expelled in bursts from a dying sun. Waterfalls of black and golden flame appeared in midair and flowed upon troops and robe wearers caught between the two opposing armies, melting the carnage of the gory battlefield along with the greenery. White flashes of light preceded explosions in areas thick with men, and walls of black flames sprang up, blocking retreat and engulfing those nearby.

Crystalyn let the symbol fade from the battlefield. If she and her companions could see it, so could anyone from the ground.

Jade slumped beside the rock ledge they used for shelter. “Well, that did us a lot of good. The imagery was too large to really see what we’re up against. We had to try it, I suppose.”

Crystalyn thought about the latest attempt of combining each of their abilities together in order to gauge the enemy’s strength. Perhaps they’d been going about it the wrong way. Quickly, she redrew and recombined the familiar magical absorption symbol she’d just used, visualizing it in her mind and then willing it to hover before her. Floating as it cost her little. The big drain happened when the symbol detonated, so to speak. “Let’s try this: let your aura images absorb into my symbol instead of mirroring the battle below. They should stay contained inside until I retrieve it, I hope. Each attempt this way drains me a little, but I have to know where to land my symbols for the most damage. The Dark Users will return fire and possibly their archers once I start.”

A small grin lit Jade’s tired face. “That might work. I’ll give it a go. Don’t take too long, though. There are a lot of auras down there. I can’t feed them all to you, though I should pull enough to view as you circle.”

Crystalyn gazed at her sister with a silence that stretched.

“Likely we’ll only have one shot. It will be as serious a drain as we’ve had so far,” Jade continued. Then she froze. A brief, lopsided smile tugged one corner of her mouth upward a moment later. “Am I stating the obvious again?”

Crystalyn flashed a quick smile of her own. “We’ve been at this a while, but now I have a second wind and the pacing down, I think. I gave you a little time to rest, though it’s too bad grounding won’t work with your ability as it does with mine, it really helps slow the symbols’ drain on my life.”

Jade shrugged a lock of her auburn hair from an eye. “Grounding works for you and every User of the Flow, but I’ve tried it countless times. Either I’m not getting how it works, or it will never happen for me. I’ve visualized a path from my feet to my mind and back again to the ground as you’ve taught, but it hasn’t lessened the energy it takes to interrupt the Flow.”

Crystalyn changed the subject. “Do you regret coming back here?” In a way, if they hadn’t come back, Jade wouldn’t need her ability so much, nor would she. “I know we have to find Dad, but once we have, do you want to go back? We have the extra set of sapphire obelisks Lord Charn—I mean, Ruena—stashed in the mausoleum. They’re probably the same ones the Dragon Lady somehow got Dad to go through; we could go back to the Muddy Wagon Inn anytime you want to activate them.”

Jade’s fine, red-brown eyebrows rose as she thought it through. “They could be the same ones, but who’s saying there aren’t others? We only took the time to go through perhaps a quarter of the warehouse. As for regretting our return, I’m uncertain yet. I want to let Camoe know about Burl, though.” Her voice broke at mention of the dark creation who’d been a dear companion.

Crystalyn felt a pang of guilt, but she’d done what needed doing.

“Besides,” Jade went on, “we’re going to help those people down there. We can make a difference.”

Crystalyn felt proud. Her sister had arrived at the same conclusion she had. “From the little we’ve seen so far, it looks like the Vibrant Vale is losing. Our friends will have nowhere to run. I won’t let us fail at getting to them. Let’s give this symbol another go, if you’re up to it.”

Hastel slid into the ancient quarry site from underneath the ponderosa pine tree growing in the middle of the old wagon road leading to the pit made from harvested stone. “I heard that. You’re right. From what we’ve scouted, the Valens are losing,” he said, confirming Crystalyn’s fear.

Crystalyn glanced beyond the tree, but nothing moved. “Is Atoi with you?”

Hastel studied her as he responded. “No, she’s watching the hillside below. She’ll let us know if anyone gets past your Broth. His warden’s eyes are good, but it’s a sizeable area.”

Like Jade, he’d stated the obvious, though he looked at her as if she had. “Which is precisely the problem; things are going to escalate soon. I’m about to disturb that anthill down there, so I’ll call my link mate back. Broth can bring Atoi with him. The three of you need to scout what seems like our escape path. Make it look like we are running for our lives, then find and mark where we leave the path to circle back. Once Jade and I discover the best targets to scatter for the diversion, I’ll pummel the area with symbols. We won’t have long before they converge on this little hillside, but it should give us the time we’ll need.”

A little too late, Hastel masked the look of relief that flitted on his wounded face, his one eye glossy.

Did he think they would just give up and go home in the face of such a sizable force? Perhaps he had.

“Aye, I will find the way,” Hastel said. He slipped under the tree and made use of the quarry road. “Don’t take too long.” The soft admonishment hung in the air after him.

Crystalyn looked at Jade. “If we can’t get through, we go to Brown Recluse. Perhaps we can persuade the monks to aid us with helping the Valens with their plight.”

Jade’s brow furrowed. “You’re putting a lot of faith in the belief Camoe’s brother Caven is still Prominence at the monastery. I know he helped me reunite with you at the Dark Citadel, but doing so cost the lives of four tavern workers. That couldn’t have gone well for him.”

Crystalyn wanted to assure her sister everything would have a happy conclusion, but such words would sound as artificial as they were to both of them. Those types of endings were for normal people going about mundane, nondescript lives. Their family and new friends were as far from normal as a world full of warring magic Users. Though they both longed for it, they would never have ordinary lives. Jade knew it as well as Crystalyn did. “Then, hopefully, what we do today will be enough to make it through, though attacking an entire army by our lonesome is a tad bit reckless…or unstable. You get to decide which it is.”

Jade glanced at her sharply.

Crystalyn smiled as she spoke, adding a bit of self-recrimination to lighten the gravity of the situation. “I daresay, you know which one goes better with my broken mind. It’s always been a tad unstable. Well, perhaps more than that. Two tads.”

Even with Jade feeding her tiny increments of the Flow—the river of power underlying the land—which helped shore up her symbols so they lasted longer and had a bit more power, they wouldn’t stand a chance against even one-fourth of the Dark Citadel’s forces besieging the Vale. Not even with the tremendous boost of the black candle artifact enhancing her power.

Jade kept silent.

“Broth?” Crystalyn inquired. The telepathic link resided like a fond, unforgettable memory in her mind. The connection was always there, ready for her to access. “Are you here?”

“I am your link mate, Do’brieni,” came the reply, along with a faint sense of amusement.

Crystalyn seemed to amuse him a lot for some unfathomable reason. Perhaps it was because she usually started by asking if he was “here.” Where else would her link mate be? “Do you have anything different to report?”

An image of dark-armored soldiers, afoot and on horseback, crowding the open areas below a grove of falun trees, flowed through the link.

“As I suspected,” Crystalyn added into the link. “We’re going to attempt something new. If it works, they’ll be on us like a swarm of spiderbees. Gather Atoi and make your way here quickly.”

“I come,” flowed the voiceless reply.

Crystalyn looked at her sister. “Everyone is ready. Are you?”

Jade’s nod was small, resigned.

Crystalyn combined her familiar absorption symbol with another she’d read about in the Tiered Tome of Symbols Tier Three, tucked under the heading “Seek.” The curvy leaves with the diagonal lines symbol had provided limited-range audio, but combining it with the absorption one had been a stroke of genius mixed with sheer luck.

Jade’s ability to glimpse disjointed images in auras—fragments of lives and possible futures swirling around people like maelstroms—could prove useful for surveillance, if they got it right. “Here we go. Feed me all the power you can, but don’t overdo it. Get ready to run when I hit them. They will retaliate.” Contact made the effect much stronger, so she held out her hand.

Jade took it without hesitation.

Crystalyn smiled grimly. Her sister trusted her implicitly, but would she, after the death toll, climbed? Jade would use herself as a conduit to the Flow, interrupting the raging river of power underlying the land and feeding it into Crystalyn through their touch. As Dad had always said, together they were stronger.

Crystalyn prepared herself by mentally attaching a path of least resistance through the quarry rock beneath her feet. Grounding herself ensured she would pull energy from around her, instead of from her. Though activating her symbols still cost her traces of her life energy, grounding ensured it was only at a fraction of what it had been the first months of discovering her ability with symbols.

Standing, Crystalyn peeked over the ledge at the carnage happening below. Her symbol formed in the air before her, an intricate hexagon with squiggly lines and long spirals making up the center. “There,” she said after a time, pointing. “In the center and at the farthest right appear the most concentrated areas. We’ll aim for them.”

Jade squeezed her hand.

Attaching her awareness to the white-gold pattern, Crystalyn sent the symbol moving about the valley, making it to the outskirts of the fighting before it gained notice. A volley of black cones and red missiles converged upon it, only to be absorbed. The added power would boost Jade, though not long.

The enemy’s next attack was a hail of gleaming onyx arrows sent from a regiment of archers that passed harmlessly through the symbol. Their attack stalled after that, likely the enemy Users waited for someone with authority to tell them what to try next.

Crystalyn made the most of it. Stepping up the pace, she swept the symbol past the center of the raging battle, feeling as if she stood amid it. Crystalyn was afraid of leaving the symbol out too long or sending it too far afield; it might leave her too drained to pull her consciousness back. Today was not a good day to become a mindless shell.

Moving on to the right side of the meadow as far as she dared, she swung the symbol into the Vale itself. Some few brave or foolish souls rode after the symbol on horseback, only to fall to a hail of green-hafted arrows. Partway under the battered, green canopy of the great falun trees of the Vibrant Vale, Crystalyn decided to make do with whatever she had for now. The strain of holding on to it was too great.

Pulling back quickly—too fast—her perspective snapped from the symbol back to where she stood in the quarry. Her awareness of her present surroundings mixed with her body’s demand for equilibrium and assaulted her all at once. Her head swirled with a nauseating dizziness that compounded quickly.

Crystalyn found she looked up at the bright, though brisk, afternoon sky. Growing on the rim of the quarry pit, fragrant mountain flowers exulted in new spring.

A rock scraped against another.

Jade sat beside her, concern furrowing her fine eyebrows. “Looks like you’re back. Your eyes aren’t blank now. I never know if you’re going to return from one of those jaunts. Flinging your mind around the countryside like that can’t be good for your health. One of these times I won’t catch you in time, and you’re going to get hurt.” Jade paused, regarding her closely. “Well? Did it work?”

Blinking rapidly, her mind still adjusting, Crystalyn stood and brushed the moist soil from the backs of her legs. “We’ll see in a moment,” she said, and then paused, allowing her racing heart to still before going on. The trips “around the countryside,” as her sister so eloquently put it, were taking a lot out of her.

Finally, her heartbeat slowed. Crystalyn again brought out the symbol, setting it to hover in the air before them. Restoring the link to the symbol, she took Jade’s hand, signaling her to bring up the aura images it had captured.

The absorption symbol worked better than expected. Almost instantly, images of men and women in various battle poses popped into being, replacing the symbol’s pattern on the white side. Scrolling from left to right, frame after frame of images flickered by as if it were a three-dimensional holo projection, though not how Crystalyn recalled it.

Something was off. The scenes seemed more brutal. Granted, the perspective was closer than when she’d guided the symbol, but the damage was so much greater. Sizeable areas erupted with earth exploding under the feet of many soldiers and Users.

Then she had it. They watched a future projection of the battle below, the brutal carnage of a war that would happen when men and women died. Jade’s ability had drawn the moment of death images into the symbol with a show of staggering power. Crystalyn’s jaw dropped with awe at her little sister’s ability.

The soundless screams of the dying showed on anguished faces as those caught in the violence clutched weakly at their horrid injuries. Arrows and magical bolts flew sizzling through the air. Blood splashed a vibrant red as weapons connected.

Armored men and women charged forward, pikes held at the ready, only to drop with an arrow to the throat, or ripped apart by an enormous boulder flung from a catapult. Worse, vines lying dormant on the ground would suddenly reach up and tighten around limbs, squeezing until they sliced through.

Crystalyn concentrated on the densest areas of the dying, looking for the highest concentrations of the enemy. The view swung to the right side, where the Dark army fared better. Cavalry prepared to sweep toward the right center where a group of tall, muscular Valens, some with eyes glowing radiant white, made their stand. Most had visible injuries, some with black arrow shafts impaled through arms or legs, while others had blackened, still bubbling wounds.

A contingent of robed Users waited behind the relative safety of infantry, presumably until the cavalry rode back to the rear after a foray into the front lines.

The image froze, ending halfway along the writhing mass of dark-armored, robed, and green-clad bodies of forest warriors, made up of Valens and some dark creations—the magical beings manifested by Dark Users. Crystalyn played it through again before dissolving it.

Now she knew what symbols to use and where to place them. The future scenes made the decision easy by showing her. “Okay, I’m going to use my acidic drop symbol on the right side, then send the explosive rings through the center, working on their Users as much as possible. I’ll get three to four symbols off before they pinpoint our location.”

Jade’s brilliant green eyes were wide with horror. “Oh, Great Father! That was hard to watch. How do you do it? You’re so…so clinical sometimes.”

Crystalyn glanced at Jade. “I have to be hard with some of this. Think of it as a festering wound to cleanse before it will heal, as I do. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be able to help anyone, not even ourselves.” She hesitated. “Once I begin, we won’t have long. Are you up to it, Jade?”

“I know we need to help them. I’m not saying that. I just hate we have to do this, it’s not us. We’re not battle lords. I know those out there attacking our friends are doing wrong, but they’re still human. Well, some of them are.”

“They would not hesitate to destroy us.”

“I suppose. So, I’ll do my best to keep up.”

Crystalyn let the matter drop. Jade had her own convictions, something she admired about her, but Crystalyn would do what she had to, to keep her sister safe and save a few of their friends.

“How close are you, Do’brieni?” Crystalyn asked. Broth’s reply came as an image of a grove of evergreen trees below the quarry a short meadow away. Atoi ran some distance ahead. Close enough, she thought.

Crawling to the slab’s edge, Crystalyn formed the symbol she’d once sworn she wouldn’t use again. The symbol was black on one side, white on the other, and octagonal. The pattern inside was thin, and stick-like lines formed a myriad of pinwheels tipped with round spikes at the points. Though she dreaded using it, it had proved effective against enormous forces.

Releasing it, Crystalyn formed her second symbol, a black and brown eruption symbol she’d only recently mastered. The first was halfway toward the large group of Users on the right side as she launched a second and a third, releasing them toward the middle group of Dark Users, and then prepared a fourth one to target the left.

The black symbol slowed to a stop above the enemy where she’d envisioned. There it rotated, spinning with greater and greater speed until it spun itself apart and threw out countless black teardrops. As the acid droplets fell, they took a horrible price on anything the drops came into contact with, judging by the chaos rippling in a widening circle below.

Her second and third symbols expanded as they struck the ground brown side up. Blazing briefly with a rich black radiance, they erupted with a series of explosions the size of a small meadow as they faded. Bodies, and parts of them, heaved high into the air.

The other side retaliated swiftly. Three differing clouds of dark cones, red splinters, and something dark resembling a storm cloud launched from several directions, bearing down on their position with uncanny precision.

Dissolving her last symbol, Crystalyn pushed away from the quarry rim with her free hand. “Time to go, Jade. They will not let me send another one!”

The drone of the incoming retaliation filled the air, getting louder the closer they came. Though it slowed her down a little from the necessity of keeping it grounded, Crystalyn draped her absorption symbol over the two of them. Then she scrambled uphill past the ponderosa, pulling Jade along with her.

Several cones slammed into the evergreen. With a loud pop and great cracking, the ponderosa toppled slowly toward them, gaining speed. Crystalyn angled away from it as fast as she could, but a quick glance behind and up showed they would not run clear of the falling behemoth. The top of the tree was too branchy.

Stopping and turning, Crystalyn dissolved the absorption symbol and released the one that came to mind; her black netting symbol. Unfolding to triple its size, black pole-length spikes, as sharp as a double-edged sword, sprang from every knot on its octagon shape and snowflake interior.

The symbol sliced through the tree branches, clearing away many of them as the dark cloud launched from the Dark Users dropped into it, visible now with what it contained. Black bits of broken sword tips and chunks of other black metal common to Virun mixed with the bright steel of the White Lands tore through her netting, clanging and dinging against the wood.

The larger chunks of steel shattered branches, drenching them with wood chips, and a wave of red spikes thudded into the tree, adding to the chaos. The tree fell faster, falling with the weight of a long life and great height.

Jade screamed something, tugging on Crystalyn’s hand, but there was no time. The canopy of wood and foliage met the ground with a deafening crash. A huge main branch landed with its thick fork on either side of them, the force of the impact whipping their hair back.

The once mighty tree shuddered with a final creak and then lay still. Crystalyn gazed wide-eyed at a red spike protruding an inch from her eye, buried in the branch’s crook. Fragments of metals lined a good portion of it.

Oddly, the face of the First Light of the Circle of Light, Durandas, popped into her mind at that moment. Crystalyn swept the image and the fear of the narrow escape to the back of her broken mind. Now was not the time to slip again; to spiral into the madness lurking within, waiting to claim her. For the first time in months, she once again wished she hadn’t run out of meds.

Jade tugged on her hand. “We have to keep moving, we have to keep moving,” she babbled.

Turning away, Crystalyn raced uphill, hand in hand with Jade. They ran toward a concealing patch of trees, glancing often behind and at the sky above.
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Chapter five

Allies and Friends





The great topaz gateway of the Dark Citadel deposited Lore Rayna and the rest of the survivors at the Old Town Coliseum in Gray Dust, where the mirrored obelisks lived. In all probability, using the gateway for the escape was the boldest part of the planned conversion of the Dark Oracle led by Durandas. The topaz gateway on the Gray Dust side also had sentries, though less than a third of those guarding the Dark Citadel. 

A pair of the black-armored sentries stood on each side of the topaz obelisks. Four others spread apart along the east and west walls. Three unarmed soldiers, two women and a man staffed a like number of podiums placed away from the topaz gate. The podiums’ purpose made for allowing or denying use of travelers who stood single file along a lengthy great room with a high-vaulted ceiling.

The four guards at the gate had drawn scimitars, presumably when the Lore Mother had come through. They moved toward the two of them even though Captain Wron—one of Sureen’s great commanders—and his surviving fighters disguised with the black kell livery of the Citadel’s warrior apparel had come through first. They stood in a group not far away.

There was little point in claiming she had an affiliation with them, or anyone of the Dark Citadel, not as a true Valen. Lore Rayna’s height, both hers and the Lore Mother’s, marked them for the race they were, wherever they went. And not a single one of their kind had ever allied with those of Virun ancestry.

The podium keepers had already halted the people lined in three rows from using the gateway. The east and west guards strode toward her, their long strides purposeful.

Halting near the fighters, a woman with deep golden hair cropped above her black, plate-armored shoulders regarded her with hard blue eyes. Then she turned to the group of fighters. “Traveling from the Citadel has a restriction during earlier bells to avoid unpleasant merges. Worse, you have violated this protocol two-fold by allowing two members of a large mass race through at such times. Your marker must reflect the great lord’s command of this. Give it to me.”

Though no one drew a sword, many a hand hovered near the waist or rose to where a large sword haft peeked over a shoulder within the band of fighters.

“I shall handle this,” Durandas said, tramping away from the topaz gate.

Behind him, Sureen appeared. Whirling around, she faced the great gateway for a brief time and then moved to follow Durandas.

The male soldier beside the golden-haired woman cursed. “Blast it! You two,” he said, jabbing his scimitar at the other male guards who had accompanied him from the opposite side of the gateway, “go back to your post!”

Giving a brief nod, they strode away, marching past Durandas and then Sureen.

Durandas worked a medallion from his neck, pulling it over his head. Gripping it by the rugged chain, fine silver flashed with its slow rotation. “This should clear the air,” he said, raising his arm higher and putting the medallion level with the woman’s eyesight. Centered within silver, an onyx heron rotated into view.

The woman snatched the medallion by the chain, ripping it from his hand. “I’ve only seen a single other pendant such as this. That one graced the neck of a great lord. Where did you get it?” she asked, her voice filled with awe or impending violence; Lore Rayna could not determine which.

“The details of my coming into possession of the black heron are of no concern to you. Suffice it to say, this proves beyond doubt the importance of our mission,” Durandas said quickly. He reached for the medallion.

The woman drew back. “So you say, User,” she said. “Yet you travel with those who believe themselves chosen of the land.”

“Have no concern over the Valens!” Sureen said, moving beside Durandas, the tone of her voice imperious. “The naturists have some use for this mission, for the moment.”

The woman regarded Sureen, the light tone of her complexion darkening. “Though you wear the garb of Virun, I do not recognize the house of your insignia,” she said, slipping easily into a fighting stance.

Raising his curved bladed weapon, the male guard moved away from the woman a few paces, giving them both room to swing.

The clinks of plate armor sounding softly nearby informed Lore Rayna that Sureen’s warriors had drawn weapons. So had the guards who rushed toward them from both sides of the room. Gently pushing the Lore Mother behind her, Lore Rayna performed her mental preparation for the sacred transformation. Though she could not slip her branches through stone, she could send them snaking along the floor.

Ignoring those nearby, Sureen took a step toward the woman, banging her staff on the granite beneath her feet. “Nor will you, House of Black Corral.”

Sureen’s words had a profound effect, and the woman straightened, dropping her fighting stance. “You recognize me?”

Sureen allowed a tiny smile to thin her lips. “I know your sigil. Though your house has garnered some respect, the great one has sent his most elite on this mission, a house he deems effective only if left in the shadows.”

The woman lowered her scimitar, letting the sharp tip hang an arm’s length above the floor, gripped in her steady hand. “But how shall I truly know, then?”

“Present the medallion to the great lord,” Sureen said.

“No!” Durandas cried. “The great one entrusted me with it. It is not yours to give!”

“Though the great lord may kill you for simply possessing it, there is a small possibility of your deemed worthiness for elite service,” Sureen continued, as if she had not heard the outburst. “Make your choice quickly, woman. The time for our delay has passed.”

The woman cast a wide-eyed glance at the medallion in her hand as if seeing it in a new way. “Mira, I am Mira, and I shall go straightaway to the lord of our citadel.”

“Very well,” Sureen said. Turning, she strode away from the great topaz gate. “Bring the Valen women, Captain.”

“What!” Durandas exclaimed.

“Wait! Who do I tell our great lord who gave this to me?”

“The great one shall know,” Durandas said. “Though it is doubtful, he shall like your possessing it.” Slipping his black hood over his head, he strode away.

Six warriors moved into position, surrounding Lore Rayna and the Lore Mother.

“Move out,” Captain Wron ordered.

The woman, Mira, stared after them, even as they marched through the high-arched doorway exiting the Old Town Coliseum. Once outside, Lore Rayna strode beside the Lore Mother as they easily caught up to Durandas and Sureen, who had sprinted ahead.

Without the need to speak of it, everyone picked up the pace, the warriors clinking softly in a jog. All ran without protest. Dashing under the stern eyes of the old statues carved by humans who had passed into dust long ago, the entire group caught up, Durandas and Sureen slowing to match their now fast walk pace.

Durandas was speaking as they strode down the small incline of the ancient roadway leading to Gray Dust. “What have you done, Sureen? That medallion was far more valuable than you are aware!”

Even while wearing the hot black robes of a Dark User in the midday heat of Gray Dust, Durandas moved easily for a human of many seasons. The Light User continued to surprise Lore Rayna with his prowess.

“I am aware of the black heron’s worth. Shall I remind you of a lifetime spent interrogating those of Virun? I know my enemies well. One might ask, how is it you obtained such a rare artifact without my knowledge or the awareness of anyone else on the Circle of Light?”

“Agreed. One is quite curious to know how you gained a black heron without the rest of our order knowing,” the Lore Mother inquired in a soft but commanding tone of voice.

“I suppose it saved us from fighting our way out of Old Town Coliseum,” Durandas admitted, ignoring the insistent tone of the Lore Mother.

Lore Rayna clamped her mouth closed, though she wished to berate Durandas. Not even the First Light on the Circle of Light should speak to the Lore Mother in such a way. Yet, the Lore Mother must have a reason for not responding to such an affront.

“Precisely,” Sureen said. “I do not know about you, but I need a bit of a rest before engaging with the Flow again so soon after the Oracle. That took much from me.”

“Aye, from me as well. Your quick thinking likely saved lives, perhaps my own,” Durandas said, though grudgingly.

As they turned onto Dust Stir, the principal thoroughfare going in and out of Gray Dust, Lore Rayna stopped listening. A busy street demanded some attention for pocket lifters, bag thieves, and flesh catchers who preferred crowds for the added marks it gave them. The experienced lifter and bag thief rabble would avoid a large observant group, yet there were still a few bold or foolish enough to try, though she herself was safe from any such attempts. Her living dress would deter all; it only revealed pockets to her.

Mostly, Lore Rayna maintained vigilance for the flesh catchers paid by the slavers for a new product. Her kind was rare in the southern cities, the heat too unbearable for most to remain long without an ability such as hers. A Valen female, even a male to a lesser extent, would fetch a high price at the flesh market. She and the Lore Mother’s luminous eyes would set them above that price.

A moderate march through several back alleyways put them in the wine cellar of a private dwelling in the heart of the silver quarter at the close of midday. A pair of gray obelisks hidden behind a hinged set of wine casks in the cellar took them to the outskirts of Grit Eye City.

From there, the rest of the small conversion assault group on the Dark Oracle raced through the back streets and dark alleys of the city’s seedier side until reaching the Lovely Stupor Pub’s back entrance. A surly human woman wearing scanty silks opened the door for them and then demanded a few words in private with Durandas. Sureen uncovered and activated an emerald gate disguised as a wardrobe.

The emerald gateway deposited Lore Rayna in the Vibrant Vale’s southern command room. Nothing had changed much from when they had left, just the passing of a few bells. The live, interwoven leaf rugs still crawled on parts of the Great Tree’s floor, and the living oak coaxed from the tree to form the grand desk that stood off to one side had the unrolled maps of the Vale, weighted on the four corners with small river rocks, right where they had left them.

Captain Wron spoke with the Valen commanders, who had gathered at the viewing window overlooking the battlefront of Silver Meadow, though it was only a small area from this height. The rest of the men had raised the trapdoor and were climbing down one at a time.

Across the room, the Lore Mother gave the grave news to two Valen warriors their only son would not return. Lore Rayna would not want such a duty and respected her mentor for performing the sad task.

The cost of the undertaking was high, but the result was better than they all had hoped for, due in a large part to Sureen’s powerful help. Without her using her magic, it was unlikely anyone would have returned. Durandas aided too. His wide area attacks had kept the enemy in chaos, an enormous factor in helping with the escape. Together, with the Lore Mother’s unmatched Flow interrupts, they had made a formidable trio.

Lore Rayna looked to the area kept clear by the north wall for gated arrivals, waiting. Sureen materialized, walking backward, followed by Durandas a mere step apart. He also came through in reverse, keeping a watch right until touching the spiral curtain on the other side. Though the emerald gateway stood hidden inside the living quarters of the pub’s owners, it had lived inside a lawless area of Dark User supporters.

Lore Rayna relaxed a little with the arrival of the final two, though she need not have worried. Durandas and Sureen were adept enough to come through one at a time, but there was always a danger of entering too close to the one in front and reforming as one deformed mass each time a gate seen use. As a bound rule, those from the Vale required a bit more time to travel through a gateway. With her kind’s added mass, it meant a higher risk.

“Report, daughter,” the Lore Mother said.

Lore Rayna jumped, vibrating the boughs of the Great Tree. The room shuddered. Now standing beside her, Lore Rayna’s mentor’s wizened face held no mirth for startling her student. “Though neither Durandas nor Sureen has confirmed it, I am certain it worked, Mother. The Oracle converted.”

The Lore Mother nodded, pleased. “Stuck with providing the Flow to Durandas, I had no opportunity to look into the water. Did it clear?”

Lore Rayna nodded. “Yes, the Dark Oracle cleared, becoming as pristine as the pools below Plunging Falls.”

The Lore Mother gazed off into the distance, though the wall kept barren, for gated arrivals stood in the way. “With surprise as our ally, I had expected less resistance. Yet they gathered a formidable force quickly. Someone powerful with the Flow struck Sureen’s barrier once we gained the topaz gateway, and overall, an expert military mind led the soldiers. Our escape nearly failed.”

“All of you should be proud,” Durandas said, coming over. “We have struck a historical blow this day. A major instrument of Dark User intelligence gathering is now lost to anyone not wielding the Flow of Light.”

Lore Rayna wondered where the First Light found his energy to move, let alone calmly stroll about the room. After nearly a bell of nonstop Using, followed by a risky sprint through Gray Dust and Grit Eye City, she had expected him to express a need for rest.

The First’s smooth face showed little trace of fatigue despite his words spoken to Sureen. Even now, Lore Rayna felt the fatigue after calling upon the Great Mother to bless her with the living form for so long. Contact with the great falun tree had helped by gifting her with a slight boost of energy as soon as she set her bare foot upon it. Lore Rayna touched a branch entwined in the wall, sending a quick feeling of gratitude and love. The tree responded with a gentle sway.

Sureen’s soft voice had softened more with sadness. “They hurt us as well, Durandas. I lost fully two-thirds of my warriors. Was their sacrifice worthwhile? Did you find her after we converted the Oracle?”

Though high already, Lore Rayna’s respect for Sureen rose. The warrior User had spent an amazing amount of the Flow protecting them and covering their retreat after performing the cleansing rite on the Oracle, which drained four of her Interrupters with Durandas and the Lore Mother’s aid. As Sureen said, it had come at a significant cost, though not only to the humans. Seven Valen warriors had fallen, a substantial loss for the Vale. Their numbers were too few as it was.

Durandas flashed a brief smile. “I found her. As luck would have it, Crystalyn is here. By here, I mean on the outskirts of the Vibrant Vale. At least, I believe so, judging from the quick view of her surroundings. Running from Dark Users, I suspect, she brushed off the Oracle contacting almost immediately, but it is enough to know she lives.”

Sureen smiled.

“Thank the One Mother!” the Lore Mother exclaimed with a smile. Then her face smoothed. “However, such news explains something. One of our commanders reported a disruption occurring within the Dark Users’ ranks, which scattered their left flank. I must act upon this,” she said, striding away.

Lore Rayna was ecstatic. “Then I shall go to Crystalyn!” Dashing ahead of the Lore Mother, Lore Rayna flung open the trap door the warriors had closed as they had made their exit from the command view station, exposing it to the windy heights below. Speaking quickly, Durandas stopped her with her left foot poised above the top of the living ladder the Great Tree provided.

“I am uncertain you can reach her, Rayna. I need to look at a map. Perhaps I can figure out where Crystalyn attacked the Dark Users,” he said, making his way to the table where the raised terrain map lay, painstakingly made over several seasons by the monks of Brown Recluse.

Lore Rayna put her full weight back on the smooth Four Bridges flooring; sanded boards making up the landing held snugly in place by the tree.

“Make room for the First Light,” Captain Wron said to those grouped at the table. Two men moved to one side, leaving a wide opening.

Durandas froze as he neared the table, his right eye vanishing behind a brilliant white radiance, the left illuminated with a vivid black that flickered as a dark campfire would without sound. “What do you want?” he demanded of the empty air in front of him. “You know Dark Users have intercepted transmissions.”

“Someone contacts Durandas,” Sureen said, the tone of her voice urgent. “Lore Rayna, can you listen in on the conversation? Don’t press too hard, he’s weak after so much Using this day.”

Lore Rayna slipped her contact stone from her dress pocket. Tying the kell leather band to the back of her head, she centered the clear stone on her forehead.

Durandas drew a sharp breath. “So, he’s lost to us then,” he said.

Lore Rayna interrupted the Flow and dribbled a minute amount into her body, infusing it with the white crystal on her headband. Energy filled her, giving her a vibrancy she accepted gratefully. A drain would come later, once the Flow’s pure energy had released into her system.

“Bring him to Surbo. I will see he gets the training needed to keep him from becoming a mindless shell,” Durandas said.

Lore Rayna focused on Durandas’ white eye, shying away from his black one. The Flow of Light was the only one she’d have a chance of joining. Whoever contacted Durandas had trained with both Dark and Light forms, which made the Dark link beyond her. Gathering her will, she added her stream of the Flow to Durandas with as much delicacy as she could muster.

An image bloomed in her mind. Five men and a woman sat at a table; extensive handcrafted raised maps depicting much of the western White Lands covered a wall. Lore Rayna was familiar with only one of those at the table, though the two men dressed in the same livery beside Duke Durniss denoted the men as his own.

“Now I must go,” Durandas said. “The Vibrant Vale is under siege. Arelya, if your apprentice has sufficient training for brief communications, leave her with the duke. I need you here. Your long-range talents will keep me in touch with Surbo. Durniss, prepare for the worst. The Black Wolf Valley shall not remain unscathed for long now that the darkness awoken has found it. It will not rest until—”

“Didn’t you say it was time to break off this transmission?” a handsome human man seated beside the woman Contactor, Arelya, interjected.

“Right you are, Laran. Sometimes I get to barking orders and forget to keep track of the time. Besides, we are draining Arelya and—”

Suddenly the image wavered, the top and bottom corners began swiftly turning black. Lore Rayna glimpsed Arelya’s right eye, bleeding bright red. Then, the Flow wrenched from her at a staggering rate. A supreme will, containing astounding power, brushed the edge of her awareness from deep beneath the Dark Citadel. Her mind shied from it, severing the contacting.

Lore Rayna fell to her knees. She fought the urge to heave the contents of her stomach; she was so close to closing her eyes and succumbing to blackness. Giving in might prove fatal.

“Are you badly hurt?” someone asked, but she dared not reply.

Once her stomach calmed, Lore Rayna pushed herself to her feet.

Putting her shoulder under Durandas, Sureen helped him stand. Durandas looked up at her, gray shades of weariness clear in his blue eyes, though there was no fright from such a narrow escape. “You have my gratitude,” he said. “Without your strength to draw upon, it would have consumed me.”

“What was it?” Lore Rayna asked. “That was no Dark User attack. I sensed something else.”

Durandas looked around the room. He urged the commanders back to their discussion with a long stare. Once they had their back to them, he met the Lore Mother’s and Sureen’s eyes, raising an eyebrow. Both nodded.

“The Green Writhe has long believed, as the Circle only recently suspects, that something grows with power in the southeast,” Durandas confided, the tone of his voice low.

The Lore Mother laid an arm on Lore Rayna’s shoulder, gently drawing her close. “Something stealthy has awoken, daughter.”

Lore Rayna grew confused. “Where did you say?”

Sureen spoke. “The Stair of Despair, southeast of here.” The tone of her voice was lower than the previous ones.

Lore Rayna shook her head. “No. This came from below the Dark Plateau, under the Citadel.” Though she whispered, the trio glanced quickly around.

Satisfied of their privacy, Durandas’s words were no louder than a breath of wind. “You are mistaken. The Green Writhe has had secret vigilance, passed on to each generation for ages. We suspect this is the very thing we have watched for, perhaps even akin to the mind worm that afflicted you in Surbo, though stronger. However, its existence is not something all here should know about, or a great panic would ensue. Nor is it speculation. I now confirm it. This evil is the greatest threat our world has ever known. Perhaps ever will.”

Though chilled by his grim words, their geographic description was off; she knew what she sensed. The arrogance and evilness came from under the Dark Citadel in the north, not to the south. Though the same great plateau within Virun, it was the wrong side.

Something resided under the Citadel, something big and bad, something she never wanted contact with again. The mind worm was a child compared to it. “No Durandas, First Light, the attack came from the bowels of the Dark Citadel, somewhere so deep, I do not believe even the Dark Users know of its existence. Whatever it was, it knows how we contact now, and it shall be waiting. You must believe me.”

A stillness filled the room, broken only by the creak of living wood resisting a small errant gust of wind.

Sureen broke the silence. “I do not know of the relation of these two incidents, but there is a… presence looming in the southeast as Durandas has mentioned. I sensed its malice in the Dark Oracle during the conversion. Something best left slumbering has awoken, and it moves under the plateau there as well.”

Durandas’s light blue eyes were intent. “Did we awaken it by transforming the Dark Oracle to the Light?”

“No,” Sureen said. “This darkness was already there when we began. Even now, it searches for the one who woke it, consuming all within its grasp, gaining power.”

The Lore Mother leaned one hand on the trapdoor. “Who woke this power, or powers?”

“I wish I knew,” Sureen admitted. “The key to the southern evil’s defeat may well lie within that knowledge. There, the darkness searches ardently for the awakener, for it knows unease. Of what, I do not know. It desires this one being above any other, though I could not discern the motive. I fear we now have to discover whom it seeks, get there before it does, and destroy that power before allowing the darkness to consume it. I do not believe our combined might on this world shall have a chance at destroying it otherwise.”

Sounding too loud in the silence that followed Sureen’s statement, a gasp escaped Lore Rayna’s throat as a frightening thought occurred to her.

The Lore Mother glanced at her sharply. “We both have the same thought, do we not?”

Lore Rayna nodded. “Crystalyn is the strongest person I know of with her symbol magic, though she may not be a match against the collective strength of the Light. If she is the one you think you have to destroy, then you shall find a Valen blocking the way. The only part of this for me is to protect her.”

The Lore Mother’s luminous eyes flared brighter. “Hold your tongue, daughter! No one has said that may happen, but you shall do everything necessary to protect Astura. That has always been our mission in this world.”

“I shall do nothing of the sort! Crystalyn saved my life and my mind. Have you forgotten so quickly, Mother?”

“If the choice ever comes upon us, you shall do as the Lore Mother commands,” Durandas said, the tone of his voice low but strong.

Sureen raised a hand. “Please, everyone! There is time yet to make those hard decisions, should it come to that. Our priority is to send a scout to discover more about this threat so we can better combat it. Is there someone you trust to lead a small group on such a mission? That someone would have to have high skills of stealth and observation. Does anyone come to mind?”

Lore Rayna looked toward the Lore Mother. The wise one gave an almost imperceptible nod. “Yes, there is such a one here overseeing the defenses. The same tactician who suggested we convert the Oracle into something only those of the Light could control while much of the Dark Citadel was busy attacking the Vale.”

Sureen smiled. She looked as vibrant as when they had left for the Dark Citadel, giving credence to Lore Rayna’s belief that the warrior User thrived during adversity. “Then, by all means, bring him here. We have to set goals and stratagem to attain them. Durandas, do you have a candidate?” Sureen asked next.

“Yes, I do. She will be a valuable asset to the group. There is a problem, however. To get her gated here from Surbo, I will need to attempt another contacting.”

Sureen rested her gold staff on the ground and straightened. For a human woman, she was tall. At least, Lore Rayna thought so. “I think we have to risk it. We need to know how to combat this great evil.

Leaving the trapdoor, the Lore Mother strode toward him. “I suppose you shall need an Interrupter. Keep it short, Durandas. Give the command to gate here, but nothing else.”

Durandas’s jaw tightened. “As you advise,” he said. Tying his focus orb at the back, he made direct contact with the skin of his forehead where the neural Flow was strongest. “Blocked from communicating this way has us at a tremendous disadvantage for this war. I hope the other side is hampered with it also,” he said, clasping the Lore Mother’s hand, the white stone already illuminating.

While they were involved, Lore Rayna dropped through the open hatch and slid down the wooded rungs two at a time before anyone could command her otherwise.

Descending quickly, she almost missed the first landing. Regaining her composure, she looked upon the writhing shapes dotting the landscape below. In tune with the tree, Lore Rayna swayed with the rail-less landing, studying the darkest spots, the highest concentration of fighting.

The far sight inherent to her people, when called upon, enabled her to view the scene below without too much trouble. The enemy’s right flank had collapsed back to the left to strengthen its failing line.

It saddened her to see two of the great falun trees burning closer to the front. The naturists’ fire protection shield was strong and repelled most of the fireballs thrown at it, but there were not enough of them to keep it maintained upon the gigantic trees.

Swinging over the side, Lore Rayna caught the guide rope to the next landing with one hand, bypassing the ladders. Once on the ground, she ran to the hillock where Camoe shouted orders to the generals directing the battle. He would not be happy with the new turn of events, but he was the best druid for the task, or human for that matter, now that he appeared to have turned the tide of the battle in their favor.

Nor would the druid be happy she was not going with him on the mission. With Cudgel sent away by Durandas on Circle of Light affairs, Lore Rayna would find the friend she was proud to be indebted to, one who needed to know of the danger from several sources. Even some Crystalyn may have thought of as allies and friends.
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