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To my parents – who gave us a love of storytelling, enquiring minds, and taught us creativity is humanity at its finest.

To my best friend Diana, without whom this journey would not have started.

To my friend, and mentor Janet Morris, your encouragement kept me writing, and your friendship kept me strong.

Eternal life to you, and everlasting glory, Commander. 
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​​Welcome to the World of Erana – Enter at your peril 
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The world of Erana is a world of magic, but magic is neither free nor truly tamed. There are those whose blood carries magic among the Elfkind, the Trollkind, and to a lesser extent the Humans. Yet they cannot show it, for magic is forbidden and the penalty for its use is high indeed – imprisonment or death. There are some who are swifter, more skilled, luckier or know of herblore and healing and, to an extent, these useful skills are tolerated. Even the Order of Witch-Hunters need healers and adept swordsmen. They are corrupt, but they are not fools.

A few folks can truly wield magic, spellcasters and sorcerers, but they must live in fear, in hiding. Magic demands a price, be it blood, liberty or life.

Magic is dangerous.

The Order of Witch-Hunters has ruled the land beneath their martial law for many generations of men, and there are few living who can remember a time when the Order did not hold the land under its mighty iron glove. War and Plague almost ended the race of the Elfkind and from their lands the perniciousness spread. War and Plague brought the land to its knees, no one was spared – from king to peasant all were touched and the land was forever changed. Where there is fear and confusion, there is oft war, and where there is war there is hatred. War stalked in the footsteps of fear and great civilisations became nought but myth and ruin

Few know the true source of the terror, and the Order keep it so. Those who wield power keep truth and lie as their pawns, and which is which is none too clear.

The Order blamed the elves for the calamitous anarchy, the mass graves, the scourge of civilisation and, perhaps it was so, perhaps not – there are just a handful of beings alive who can remember the time before the wars and the sickness, and they do not broadcast their presence. 

The Order of Witch-Hunters is dangerous.

The humans declared martial law to save themselves. And it worked... up to a point. The Plague ebbed, and peace crept unwarily through the land. 

The Order of Witch-Hunters sought out magic, enslaved the elves to protect the humans, but as such is the way nothing is as simple as it first appears. Power corrupts. What cost is too high, and for whom, when one group seek to rule and ‘protect’ their own? Freedom in Erana is relative.

Power is dangerous.

There are those who seek change, who seek to gain freedom, the right to love whom they chose, to live as they truly are.

Myth, propaganda, rumour and lies became as one. A lie will become the norm, it will become the truth, given enough time and people will believe what they think they’ve always believed. 

Fear is a weapon, division and hatred do far more harm than a mere man with a sword. Divide and rule. Ignorance is safety, knowledge is risky. Truth in Erana is a relative term. 

The truth is dangerous, but for whom?

Magic persists, for it is greater than the elves, than the trolls, and the humans with their propaganda and their tyranny. It hides in the secret places, and in plain sight. It has not departed, it will not be destroyed. Not entirely. Magic pervades the lands, as it always has. Yet it seldom dares to show its face.

Dare you enter this world of sorcery and slavery, of magic and mayhem? A world where freedom is worth death, a world where truth and lies are often one and the same. A world where those who live beyond the law seek to fight for those who have no law? 

Dare you enter a world where sizzling sex and sorcery go hand in hand? Dare you go where violence stalks in the light, and in the shadow? 

Dare you go where good and evil are not clear cut? Dare you enter a world of romance and revenge?

This World of Erana is dangerous.

Dare you enter?
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The People of Erana
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The Elfkind – The elves are the oldest of the races, their ancestors walked the land in the early days, when magic was wild and free. All elves possess a little magic, but most now living seldom know, and if they do, keep it hidden. Once they had great Citadels and towns in the depths of the Shimmering Forest, had great knowledge and powerful sorcerers, and intermarried with the great houses of the other races. Elven children are often born many years apart, and since the time of the Plague many elves have been unable to bear children. Twins are rare for elves and seen as very special. 

Elves were not gender split in roles and status – people were considered by their talents and abilities – not what they kept in their underwear. 

High-born – were often the princes and princesses, the lords and ladies of the Elfkind. 

Low-born – these were the common elves – the peasants, the ordinary people.

The ancient Shimmering Forest is their ancestral home, and some say it bore them in the First Days. Elves are, in general shorter and more slender than humans, with angular faces and pointed ears. This is their most obvious trait. They are often highly skilled, where they are allowed to be, as musicians and entertainers, or hunters or scouts and make good fighters as they are swift. Elven women are considered attractive, and many human men keep one or more elven ‘Kepts’, or concubines. Often these women are unwilling but forced to provide pleasure.

Elves at the time these stories occur are slaves, both in practice and theory. The few scattered communities which still reside in the Shimmering Forest do so largely in hiding. Slavers and Witch-Hunters often attack the communities. Elves have no rights by law. They are property. Many are servants to humans, forced to work in dangerous jobs, or kept as playthings, by humans. The city elves are often forced to live in the Enclaves – ghettos within the towns and cities for the poor – life is short, wretched and pitiful. They cannot leave, or travel without permission from whoever owns them. They are frequently starved or beaten.

The Elfkind were the first to fall to the Plague and hit the hardest. Power lost is hard to regain.

Half-elves – a child born of an elf and a non-elf, either human or trollkind is, by law – considered to be at the same status as an elf. Half-elves are generally taller and stockier than elves, but still retain the pointed ears and the face shape. Elves and humans intermarried in the days before the Plague and many of the human Great Houses retain a drop of elven blood. By law a half-elf cannot inherit, or legally marry, and any children, even to a human mate would be considered elves. 

Half-elves often reside in the Enclave and are treated much the same way as the Elfkind. They are more common than elves, as many are born out of wedlock and kept as ‘servants’ to their masters or mistresses.

The Half-elves fell, with their elven kin, and those who survived were punished for their blood, for their mix – neither one thing nor another, and despised by both. 

The Humankind - (Men – used as a term of race as well as gender) – Humans live in Erana from the fringes of the Shimmering Forest to the Silver Sea and beyond. They range from dark-skinned and black-haired inhabitants of the Far Isles and some of the regions around the Lands of Fire, to pale-skinned and fair haired.

Passer Humans, have elven ancestry but have not retained much of the elven traits and so can ‘pass’ as humans. They sometimes retain more magic than their true blooded companions – and can be found among the best thieves, or the most skilled swordsmen and women, or the luckiest folk. 

Humans are shorter lived than elves and trolls but breed more regularly. In theory they have rights in law, such as inheritance rights, marriage, redress from harm and can own property. They can be, and are enslaved – if criminal, poor or unlucky. They can hold positions of power and serve in the Order of Witch-Hunters. 

Humans are patriarchal, women are of a lesser status than their menfolk – and sons are preferred to daughters. Women can hold positions of power and influence, can run trades and wield swords, but these women are rare, and often scorned. A woman is expected to marry and bear her husband heirs. 

The humans tend to acknowledge the various gods and visit the temples in times of need but most are not particularly religious. The Order of Witch-Hunters permits religion – they are not stupid and need a helping hand from the gods now and then, and someone else to blame! In a land of magic and lore, of danger and fear, it is wise to hedge one’s bets.

Most of the population are barely illiterate, education is discouraged, beyond what is needed to conduct one’s day to day business. Those who are scribes or otherwise educated are both feared and revered. 

The Humans were not spared from the Plague, but it touched them more lightly than the elves. In the chaos the rule of men arose, and with it came fear and tyranny. Power corrupts and those who wield it unwisely bring calamity to all. 

The Order of Witch-Hunters – all human (or occasionally Passer Human if they can get away with it) – predominantly male. They are the law-makers and law-givers of Erana. They rule the land, although most folks never see anyone of rank higher than the local fort commander. The Order hates magic, and they hate elves. Few know of the hierarchy, and the Lord Commander is but a shadow, a name of terror. 

The Order of Witch-Hunters instigated martial law, to protect the humans from the Plague, believing it stemmed from magic and the elves. Those in power seldom relinquish it easily. They often work alongside the Slavers. They ensure the populace are fearful of magic and elves. Where the common people hate who they are told to hate they do not spend time hating those in charge. 

Power corrupts and ignorance and fear are powerful weapons.

The Trollkind – Trolls are taller and broader than the other races – with curling horns on their heads. In skin colour they range from grey, black, blue-black or red to grey, and ivory, often resembling the rocks and earth of their mountain homes. They dwell in the peaks and high hills in tribal towns. Males are large and strong, with hard dermal plating on their bodies. Trolls like combat, a warrior is well respected and their make fierce opponents.

As with the elves, most trolls have a little magic. Predominantly a matriarchal society they are ruled in tribes by a female Shaman. Troll women do not have the restrictions of their human counterparts – and women are revered as the bringers of life. Male trolls, if they are so gifted with magic are the Hirik – the shapeshifters. They can become bears, wolves or occasionally eagles. 

They are often very spiritual – honouring a particular goddess, such as the Goddess of the Sky. They are often literate, and prize knowledge and books. They seldom use money unless trading with non-trolls, instead preferring to barter with goods or information. 

The Trollkind do not like the Witch-Hunters but are often left in peace in their remote and well-defended towns. But they too suffered in the Plague, and the wars which ravaged the lands. Their magic suffered and many tribes were lost.

Even those favoured by the gods were not spared, magic and the price it exacts can be high indeed.



​​​The Light Beyond the Storm Chronicles - Book I

​​​​​​A. L. Butcher

Power without reason and responsibility is not power, it is corruption. – Lord Archos
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Cast of Characters – The Light Beyond the Storm – Book I 
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Dii’Athella Ar’thina – Also known as Dii - An Elven sorceress. She begins as the Kept of Lord Joset Tremayne – so in essence is a slave and risks her life to leave his terrible treatment. Herbalist, healer, witch, Dii’s very existence as a ‘Forbidden’ is a crime.

Lord Archos of Tremellic - Also known as The Oncoming Storm – A Human Sorcerer-lord, nobleman, crimelord and lover of Dii. Thorn in the side of the Order of Witch-Hunters.

Olek – Also known as The Shadowdancer – Half-elven servant and confidante to Lord Archos. Assassin, thief and spy. 

Ozena Lyn – A young Elven huntress, scout and adventurer, from the village of Czendro.

Darius Veltori - The Thiefmaster – An aging Passer thief, forger and conman who now runs the House of Thieves from their hideout in the City of Varlek

Lord Joset Tremayne – Lord of Reldfield – Dii’s former Keeper and one of the Slaver Lords. A nobleman with influence, money and power.

Ulric Tremayne – bastard son of Joset Tremayne and the concubine Malana, heir of Reldfield. He has a complicated relationship with Dii, as her lover, would be foster sibling and master. Tries to temper his father’s rage.

Malana – the human concubine and bound mage of Lord Joset Tremayne, mother of Ulric Tremayne. As a mage, she too is illegal.

Captain Robin – A Witch-Hunter officer of Magebane Fort.

For interviews with some of the characters, please see the character section at the back of the book.



	[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 woolen 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. 

“Gods, what was that? Such Power! That cannot have been from the other Mirror!” 

He had never felt such intensity as the Power of the woman who called to him across the vast Magical Realms. Breathlessly, he gripped the edges, surprised and deeply intrigued. As he pulled himself back to his feet, Archos saw her: the flame-haired elf woman touching the Mirror in the ruins. He watched as she ran her fingers down the glass and murmured something. Again, he cursed that he had never been able to get the thing to transmit sound. Archos gazed, transfixed, at the beautiful young mage. She could not be more than twenty-five summers, although with elves, it was hard to tell. It had taken him years to learn Mirror magic, yet before him stood this young mage activating an old, dying Mirror.

The image faded, and he snapped at the Mirror, “Show me. Do not play games.”

The mists swirled, and he tried to reach through the unyielding magical fog. “Damn you, so be it!” Archos continued, glaring at the Mirror.

Stalking to the workbench, he selected the necessary accoutrements. Removing a box from the shelf, he crushed some of the contents into the bowl and taking the obsidian knife from the bench nearby, he sliced a long line down his arm, letting the blood run into the bowl and stuffing the kris in his belt. Swirling the blood with the powder, he muttered the incantation and poured the now bubbling contents into the conch shell. The incantation took a while but eventually an odd, red-tinged smoke rose and filled the room with an acrid stench. Flinging his cloak around his shoulders, Archos picked up the staff leaning against the wall, knowing it was best to be prepared and well aware what manner of creatures dwelled in the Arcane Realms. Pausing to heal the wound in his arm, he collected the smoking shell. Striding to the Mirror, he poured the bloody mixture down the glass.

“Show me, guide me, and take me there. I am Archos, Lord of Magic, and you will obey me,” he snapped to the fickle artefact and his eyes glowed silver.

The Mirror began to sing, and the glass shimmered dark blue. He pushed the mists apart and stepped through, feeling the sudden cold of the Astral Winds tug him and the sharp sting of Power as he entered the Arcane Realm. The other Mirror shimmered weakly, and he quickly pushed his way through the fog. As he approached, Archos saw the portal was weak, fading, and the light slowly dimming. The bolt of Power he sent crackled blue for a moment and disappeared, but the portal brightened.

Stepping through with some difficulty, he caught his breath again in the chamber of the ruins. He scanned the old place quickly, and noted he was not familiar with this particular ruin, one of many remnants of the past. The room was empty save for a skeleton in tarnished armour with an axe, a few empty carapaces, and the skittering of some creature.

The old Mirror stood before him, and he could feel its Power failing. He was alone, yet the Archmage could sense her, even taste her trail in the magical air. The feeling sent a shiver down his spine and a bolt of desire to his loins. A scent lingered above the damp tinny smell: lavender and herbs, sensual like a heady perfume. Yet he knew she was gone, not long, but he could not sense her nearby. 

Examining the Mirror, he saw the extensive damage and the softly glowing lines where the girl had tried to repair it, heal it. How could she have known what to do? He could feel the shadow of her Power even now. Archos saw a jagged crack edged with blood where she had cut herself. Perhaps, he thought, the Mirror had called to her; she had replied, feeding it magic and her blood. He wondered if the Mirror had given her anything, or if she had even asked. Touching the edge, a bolt of pain shot across him, almost making him stumble back. The Mirror began to wail faintly, a terrible wail of sadness and pain. Archos saw in the shattered glass a strand of hair the colour of fire and carefully plucked it out; removing a piece of silk from his pocket, he deposited the hair and a small piece of glass, and stashed it in his pocket. For a moment, he shifted his Focus and searched for her. He considered trying to follow her now but looked back at the Mirror with a sigh.

“No, your Power won't last much longer, my poor broken one. Not even magic can heal you, alas. I need to return, to seek her other ways. I need your Power one last time. The price will be high, but we will pay it. I will end your pain.”

Archos dragged his staff over the Circle, increasing its Power. He hoped the magic would be enough. He did not fancy being stuck here, gods knew where, and having to find his way back or worse, getting stuck in the Arcane Realm for longer than he needed, both eventualities being rather inconvenient. The Archmage sprinkled some arcana dust over the floor to boost the magic even further and emptied the rest into the shell. Beginning the incantation, he sliced deep into his arm, suppressing a grunt of pain as the blade tore deeply through flesh and dripped blood over his robe. Archos knew this would require more blood than the trip here had, for this Mirror was weak. Although he could boost its Power for a while, he needed to be sure it was enough.

He watched as the blood flowed freely down his arm, dripping onto the floor within the Circle until he stood in a pool of crimson, filling the shell from the stream of blood and then, for good measure, he held his arm over the Mirror and let the blood drip onto it, muttering the words he needed. 

“I am Archos, Lord of the Arcane Realms, and I lend you my Power by the blood I shed. I am Archos, Lord of Magic, and I command the Arcane Ways to let me pass.” 

As the incantation ended, the smoke began to swirl up from the shell and the Mirror began to sing faintly with a shrill, keening song. Tossing the shell towards the Mirror, he let fly a bolt of Arcane Power, shattering the shell and scattering its contents. The Mirror screamed, but shimmered deep blue, and Archos stepped into the shimmer. A wave of pain washed over him and it almost floored him. Turning, he pointed his staff at the centre of the portal and pumped a ball of dark red light into it. 

“I am sorry, I wish it were not so,” he murmured as the screaming stopped, the portal faded, and he hurried back to his own Mirror before the link broke completely.

Stepping through, he collapsed against the wall, leaving a stain of blood and knocked over a case of flasks and empty glassware with a crash, suddenly tired and dizzy. The dying Mirror had demanded much, his own was hungry and Archos was fatigued. Murmuring a healing spell, he managed to cast it just as the door flew open to his half-elven manservant and confidante Olek. “My lord, I heard a crash. Gods, are you all right? You are white as snow.”

Olek was used to his master and the blood magic, but usually, Archos let him know when he was planning something requiring a lot of blood.

“Yes, yes. I just need to rest,” he gasped. “That was more demanding than I thought. I am fine, I just need to get my energy back and perhaps eat something. I am tired. I have used much Power of late and I suspect by the fuss the housekeeper was making beyond the door, not eaten nearly enough. I have seen someone, a woman of great Power and beauty. Her magic called to me. I have to find her! Such Power should be trained and protected. You should have seen her!

“Just bring me some refreshment. I think we need to go on a journey soon, so make to leave. I have found an apprentice, Olek, and what an apprentice, if what I felt is indeed the case. I will watch her, but I suspect I will not be the only one doing so; such Power, such talent will not go unnoticed, and a young elven mage alone is far from safe.”
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​​​​​​Chapter 4
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Bailiff Robert looked wistfully at the pile of scrolls and parchment letters that had somehow accumulated again on his small desk at the way-point. Biting into the pie which had gone cold on the pewter plate, he wished he was gaming in the tavern or at home with his wife Leian. The riders collected the correspondence from the way-point stations once a day, if he was lucky. He was not often lucky.

A rider entered dripping wet from the pouring rain. “‘Ere extra delivery beyond the usual; some fellow from a village yonder. Says they had a Witch, and she is bound for Jaeden. Escaped slave, tried to kill him, burned down a building. Seduced a citizen then fled.”

Robert glanced at the dripping man. “Jaeden? There are several roads leading there but it is many miles, a few villages in that locale...I wonder. I will send word to the Order. Still raining, is it?” 

The rider glared and muttered, “Very funny, haha.” He tossed a bag onto the desk and returned to his mount and the rain.

* * *
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Dii left the hayloft just before dawn, as the edges of sunlight crept over the horizon. She nibbled the food as she walked, wanting to preserve her rations. The night had been wet, and the air hung damp and still. Following the hunter’s trail, it widened and joined the road, giving her pause and making her suddenly unsure of which direction to take, not wanting to travel upon the main highway. A sense of foreboding filled the young mage, and a chill of apprehension crept along her spine. The air was heavy and no sound of bird or insect broke the eerie silence, as though the world hid its face in fear. Dark clouds rushed across the sky towards a storm blasted horizon, a foreboding sky indeed. The young mage trembled as icy fingers clawed across her and twisted her belly; she felt alone and vulnerable and very, very afraid.

Thinking she heard something, she turned and looked uncertainly behind her. Pulling the cowl of her cloak further over her face, she murmured a confusion spell and, trying to regain her composure, walked along the meandering road with a step more confident than she felt. The silence was broken by the sound of hoof beats as three mailed knights of the Order of Witch-Hunters rode towards her. Dii almost froze but she summoned her courage and continued walking, as though she had a right to walk upon the Great Highway unaccompanied. The Witch-Hunters rode past, seemingly ignoring her until one turned about. “It is dangerous for a young lady to be out unaccompanied. What business have you this way? You are far from a settlement.”

Another of the Witch-Hunters dismounted and, letting his horse graze the short grass, sauntered close behind her. His armour glinted dully, a sword hanging at one side and a club at the other. The mounted speaker began to walk his horse close to her, intending to intimidate her. “Answer, you! What business have you here?”

Dii replied quietly, “I am just a herbalist...seeking trade. I was seeking herbs and other such plants and was heading to the villages here but lost my way.”

The Witch-Hunter behind her stepped in close and pulled the cowl of her cloak, removing the scarf from her hair and dropping it on the ground, revealing her as Elfkind.

“So, a pretty elf out alone, have we? This seems to be the little whore Witch from the village, lads. We have caught ourselves some sport!”

Dii tried to pull away, afraid, the apprehension knotting her stomach. She knew she could not fight three, and she certainly could not outrun a horse.

“I am neither Witch nor whore. I am just a herbalist, please leave me be,” the elf woman whispered.

A nasty laugh echoed after the tremble in her voice and the mounted Witch-Hunter reined his horse to a stop in front of her. “Is that so...elf? Well, we seek a Witch fitting your description that brought a storm upon a village and nearly killed a man, it seems. I am sure you would agree that such a dangerous individual needs apprehending. What a coincidence that this elven Witch whore we seek is on this path at just the same time as a...herbalist carrying a staff.”

Dii tried to look around, seeking escape but knowing it impossible. The second Witch-Hunter produced a Witch-Net, expertly throwing it onto the young mage before she had the chance to run or cast. The ropes twisted into her feet and arms, tumbling her to the ground hard. The Witch-Hunter laughed unpleasantly. Raising a knife, he plunged it into her shoulder, a thin blade lightly coated in Banecrystal poison, enough to weaken and cause considerable pain as it began to crawl through her.

“Now for the perks of the job...perhaps if I am satisfied, I might even let you live,” the fellow snarled.

He grabbed at her skirts. In her terror, Dii began to struggle and cry, pleading with her tormentors, but to no avail. They merely laughed and tormented her more. As the fear and anger rose, so did the magic, suddenly bursting from her in a blast of flame, a spell which rose from her before the Banecrystal did its work. The Witch-Hunter took the full Power of the blast and, erupting into flame, screamed and fell back arms frantically trying to extinguish the fire which surrounded him. The sickly sweet odour of charring flesh filled the air, rank, choking, terrible. The horses reared in terror and the mounted Witch-Hunter only just kept his seat, his companion backing away, horrified, while yelling, “By the gods, she roasted Carlo! Bitch...get her! She will suffer for this!”

Angry, the man raised his club as the stricken mage tried to roll away and the other Witch-Hunter dismounted, drawing his own weapon to join his companion. The blow hit her ribs, cracking bone and knocking the air from her. Gasping for breath through the pain, she saw the other Witch-Hunter approach; again, she tried to roll away and summoned her magic, through the clawing pain of the poison, before the club hit her on the back of the head, knocking her half-senseless. As she lay prone, the two remaining Witch-Hunters continued to beat her, clubbing, slashing her until finally satisfied she was unconscious. Thrown onto one of the horses like a sack, the soldiers retrieved the frightened beast of their dead comrade and, knowing nothing could be done for him, the group made haste to the Order’s fort. 

* * *
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Archos had contemplated carrying out the ritual he needed straight away, deciding against the course of action as his head pounded, he was exhausted, and he knew he would do the girl no good as he was. The Archmage had Power and a great deal of it, yet even he needed to rest and relax. Magic demanded a high price and used incautiously, could be very dangerous even to one of his skills and experience. Lost in thought, he walked to his finely furnished bedchamber. He knew he needed to sleep and to meditate, yet he was apprehensive, for he was well aware of the dangers that threatened both elves and mages.

One wall of the chamber was hung with paintings and an antique tapestry he had acquired a year or so ago depicting an ancient and epic battle of times past. A history now long gone. A casement window, of glass both clear and stained a pale blue and set with velvet curtains of deep indigo, looked out across his lands. The Archmage often watched, seeing his people and their lives go by and thought himself lucky.

The fire burned low but still warm in the hearth above which was a beautiful mirror, of the more mundane variety, edged with rare tortoiseshell. Silver candlesticks and glowglobe brackets held scented candles and glowglobes, which cast their soft light, reflected in the mirror, to make the room bright and aromatic. He enjoyed this room, it was restful and quiet, an inner sanctum of peace.

The wooden bed was large and hung with scarlet damask and a black bear fur lay upon it, warm and soft. Cushions and pillows of silk and velvet lay scattered over the top, in blue, black and silver and a warm wool blanket of rich blue peeked out from beneath the fur. 

A mixture of sturdy oak and shining bronze, a large carved chest was nestled in a corner, the lock of which could not be seen but to those who knew precisely where to look, and those who did would be wise to exercise caution in opening such a strongbox. A mage could use more than mere lock to protect his treasured possessions. That is, of course, assuming they got that far into his domain.

A set of shelves and an armoire of oak, that matched the chest, contained various small caskets and mysterious boxes, not to mention a large selection of books, scrolls and curiosities. Among them were beautiful elven and human antiques and a very rare statue of a swooping eagle from one of the Helmerri troll tribes, a gift from the Shaman with whom he had forged a friendship some years past. Archos was a collector, believing such items should be preserved. The Order often destroyed such historical items, especially if they were of Elven or Trollish origins, thinking them valueless.  Many of the rooms were largely uninhabited, save the few that were maintained for the guests he sometimes, but rarely, entertained.  Archos mainly kept to his own chambers, the library, the dining room and workshop, which included an area for making potions and medicines if he needed such. The villages in his care were provisioned well enough in the healing arts and the lord of the lands ensured it remained so. 

He adored the large gardens, including his beloved enchanted maze; an odd feature, it was said to have a mind of its own, designed by his own hand and the route through known only to a few. The centre of the maze contained a small but airy summerhouse, which was both delightful and very private. The inner gardens were walled, full of rare plants and fragrant all year round. The gardener's hothouses lay within the walls and the man was immensely proud and fiercely protective of his charges.

Behind the manor was a low-walled kitchen vegetable garden, close to the cottage occupied by the housekeeper and gardener. A rather belligerent billy-goat named Oscar, his nannies Elva and Mella and kids vied for control of the lawns and the chicken coops with an equally belligerent flock of geese. The large herb garden below the manor’s window scented the air with a myriad of medicinal aromas. 

The manor was a good distance from the villages but not beyond access, although it was said the route from Harkenen had a will of its own and did not allow those to pass, save those whom it chose. Archos was not remote from his villages and lands, taking an interest in their welfare and providing both wealth and protection for them, unlike many of his fellow noblemen. In return, they protected him, and his privacy in a land where a mage could be hunted on a single word.

The paddock and stables lay just beyond the main gardens and Archos had a number of good and well-tended horses, both for riding and to pull the carriage housed in the stable shed. The feisty, spirited stallion of dark grey named Storm was his favourite, a beast who so far allowed no one but Archos onto his back, although Olek was considered worthy enough to lead the proud mount. Olek too had a mount he favoured, a fast, young gelding of chestnut, Shadow, and there were others for the use of the household and rare guests. Personally, Archos preferred to ride but the carriage had its uses, especially for privacy.  Both the Archmage and his confidante liked animals; Olek always said he tended to prefer them to people. Animals rarely disappointed, did not hate or betray and held no prejudice. 

* * *
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Archos pulled his boots off and lay upon the bearskin covering the bed, gazing into the fire and contemplated his next move. Olek knocked and entered with a tray containing a dish of stew, bread and a bottle of wine. Setting it down, he scrutinised his master. “My lord, you need to eat and rest. You work too hard. I see something troubles you? Shall I pack to leave?”

The Archmage dipped his bread in the broth and ate thoughtfully. He looked at his manservant and friend, his silver-grey eyes distant. “Yes, although I need divination to find her. I have not seen Power such as that in one so young! So much untrained Power and such beauty! Something calls to me from her... I felt her Power from across the Arcane Realms. I must find her before the Witch-Hunters do so.”

Olek nodded. Although not a mage, he had known Archos for many years; owed him his own life and had pledged it to his lord, thus he knew the man's whims and caprices, his desires and needs, better than any other. The half-elf was independent enough to speak his mind was it necessary, a fact Archos appreciated. He had not, however, before seen the faraway look in his master's eyes, but he noted also the look of steely determination. 

“I shall prepare to travel then, Master. I will also clear up the...mess in your workshop.” 

Archos chuckled, “Oh yes, please do!  I will need some supplies, I think.  I’ll write a list for you.”

Bowing slightly, Olek left to go about his tasks. He thought back to the time twenty or so years ago when he had met Archos: Olek had been a thief and a good one too, however not good enough it seemed, and he found himself in the cells in the city of Varlek, condemned to hang. The Witch-Hunters had not taken kindly to those who plundered the pockets of others and indeed still did not. Particularly if those with light fingers were of an elven persuasion. Archos had appeared and paid his captors, buying his release and his life. Olek had been told the nobleman needed a manservant whom he could trust to carry out his wishes, to carry out those duties that utilised the skills of one of Olek's...talents. The thief had been in no position to refuse.

Devoted to his master, Olek was deeply fond of Archos. Theirs was a complex friendship, and he believed he could call it that, with respect and affection on both sides and many shared secrets and dark histories. He knew the mage sometimes had odd needs and requirements, and he knew that Archos trusted him beyond anyone else to source certain items and equipment. Olek believed the Archmage was lonely. There had been a few women and now and then a man or two, but most merely passing affairs, and he knew magic could be a lonely art to those who did not understand. If necessary, there were always partners to be found for the right price in the more fashionable establishments of the city. Never had Olek seen the look Archos had given when he spoke of the mysterious young mage.

Archos did not see the need for many servants. Being away or in his study a good deal, it seemed rather pointless. He liked to be private and those he employed were trusted and loyal, but his needs were few and he did not like to be fussed over, being an independent sort. The housekeeper Marrissa and her husband, the groundskeeper known to everyone as Old Thomas, were elderly, having served Archos for many years. They lived peacefully with their strange and largely silent but beloved son who, Archos said, could make even barren land grow. Mathias tended to the heavier work his father was unable to manage, happy and simple in his needs. Unaware and unheeding of the world beyond his little part of it, but content and hard-working in the small part of it in which he existed, he neither wanted nor needed more. The young man was gentle, his mind at once both very simple and complex. He spoke little, in a strange language of his own and a series of simple signs, yet those who knew him understood. He had a way with plants that was unparalleled and seemed happiest when tending them, avoiding people but those at the manor. Archos protected the young man from a world he did not and could not understand, and Mathias and his family served his lordship loyally and fondly.

Any other servants needed could be hired from the villages within his domain. The villagers adored him and were a good deal more tolerant of both magic and elves than many from the other domains. An elven village lay within the part of Shimmering Forest which bordered the Tremellic Valley and elves were perhaps more common here than in most other places, and certainly treated with more respect. Trading and a relative peace tended to be the norm, a quiet valley surrounded by forest, river, hills and mountains, somewhat distant from the “mainland” of the plains and hills. In places, the Shimmering Forest crossed the Valley Road and even the Great Highway. Not even the Order of Witch-Hunters could truly tame the ancient great forest, although they tried. Tremellic was prosperous and largely self-sufficient. Although traders came from the plains relatively frequently, the valley was often left alone, something which suited Archos and villagers both. 

Archos did not entertain a good deal. He did not enjoy associating with the other nobles, so a large household was not necessary to his needs. Besides, servants gossiped and Olek knew there were many secrets hidden which needed to remain so. There were the usual, more mundane enemies a man of wealth and power acquired, and Witch-Hunters were what Archos described as “an inconvenience,” if and when they were foolish or brave enough to set foot in the area, which was not often, due to the bribes paid and the remoteness of it. Olek was also well aware that Lord Archos had powerful friends to call upon should he need to. Olek himself was not short of contacts and those that owed him a number of favours.

The day to day running of the villages was the task of the Steward. This man had also been one of Archos' finds, a forger and fence of some note, rescued from the gallows of a small border town. Olek grinned. Steward Simon was one of the most trustworthy men he had known, in the given value of trust as it pertained to Archos; of course, the villagers had no idea of the past of their Steward. These lands were among the safest and most prosperous in the realm, thus he doubted they cared. Simon was well-liked and a very able Steward, managing the lands with care and discretion. Occasionally his other talents came into play. It never hurt to have a supply of forged papers at one’s discretion.

Olek returned to his own rooms, not as finely furnished as his master's, but fine nonetheless. The walls were polished wood and a few colourful drapes hung around. The bedchamber was warm and comfortable, with well-made, dark furniture. One wall held a small case of books, another with an armoire and cabinet, armour stand and shelves with small wooden boxes, ornaments and trinkets. A bottle of green glass stood on the low rosewood table by the bed, with a pitcher of green glazed pottery and goblet. A few sturdy chests were stored carefully. Locked, of course, but Olek was no fool – the locks which could be seen were not the only ones. A thief kept his own belongings secure. 

The room beyond the bedchamber was small and filled with the various tools of poison-making, alchemy and weapon craft. A well-stocked desk and bench took up most of the space, an alembic and a number of glass bottles stood on the shelves that lined the walls. There was also a small room Olek used for a dining room and private parlour if he did not wish to eat in the main dining room. Archos could be generous when the mood took him. He had a taste for beautiful objects and things of quality, and had finely decorated the whole house. Olek knew well enough of the Enclaves in which the urban elves were forced to live, and he knew that for an elf to live in such luxury was extremely rare.  Thinking back to his years of poverty, his years of having nothing but that which he could steal, Olek was extremely grateful. 

The blades of the curved drakemetal swords did not shine; they were the blades of an assassin and a thief. With care, he began to sharpen the weapons, taking his time. He packed carefully, various items being hidden in the many secret pockets of his cloak and his pack. Then removed the drakescale armour from its stand in the corner and checked it over. It was good quality and well cared for but he knew that unnoticed damage could be fatal. He removed the crossbow from its space in the cabinet; small but deadly, it was enchanted and lethal over a short range. He carefully folded back the arms and slid a bolt home, settling it in the niche in the bracers of his armour. He selected the silver flask filled with the strong powerful brandy he favoured and secreted it in his cloak with the other items.

Fetching a travelling chest Olek tossed in a few items they would need for the journey, leaving plenty of space for any magical accoutrements Archos wished to bring. Taking the keys from their secret place beneath a stone before the fire, a stone which looked very much like its fellows, he pulled the panel away on the dresser in the drawing room, rooting around until he found the small drawer and, unlocking it by feel, pulled a metal box from within. Removing several gems, he returned the bag and its box to the secret place. Sometimes this portable wealth was simply easier to deal with than a bag of coin. 

* * *
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Archos woke after a fitful sleep. Dressing in fresh clothes, he washed and made his way to the library. It was large and well-stocked and he immediately headed to the concealed door in a distant corner, selecting a couple of books both for reference and leisure. Furnished with glowglobes and a number of chaises and armchairs, the room was comfortable and light. Indoor plants stood in fine pots around the edges of the shelves. A fireplace sat under a large mantel piece above which was a large mirror reflecting back the image to a mirror on the opposite wall, creating an illusion of a vast room of books and tomes. Books lined the other walls from floor to ceiling, and large bookcases in the centre held scrolls and ancient parchments. The parquet floor was covered in soft rugs and furs. The library was possibly the best stocked and well looked after in the land, and almost certainly contained the most books of magic. Archos had lived a long time and collected a good deal. He liked to read and found the library restful. Books were rare, most people could not read, and if they could were unable to afford books to read for leisure. Archos liked to preserve the past, and he had, more than once, risked life, limb and liberty to acquire these tomes.

A circular inlaid table sat to one side upon which lay a chequered board of black jet and white marble squares. The edges were decorated with ivory and jade pattern-work. The Cs'zibo set lay in mid game, the red pieces of the mages having the advantage over the black of the Witch-Hunters. Nearby to one of the chaise was an Elvish Harp, rarely played but an impressive piece nonetheless.

Setting the books carefully upon the workbench in his workshop, he went to the cabinet and selected another large shell, carved with runes, a small crystal bottle and an ewer of clear spring water. Taking up a polished bowl with a shallow lip, he set it in the centre of the Circle upon a tripod and filled it with water. Fetching the obsidian kris, he laid that next to the other items. Archos walked the Circle that glowed in the centre of the room and dragged his staff along the edges, leaving a trail of pale blue flame. Crossing to the workbench, Archos retrieved the other items and set them on the floor nearby.

Pouring a few drops of the pale liquid from the crystal bottle into the bowl, he took the strand of hair he had collected and coiled it slowly into the water. He sliced into his palm and dropped a few drops of blood into the water. The blood made small scarlet stains in the water that swirled and twisted. “I am Archos, Lord of the Arcane Realms. Grant me the power to seek the owner of this hair, grant me the vision of her, show me, guide me,” said he.

The water bubbled then stopped, suddenly turning silver and reflecting like a mirror. Within the reflection, he saw the young red-haired elf, alone. A shiver passed across him and he gripped the edge of the bowl. A deep desire filled him as he touched the edge of the water, feeling a spark. Archos saw the Witch-Hunters circling the young woman, he saw them chase her down and the Witch-Net cover her, he saw the Baneblade strike her. Feeling his heart race wildly, he almost felt her pain as the blade tore her shoulder. His fingers tightened on the edge of the bowl and thunder rumbled outside around the hills. As she fell, he saw the Witch-Hunter grab her, try and force himself on her...a circle of flame rippled from the young mage, making the horses rear in shock and the leaves on nearby trees whipped as though in a strong wind as the screaming Witch-Hunter fell in flames.

The Power blew through the workshop, fluttering the leaves of the tomes and swirling the Archmage’s robes, making him stagger back. Bottles clattered to the floor, smashing glass and spilling contents. Blue flames roared along the line of the Circle. The water bubbled, sending furious spirals of steam and strange mists around the room. Archos found himself sweating and breathing heavily as he glanced around at the carnage.

Olek heard the crash and arrived at a run, flinging the door open to see the Circle flaring madly. He watched as Archos tried to calm the Circle. Raising his staff, he drew in tendrils of arcane mist as he limped slightly back towards the scrying bowl.

“Show me,” he growled, motioning Olek across the Circle as it calmed. The water bubbled again with a bluish steam. Pouring in more of the spring water, he saw a stone tower sited upon a hill. The banners of the Order of Witch-Hunters fluttered in the breeze. Archos clutched again at the edges of the bowl, blood dripping from his fingers and pain shot through him, as the bowl cracked in half, spilling the contents. 

He limped to one of chairs, and sank into it saying, “You saw the tower? We must find her, although from what I saw she would not fall easily. We must find her! She has much Power, so much talent, so much life and beauty. They will not take it from her if I can prevent it!”

“Master...I know of only one Order prison in such a location as that: Magebane Rock. It is some distance from here, however. We do not even know she is there, I could be mistaken as there may be another,” Olek replied carefully, concerned at the chaos of the workshop and the look that had crossed Archos' face.

Archos clenched his hand over the arm of the chair. “She is there or will be. Do you have any idea what they will do to her? Scrying is not a definite art, but we must heed its Power. I need to pack some items, make to leave in three hours. If we can find where she has come from, we may be able to intercept.”

Olek bowed and left to prepare as Archos looked around through the devastation of his workshop, picking out a few salvageable items. He dowsed the Circle and packed what he thought he would need. Leaning on the staff and concentrating, murmuring a few words, he grinned as he felt the power of K'hlak course down his arm. The stave was of ancient oak with a demon bound within, a bargain which had been hard fought many years past and of which Archos still bore the scar, now it suited them both. 

The staff was tall and held a large, deep, dark blue crystal, which glowed with an odd light, set in claws of silver and with a sharp point. A formidable weapon, even without the magic, it had served him well. As he told Olek, several feet of ancient oak with a spike at one end and a heavy crystal at the other could provide someone with a seriously bad day. He scribbled a note to his Steward to arrange fresh horses on their route and for the carriage to wait by the way-point to the forest roads and the fast route home. They rode through the night, seeking a mage in the midst of a Witch-Hunter fort.

* * *
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Ulric Tremayne had travelled for many days and was disconsolate in his failure to find Dii. He had promised his mother to send word and he did. Stopping at a way-point, he scribbled a note: “Mother...the business which takes me from home is proving more of a challenge than I anticipated. I will continue to pursue until it is fruitless to do so. I have a notion of where she might have gone. I am well enough, and it does me good to see the lands that will be mine.”

A few days later, the way-point rider arrived at Reldfield Manor and delivered the message, handing it to the servant. As the half-elf took it from the rider, Lord Joset Tremayne, Lord of Reldfield, apprehended the servant.

“What is this?” he spluttered. “A message for Malana? What means this that my mistress receives a note?”

The half-elf bobbed a bow. “I know not, my lord. Should I fetch the Mistress Malana?”

Joset grunted and tore the note open. Recognising his son's hand and seal, he dismissed the servant. Reading, he muttered to himself and strode angrily to the solar where Malana sat. He thrust the note into her face. “So, you have become a liar now? I have here a note from my son. I think you know to what it refers? Ulric has taken Dii away to pursue some business, has he? This note would seem to deny that. I expect you have some other explanation?”

Malana started, “I...I am sorry. I thought it for the best. Ulric will find her and return her. Let him have her for his plaything. You know he desires that. He will need an heir and is not yet married. She is young and clever; let her bear his sons that your house continues in its strengths. She is young and was frightened when you were angry. She thought you would punish her or turn her out. Dii would never seek to offend you but in error.”

Joset pulled her up by the hair and spat in reply, “Give my only son to that elf whore, taint my noble blood with that of an elf, you jest surely? He can take her any time he wishes, for she is but property. Perhaps she would be more fertile than you, my dear; only one son living and an infant daughter stillborn. Why is that? Perhaps when my son returns her, I should take the girl in your place...as my official whore...not just the pretty little fuck she is.”

“My lord...my love, I have been at your side for nearly thirty years. I have turned a blind eye to your other...entertainment. I have born you a strong fine son and mourned that he is the only child of your blood. Dii is young and knows nothing of the world, where can she go? What can she do but return?” She bit back tears, knowing well his wrath when thwarted.

He dragged her onto her knees. “Perhaps if the little slut returns, I will teach her discipline, teach her who is master in this house. She will obey me, she will submit to me and, by the gods, she will fuck who I choose for her without question. If she does not, I will give her to the Witch-Hunters for their sport and simply find another slave. You, my lying mistress, will also learn that I do not take kindly to deceit. You will make amends to me, in any manner I choose. If I am not satisfied, you will return to poverty in the Enclave I took you from. Do not forget that all you have here is at my whim. I can just as easily remove the fine things which surround you, the freedoms and protections you get from the Order. Now you will please me...bitch.”

Later, some of Lord Joset Tremayne's contacts received word to seek out word of a tattooed, red-haired elven mage.
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​​​​​​Chapter 5
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Magebane Fort sat upon an escarpment backed by a rock of black flecked with blue. The fort was relatively small, having once, many generations past, been the ancestral home of a family now long passed into history. The keep remained surrounded by a sturdy wall fifteen feet high, and contained a gate raised from inside. In case there was any doubt of the owner, the Arms of the Order hung above the gatehouse. Arrow slits were sited in each wall and the gate house was guarded. A nearby village catered to any needs the Order requested, whether the village liked it or not. 

* * *
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The screams of the red-haired mage echoed around the cell. Her blood fell like rain upon the floor and the burn of the Banecrystal Shackles tore through her, a pain like fire which dragged the magic from her in the most painful way possible. The whip that had torn through her clothes, leaving her in mere rags and soaked with her blood, splattered that blood across the dark stone of the cold cell. Her pale skin was torn and sticky, her hair matted, and a bruise marred her pretty face with purple. The wound in her shoulder dripped blood and the poison was slowly creeping through her, weakening, draining. Mages had died from Banecrystal and the Order knew it. This was their most feared weapon for those with magic in their blood. Dropping the whip at his feet, the Witch-Hunter dragged her across the floor to the bench at the wall before tossing her across it. As his companions watched, he snarled, “Bitch...little Witch whore, you will pay manifold for the death of the man you murdered with your filthy magic. We will have much sport with you before we are done.”

Holding her down, he forced himself into her, until the darkness finally overwhelmed the young mage. Her Astral Self screamed into the arcane mists, casting her pain into both the mundane and magical worlds. 

* * *
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Lying on his belly in the shadows of a small copse of trees, Olek watched. The carriage was hidden at the way-point in readiness but was still distant enough to be a damn risky run. It was early evening, and the sun was obligingly hiding itself in the low grey clouds. He saw a couple of mounted Witch-Hunters leave the gatehouse to go about their business and as he watched, he noticed a mailed guard slip around the far side of the wall outside. Olek silently rose to his feet and cast a look at Archos waiting amongst the trees. Motioning a circle, he crept forward to the edge of the trees and waited a moment.

Leaning on his staff, Archos looked to the sky, considering the weather with a satisfied grin. A faint blue glow like marsh gas began to ripple just above the ground. Removing the dagger from his belt, he slashed his arm and dripped blood within the Circle until a small pool of crimson had appeared. “I am Archos, Lord of the Arcane Realms. I am Archos, Lord of the Elements. I am Archos, the Oncoming Storm. This night I call to my will the forces of nature, of wind and rain, of light and dark, of wood and stone; that we may succeed in our endeavour.”

The sky began to darken, and in the half-light, Olek too grinned. Drawing one of his swords, he melted into the darkness as he pulled the shadows around him. Shadowplay had saved his hide more times than he cared to remember, and he was a master at it. Slowly he crept around the walls, pausing at the gate house until the guard focused his attention elsewhere and Olek ran past. Even someone as adept at Shadowplay as Olek could sometimes be spotted if someone looked directly at him, knew what to look for or had an enchanted item that revealed the Shadowplayer but most people simply did not register the shape sliding past. Olek slipped around unseen to discover a small postern door in the far wall.

The half-elf’s excellent hearing picked up voices behind the old wooden door. Carefully he examined the lock and hinges, assessing the strength of difficulty of the lock. Silently he stood until the voices moved further away and then, scrutinising the area, he noticed a worn trail to some trees and signs revealing it was a favoured spot for the occupants of the fort to nip out for a crafty smoke of the bitter tobacco liked in these parts. Olek knew from long experience that soldiers were much the same, whether they were Witch-Hunter, mercenary or guardsman, and for this he was grateful.

Olek had wondered if Archos was able to obfuscate the carriage and horses, but had been informed that although theoretically it was possible with a lot of time and a great deal of Power, it would likely scare the horses half to death. Horses were canny creatures and would likely not take kindly to being enchanted. Archos said he was not prepared to risk a difficult and untested spell when they were being chased by Witch-Hunters. Besides, he had a plan. They would just have to risk the run.

As it grew steadily darker, he could see the storm clouds rolling in and felt the heavy air around him. Archos stood in the Circle, the blue flames roaring around him as he called the storm to his bidding. Above him hovered a deep, dark sphere almost black in intensity but interspersed by flashes of light. Even in the gloom it was dark, sucking in what light remained. Archos was dripping blood from the gash in his arm and his Focus was on gathering the storm and holding it. His breath was fast and he was sweating with the effort, such magic as this was far from easy.

“Well, have you found us a way in? I cannot hold this storm indefinitely,” the Archmage growled to Olek, who had scurried back to him.

“Postern door around the side, should be easy enough to open. They aren't clever enough to fit a decent lock and don’t expect attack in such a manner. After all who has the audacity to break INTO an Order fort, my lord? I heard people inside close by, two maybe three, a smokers' path, nothing special. It is quite a distance, though. You will want me to bandage that arm, unless you want to leave a trail of blood?”

Summoning his Power once more, Archos Focused and the mini storm shrunk to a marble-sized ball as the sweat glistened on his forehead. “No... It is fine... I have it contained now. Come, let us do this.” Leaning against the tree until his vision cleared, he settled the storm over his staff and absently healed his arm.

“You are sure of this, Master? You know I respect you above all men and I respect your judgement, but we are infiltrating an Order fort, full of Witch-Hunters. You have...looked better. That storm is only just contained.”

Archos looked to the fort in the darkness and his eyes glowed silver. “I can feel her... I can feel her pain. She is here, I am sure. Besides...stealing a captive mage from under the gaze of the Order has a somewhat satisfying irony to it, do you not agree? I have been idle in matters too long. If you wish to stay here, I would not force you to go,” he said with a grim smile.

Olek grinned. “Stay here? You surely jest? Even were I the sort of man who would let his friend and master do something so utterly reckless alone, I could not resist going for the sheer spectacle of the thing. I am, as always, your friend and your servant, and I await your bidding, my lord. Now it is dark enough that we can cross the way safely enough. Somehow, I doubt the Witch-Hunters employ elves or half-elves with night vision to spot us, at least not willing ones. Keep in close to me and go where I go, just to be sure.”

The Archmage smiled and briefly gripped Olek's arm, then followed him closely through the darkness. The sky was starless, and the moon not yet risen. The darkness fell around them, and nothing stirred. An eerie silence hung in the air. Olek thought it was the quiet before the storm, or a forest holding its breath, either way, it would serve them this night. He could feel the Power around him, the effort needed to maintain such Power, to contain and control a storm by will alone. Olek knew enough of magic from his years of being at his master's side to know that magic demanded a price. He glanced behind him at the silent Archmage whose concentration was on containing the storm he held. Stopping close to the door, the half-elf gently put his hand on Archos' arm. “Wait, let me see to the lock. Can you see well enough in this light? Your eyes are better than most.”

Leaning against the wall, Archos could feel the pull of the storm he held, he could feel the pain swirling through him, a strange, disjointed discomfort at this distance. As Olek began to deftly pick the lock, Archos shifted his Focus slightly to try and search for her. He felt the astral mists, coldly clinging to him.

“Grant me Astral Sight this night to lead me to her, let me find her light in the darkness of the Realms of Magic and this place of pain and corruption,” he murmured, using the wall for support.

Archos pictured her in his mind...the flickering image he had seen. His Astral Self touched the trail she left, the pale light like a thread; he let it run across his hand and felt its fragility. It was rapidly weakening. As he felt her trail swirl around him, his heart began to beat faster and his breathing quickened, partly through the sheer Power he was using and partly through the deep attraction that seemed to draw him in. He felt her pain along the thread, a deep searing pain that filled him to his core. He gasped a cry as the agony she felt crept through every muscle.

Olek looked around, pausing as Archos' eyes glowed silver in the darkness and the storm he held began to spin faster and expand above him. “Hurry. I have her thread... It is weak, failing. Time is short,” the Archmage murmured. 

As the lock clicked, Olek hissed, “Ready?” and swung the door open.

Before them lay a corridor lit by the flickering light of torches on the wall. Ahead lay another, and as the door opened, two mail-clad Witch-Hunters who were standing and conversing spun round. “Hey, what the fuck?” the first yelled in surprise.

Olek moved like a cat and covered the ground before the man had even drawn his sword, burying one of his blades deep into the man's chest. The other turned around to strike and found himself slammed into the wall. Archos pinned him there, stronger than the Witch-Hunter had anticipated. “Where is she? Where is the red-haired elf?” The growl deep and low, full of the rage of the storm. A terrible sound in the otherwise quiet corridor.

The Witch-Hunter spat, “I know not of any red-haired mage, Sorcerer. One shout and the entire fort will be roused. Can you take us all, you and your elf?”

Slowly, Archos began to release the storm. Lightning crackled, leaping from his fingertips. With a voice that was as dark as the storm he held, and as dangerous, he snarled, “You lie. I can strip the thoughts and the memories from your mind. I can fill you with a pain you could not endure. You will tell me where she is, or I swear by the gods I will place this storm within you until it rips you apart. I will get the information I require. How is up to you. As for your friends... Well, that would certainly be an interesting test of my Power...but I suspect the odds would be in my favour. However, my time is short, and I do not feel like such games this night.” Archos pushed him harder against the wall. “If you wish your companions to fall to my wrath, that is entirely your choice; can they fight the Oncoming Storm? Now, where is the girl?”

The Witch-Hunter felt the pain in his head, the fury of the elements and the unpredictability of the storm. The man trembled, realising he was no match for what stood before him. “Down...in the cells...in the cells...down to the left...large wooden door...please...let me go. I have a wife...children.”

“So? That was a consideration, was it, when you tortured the mages you found? Mercy is not something found within these walls, so here is no mercy from the Storm.” 

The man shook in the iron grip of the Archmage. The rage of the storm boiled the man's blood, cutting off the scream before it began. Dropping the dead man, he motioned onward. Olek stepped forward, his swords drawn and the shadows playing around him. He had never seen Archos this angry or this hell bent on his purpose. This night, Olek was afraid, but he mustered his courage and moved forward, swirling the shadows before him and aware of the powerful storm at his back. The passage led down steep stone steps and a couple more unsuspecting Witch-Hunters met death at Olek's blades. 

“There! A large wooden door,” he pointed out. “Hmm, that lock looks rather more difficult than its predecessor, it will take me a little longer, Master. It would seem at least within they have sense to secure their prison.” Olek crouched and glared at the lock as if willpower alone could defeat it. Selecting a long, thin lockpick, the thief went to work. As he listened for the click, he thought could hear whimpering from inside. He hoped to the gods the girl was here and still alive, he did not relish being close to the angry storm if it were otherwise.

Archos leaned against the wall, the cold stone cutting through the heat he felt within him. He felt exhausted from the sheer Power of maintaining the storm and splitting his Focus, and the pain that seemed to fill his being. It was a strange dragging pain that was both within him and surrounding him. He heard the lock click in the silence and opened his eyes as Olek opened the door and peered inside. “Bloody hell! I have found her...”

The brutality of the Witch-Hunters was clearly in evidence on the young woman: unconscious, bloody, bruised, molested, what remained of her clothing in bloody rags. Olek began to unpack the bag, fetching bandages and a blanket as Archos crouched next to her, his rage suddenly tempered by concern.

“Can you save her?” Olek asked quietly. Rarely had he seen such a pitiful sight.

“Get those bloody Shackles from her. I can do nothing until then.”

Olek began to pick the locks, wincing as he saw the Banecrystal-infused metal burn her skin. His hands were gloved, but as he worked, his wrist brushed them, and he felt the burn in his adept elven blood. Eventually, he freed her and as the magic draining burn receded a little, her dark blue eyes flickered open for a moment. Trying to flinch, the pain of her wounds coursed through her and she whimpered again like a wounded animal, a terrible soulful sound that cut into Archos as he squatted close.

“My poor broken beauty, what have they done to you? Come to me; give me your pain, now you are safe.” As his Power touched hers, he felt the strange, if faint, pull she seemed to have, but could feel her falling away from him. Suddenly the pain hit him full-on, making him rock back and almost lose his balance. For a moment his vision swam, and he felt close to passing out. As he recovered, he stroked her hair, trying to comfort her and murmuring.

The Archmage channelled a healing spell, and wove comfort and warmth into it, surrounding the frail form in his Power as Olek quickly bound the worst of her wounds in silence. The storm he held rippled around them, as his Power and consciousness moved between the spells and the worlds of magic and reality. Splitting his Focus as he shifted to Astral Sight, he touched the thin fragile thread of her trail which hovered weakly in the Arcane Realms.

“Come to me, my petal. I have you now, trust me, I will not let you fall...” Feeling the thread of her unravelling, he summoned up more Power. “Come to me...you must help me. Use your Power...come to me...be mine and I can give you everything.”

Slowly he felt the thread gain strength and her form shimmered in front of his Astral Self. Touching her, he felt the young mage's Power. As he began to shift back, he felt it momentarily swirl around him. Slipping his Focus back, he shut his eyes and hoped that would clear the pounding in his head. Archos channelled another healing spell into the young woman and leaned back against the wall, saying, “Give me a moment... I nearly lost her. I have done what I can, but she is far from safe here. The wounds are severe, and the magical healing will take time with her injuries and the Shackles that held her. Even now, I am not sure she will live. Gods know how much of that damn Banecrystal poison is in her. We need to move fast. When she is in the carriage, I can work on her there and I can rest. Once we have her safe, drive and stop for nothing. The storm will be behind us. That should keep them occupied. I am fatigued and cannot hold the storm much longer.”

The staff hovered nearby; Archos muttered something as it floated to his command. He tossed it across his back, where it was easy to reach, and he could release it with a word. Gently, he wrapped Dii in the blanket and lifted her in his arms. For a moment, his vision swam again, and he breathed heavily, gasping in air to try and clear his head. Glancing down, he smiled at the soft form and felt her Power, weak as she was, flutter around him. Never had he felt such an attraction and longing for any creature; nor quite such a resolute Power and strength in one so young and untrained.

“Do you wish me to take her?” Olek said with concern, noting Archos' pale countenance.

“No... No, I have her now,” Archos replied softly and motioned him towards the door. Olek saw the look on his face, which said nothing would part them now.

Olek stepped into the passage, relieved to be out of the cell. Moving quickly, he led them back towards the door. Archos followed with only a fraction of his attention on where they were going. He was tired and knew he needed his magic for a while longer. As he walked, he trailed the storm behind him. Out in the darkness, he let it go and suddenly the full fury of the storm was allowed to rage.

“Run,” he breathed. “Run now!” Although by now his muscles ached and were not too obliged to respond without protestation.

They ran as the clouds raged in the sky and released rain in huge drops that froze. Whipping water determined to soak everything it could find, it was a rain that obscured the vision and chilled the bone. Wind roared in from the south, battering the banners and slamming the casements of the upper windows, raining glass in shards. The storm twisted in a tempest in the courtyard, sucking up stones and wood and slamming them into walls, ground and people, without prejudice. Angry clouds spat forked lightning, cleaving the sky like the vengeance of the gods and grounded within the walls of the fort and on the roof, splitting tiles and bringing fire even in the driving rain.

As they reached the coach, the horses skittered in fear and Olek pulled the door open and jumped up, almost dragging Archos and the girl inside. He hastily pulled one of the soft rugs onto the floor, then leapt out and up to the seat as the thunder rolled and lightning sliced the air just behind them. Archos would trust no one else to drive in such a situation, and besides Simon had business elsewhere. The horses began to run in fear and it took all Olek’s skill to bring them under control enough to steer. Looking behind him, he saw mayhem. The roof burned, and he could hear the sounds of panicked men and terrified horses, even at this distance. Three mounted riders rode out of the fort towards them. As the carriage picked up speed, he steered it to the forest trail.

Archos heard the storm rage and the frail breathing of the girl beside him. He flipped up the window and grinned when he saw the chaos of the storm unleashed. He felt a little hollow for having held the storm for so long and he saw the horses panic as thunder rolled close. The hoof beats behind them grew closer and he knew Olek was struggling to control the carriage as it rocked and bucked around him. As they approached the forest path, he looked down at Dii and gently he touched her, feeling her Power even now and it gave him strength.

“I bloody well hope you have a plan, my lord, those riders are gaining on us, our horses are terrified, and your storm seems bent on killing everything!” Olek screamed back to him.

Closing his eyes, Archos tried to calm himself and summon the Power he needed. “Just drive for the gap in the trees, off the road,” he yelled back.

Olek looked around in the darkness and the mayhem of the storm. “Gap? What gap? Oh gods, if it was any man but you I would think you mad. I hope you have Power enough left for this.”

“So do I, my friend,” muttered the Archmage.

As the trees rapidly approached, Archos drew his Power and slammed his staff into the floor. “Wood to my will, let us pass where there is no gateway. Wood to my will, hide us from sight!” he cried into the darkness and the rapidly approaching trees. 

As the spell ended, a gap appeared as branches turned and trees bent aside. The carriage plunged into the dark wood as the greenery slammed back behind them. With that, Archos blacked out.
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​​​​​​Chapter 6
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Witch-Hunter Commander Robin Thomason stood at the edge of the forest and scowled. “Vanished? Bloody great carriages pulled by four horses do not just vanish without trace. Are you mad?”

One of the Witch-Hunters shuffled awkwardly. “It was there, racing towards the trees, not even on the road and suddenly the forest swallowed it. No tracks, no evidence just beyond the trees, nothing, just gone.” 

Commander Robin glared at him. “So you are telling me, someone breaks into the fort, steals a mage from the cells, kills a good number of Witch-Hunters, then flees into the forest in a storm from the wrath of the sky gods and disappears. Does that sound like magic to anyone else here or just me?

“Have you even bothered to look for tracks in the forest? It is a bloody carriage and four, I sincerely doubt it can fly, although after the events of this night I am questioning many things,” he snapped at the uncomfortable and soaked Witch-Hunters.

One of his men looked nervous. “In there? But there are bears, wolves, elves.” 

Robin pinned him against a tree. “Oh, bears and wolves and elves! You are a bloody Witch-Hunter, man! The scourge of magic! Not a simpering girl, although it would appear I could be mistaken in that. Trust me when I tell you this. A hungry, blood-crazed bear will be a walk in the valley compared to what I will do to you if you do not go and check for tracks!” the commander screamed at the now trembling man.

He turned and looked at the fort; five Witch-Hunters dead, the horses still panicked, and what remained of the roof still smoking slightly. It had not been a good night. “I would also like to know how they got in. You do know the good name of the Order of Witch-Hunters has been sullied this night. If word gets out that we were unable to contain one young, inexperienced Witch, how do you think this will affect our reputation? I want to know who did this.”

Mounting his horse and leaving his men to squirm, Robin returned moodily to his post. 

* * *
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Olek finally managed to steer the horses back onto the forest path. He was an experienced coachman but managing to steer four terrified horses across a path that did not exist was no mean feat. Slowing them, he crooned words of comfort and eventually the carriage rolled to a stop. Jumping down, he leaned against the edge of the carriage and removed the flask from his cloak for a long drink, then pulled open the door. His fear and anger abated with concern as he saw Archos unconscious. “Oh shit...” he muttered. 

Clambering onto the roof, he pulled down the travelling trunk. Rummaging frantically for the key, he flipped open the lid and pulled out an assortment of bottles, finally locating the pale blue bottle he needed and removing the stopper. Olek scrambled inside and gently pulled his master's head onto his knees, pouring the contents of the bottle into his mouth.

Archos woke, choking. He felt as weak as a kitten and his head pounded. For a moment, he had no idea where he was, or for that matter ‘who’ he was. 

“Never ever do that to me again! I thought that last spell had been too much,” Olek said quietly, his voice filled with relief. 

Archos sat up, leaning against Olek. “I am sorry, my friend. I will try not to make a habit of it,” he said weakly, grasping Olek's arm with fondness. “We should move...the girl...she needs further attention...take us home, my dear Olek.” 

Olek looked with concern at the pale Archmage, nodding slowly. “Next time you decide to pull off a trick like plunging the carriage into a gap that does not exist, please inform me so that I may have a spare pair of breeches handy.” He grinned as Archos managed a smile. “At least we are on the road now, and that should make things easier. May I suggest we rest up at the White Hare? They are friendly to us and will not ask questions, then perhaps the Steward's, you need rest and food, else you will be no use to the girl.” 

Archos was too tired to argue the point and waved his hand, then slid onto the floor next to Dii. He touched her gently, easing her wounds and pouring into her the potion that would negate the Banecrystal. “I am sorry, my sweet girl, to cause you more pain, just a little longer then you will be home.”

Dii twitched and whimpered, barely conscious and unaware of anything but pain. Slowly the carriage rolled on in the dark forest, leaving no trail. 

* * *
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A few days later, Witch-Hunter Commander Robin scowled at the man standing before him. “So, you say this Witch was the slave...er...the Kept of Lord Joset Tremayne and escaped? He wants her back? Why? What need has he of a captive Witch? Why does he simply not buy another slave?” 

The man, a servant of Lord Tremayne of Reldfield, looked the Witch-Hunter in the face. “His woman is fond of the girl apparently, and she brings him in a good amount of gold...if you know what I mean. She is talented and clever. She is no threat to anyone, never allowed off his lands unescorted, never allowed to use her magic. Some of his...er...associates are fond of her and enjoy her, um, talents. She is very alluring and being what she is, heightens the attraction. It was rumoured she had been apprehended as a Witch. The Lord Tremayne is wealthy and provides many...services and patronages for the Order.”

Robin drummed his fingers on the table, knowing that the woman requested was no longer within Witch-Hunter hospitality. “Lord Tremayne?” he asked. “Hmm...the slaver-lord, yes? Well, we do not have her at present. I will have enquiries made at the other Order facilities. Perhaps you should try looking in the brothels of the city; a talented girl can make money utilising her skills. Tell your lord enquiries will be made.”

He dismissed the man and sat in contemplation for a while. So, the little fiery mage was property of the slaver-lord Tremayne. This could bring him in a good deal if he could find her, and he wondered how much she was worth to this lord. Or, perhaps, if her reputation was well deserved, he could keep her for himself until such time as she no longer amused him. Tapping his fingers, he wondered whether the attack on Magebane Fort was linked. No, surely the man would not arrange an attack then request her back. He walked to the map lying on the work desk and contemplated it for some moments. Smiling, he thought to himself, “Lord Archos of Tremellic, perhaps he knows the whereabouts of our little redhead. Tremellic Valley borders the Shimmering Forest. Besides, that man has been a nuisance for too long, it would certainly be to my credit were that bastard removed as a problem. Perhaps I should disrupt his idyllic little valley.”

* * *
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The village of Harkenen was the largest settlement in the Tremellic Valley and Commander Robin arrived during late afternoon. Witch-Hunters rarely came here, and he was unfamiliar with the lands, having had to make enquiries and finding the locals rather unhelpful. “The Steward manages these lands, it seems. Perhaps he may be amenable to providing some information. These provincial stewards are all the same,” he said to himself.

The Witch-Hunter rode to the gate in the fence circling Steward Simon Stedfall's small estate. The gardens lay alongside a path of shingle beyond which stood a two-storey house of some size. Steward Simon looked out of the window of his homestead to see the mounted man in the livery of the Order of Witch-Hunters beyond the gate. He was glad Lord Archos and his charge had already safely returned to the manor. Swearing under his breath, he quickly scrawled a note and called his servant. “Take this to the Lord Archos. Use the back ways; don't be seen.” He sauntered outside in the afternoon sun, acting as if he had not seen the Witch-Hunter.

“I seek the Steward Simon. I trust you are he?” Robin scrutinised the man before him.

Looking up in mock surprise, Simon replied, “Good afternoon to you, sir. Are you lost? We do not get a visit often from the Witch-Hunters in these parts. They have no need to...trouble our peaceful valley. What is your business here? I am the Steward to his Lordship.”

Robin glanced around, thinking this Steward seemed of comfortable means but knowing that such men were often not as honest as might be and open to bribes. “My business is that of the Witch-Hunters; I seek a Witch, a dangerous young elf. She is responsible for the death of Witch-Hunters. Unfortunately, the cunning little whore managed to use her sorcery to evade us. The Order would very much like this individual within our...hospitality.”

Simon looked thoughtful for a while, mulling over the words and letting the Witch-Hunter wait for an answer. “A Witch, you say? I know of no Witches here. We are somewhat apart from the other domains and it would be unlikely that she would head this way. Surely, she would be better heading to a city where she would be less likely to be noticed and more likely to find employment. I am sure someone would have noticed a Witch in these parts.”

“Well, I was hoping to find news of her. The reward for her capture is substantial. Perhaps the lord of these lands will be able to shed some light on the matter?”

“My lord does not often receive visitors. I manage the lands hereabouts in his name, and he is content for it to be thus. He is a man who likes his privacy and does not take kindly to being disturbed. He will not receive you. He would not know of a Witch any better than I. He would not wish for the peace of the valley to be disturbed. If you want my advice, you will conduct your enquiries elsewhere, for you will receive no answers in these lands. There are many hidden dangers for those who are unfamiliar with the area...” Simon said, the threat hovering between them.

Robin raised an eyebrow yet maintained his composure. “Really?” he questioned. “I thought you said this is a peaceful valley. That sounded like you dare to threaten me.” 

Simon smiled a smile full of knowing and cunning. “Aye, sir, and we seek to maintain it such, but, well, the Shimmering Forest encroaches close by and a traveller unfamiliar with the roads may simply stray from the path and into danger. That is merely to what I refer. There are ferocious beasts in these regions, we are sometimes troubled by bandits, and the paths can be treacherous. If a man were to wander from the path, it could be many days before he found his way back or was found...or what was left of him.”

Robin was becoming frustrated, “I wish to see the lord of this domain. I am a Commander of the Order of Witch-Hunters, and he cannot deny me!” 

“Well, if you say so. Feel free to ride to the gates of his estate and you may tell him that yourself. That should be a most entertaining conversation, if he actually decides to open the gates, that is. Be careful of the path that way, it is somewhat circuitous. Some say it moves of its own accord, sometimes the path does not lie where it seems to.” Turning on his heel, Simon returned to his house. Not bothering to look around, he heard the mounted man ride away. 

Commander Robin rode for some time along the wooded path, never seeming to get anywhere. In places, the forest seemed very close and winding. Eventually, he found himself back in the town square. As darkness was falling rapidly, he decided perhaps it would be expedient to follow up the rumours that the attack on the fort was linked to Joset Tremayne and his slaves. The tavern did not seem overly keen to cater to his needs overnight, but Erick the barkeep, being a sensible sort, made sure the man was fed, watered and relatively comfortable. The Witch-Hunter had hoped to overhear some gossip, but news of his presence had obviously gotten around, and the tavern was all but deserted. Those who remained were quiet, simply talking about mundane issues. The cloaked figure sitting in the shadows nursing a large flagon of ale made him nervous, although of course, the Witch-Hunter would not have admitted that to a living soul. Robin considered challenging the figure, but alone and somewhere even he noted to be rather hostile, Robin decided against it. Perhaps the watcher was simply enjoying a drink in privacy, he told himself.

The next morning, beginning to wind his way back towards the fort, the Witch-Hunter contemplated a plan, one that suited twin purposes of inconveniencing the mysterious Lord of Tremellic and his precious lands, and also getting his hands on the red-haired slave-girl who was the pet of the slaver-lord. Returning to his quarters at the fort, he settled at his desk and wrote:

My Lord Tremayne,

It would seem you have lost something of value. I may be able to provide some...compensation, far beyond her worth. An elf village lies near the edge of the border with Tremellic Valley and the Jaeden hills, and can be accessed by one of the inlets branching into the Great River or the traders' path into the forest. Easy pickings for a man of your calibre. The only price I ask is that the red-haired Witch becomes my property. She is now damaged and of less value to you. Any mages you acquire are, as always, the property of the Order, but any remaining elves should fetch a good price, more than that whore would. I can be contacted via a note left at the way-point in Jaeden, marked with your seal.

Leaving it unsigned, he sealed it with a plain seal and simply deposited it with the other letters for the way-point riders to collect. Smiling smugly to himself, he went about his business content he had upset the Lord of the Tremellic Valley and secured himself a slave. He had tasted of her charms once in the cells, but he wanted her when she was not bloody and beaten...at least not initially.

Sometime later, the note appeared at Reldfield and found its way into the greedy and corrupted hands of Lord Joset Tremayne. 

* * *
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Dii awoke from her fever. The strange dreams and visions that had haunted her still clung faintly to her mind, and confusion filled the young mage at waking in a strange place after such an ordeal. She looked around and found herself in a large comfortable bed draped with deep plum velvet. The room was warm, and a large vase of white roses filled the air with their perfume. Pleasant light blue brocade draped the walls and a bookcase laden with ornaments and books stood against a far wall. A large chest lay at the end of the bed and a comfortable armchair sat at the edge of the room upon which lay a discarded book. 

She found herself dressed in a soft cotton shift, and a momentary panic as to why she was dressed as such filled her. Sitting up, she spotted a dark wood dresser, containing fragrant oils and thoughtfully, a bronze comb, a box of ribbons, and other hair ornamentation. The chair before it was comfortable and even in her Keeper’s house, she had never seen anything quite so fine. 

Desperately thirsty, Dii spied a pitcher of water and glass mug on the table next to the bed and as she reached for it, her trembling hand knocked the mug over. 

At the sound, a large elderly human woman entered, her greying hair piled in a large bun pinned atop her head. Simple but well-made clothes with many pockets and a motherly air about her made Dii feel a little more at ease. “Ah, you awaken, my lady. Master will be delighted! I am called Marrissa, I am the housekeeper and at your disposal, my lady. Please let me help you.”

Handing her a glass of water, Dii slowly sipped the cool, fresh liquid, noting the sweet taste of it. The woman continued, “There are clothes for you within the chest. I hope they are to your liking, for we did not know your tastes. The master said to set for you a bath if you wish; and then, if you are able, to join him in the dining room for a meal. He asked me to excuse him not being here when you awoke but he is resting. He has watched over you these last few nights until the fever passed into sleep, and he took some rest.”

Dii bowed her head. “I thank you for your kindness, Mistress Marrissa. I would very much like a bath, if it does not put you to a great deal of trouble.” Slightly overwhelmed, her hand trembled both from the weakness of her sickness and apprehension of her new surroundings.

The old woman smiled in a motherly way. “Of course, it does not. Perhaps you would like to finish your water and then see if the clothing is suitable for you whilst I make arrangements. There is a room at the end of the passage containing a bath and I will see it filled and waiting.” 

Bowing her head, as though Dii were her mistress, the woman turned and left Dii alone to her thoughts and her wonder at the situation. She finished the water and slowly set the glass down. Gingerly, she tried to get to her feet, the room momentarily spinning. Grasping the post of the bed, she waited for the dizziness to abate then walked slowly around the room, her muscles stiff from lack of use, the recent damage and subsequent healing.

Curiosity led her to open the chest to reveal a fine selection of clothes including silk and cotton blouses, wool and calico skirts, and a couple of sets of riding breeches. The colours were bright, and the selection more than she had ever worn, and certainly better quality. Most of the clothes she had previously been attired in were at the whim of her Keeper and his customers as it suited them, or patched and mended hand-me-downs from the other servants. As she took each garment out, laying it on the bed, her eyes widened, unable to believe these might be all for her use as she wished. Breathing a gasp of wonder at such finery for one such as her, she carefully picked out a soft blue blouse, a red skirt patterned with dark blue, and the bodice of crimson, with the soft fur-lined boots.

“Your bath is set, my lady. Do you need assistance? When you are refreshed and dressed, myself or Olek, the lord’s manservant, will take you to the dining room,” Marrissa informed her on returning, smiling broadly when she saw the clothes set out on the bed and the look of astonishment on the face of the young elf.

“These are all for me?” Dii asked, still in disbelief.

“Oh yes, mistress. As I said, I was not sure what you would prefer, and the master said you needed new garments. The market here is good and some clothes were ordered from the city. I hope they are suitable.”

Dii blushed, no one had ever called her mistress and she did not know what to make of it all. Whispering her thanks, she was led to the bathing chamber.

The bathwater was warm and scented with dried petals, a small shelf contained oils and a small soft bag of oatmeal and herbs. Her fingers ran gently over the rune at the edge and as she touched it, a stream of water flowed. The warmth eased her muscles and the tension she felt ebbed a little. Dii wondered who this mysterious lord was. She had a few vague memories of the last few days but remembered little after passing out in the cells. What she did remember was pain and the humiliation of the brutal attack, vague and disjointed memories of a handsome man in her dreams calling to her, soothing her, visions from beyond her fever. Dii shivered despite the warmth of the water and tried to clear her mind of the horror and pain.

* * *
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Dii dressed carefully, combing the scented oils through her curls until her hair cascaded around her in a sea of red. She picked a flower from the vase and pinned it to a curl. The scars around her wrists and ankles were still red but the sleeves of the blouse and the hem of her skirts covered the worst. Her muscles ached and she felt weak, fragile like the first snowdrop of the year.

Waiting outside her chamber, Olek smiled as the door opened and a pretty, if nervous, elven face looked out. “I am Olek, miss. I will take you to my lord, who was most pleased to hear you have awakened, as am I.” Leading her to the dining room, he bowed his head to the man seated therein and smiled at Dii, leaving her alone with Archos.

Dii saw a handsome human man sitting at ease, his thick, grey-flecked hair was mostly blond and long, falling to the middle of his back. A small, neat beard covered his chin and an inscrutable smile played across his lips. He was dressed in a long robe of grey and silver, similar to a long frock coat with many pockets, beneath which he wore a dark grey shirt matching his attractive silver-grey eyes, and deep blue breeches which matched hers, along with a sash of black silk tight around his waist. The large mahogany table was laid with a bowl of soft, fresh bread rolls, giving off a delightful homey smell, a basket containing fruit, a steaming bowl of meat stew, a bottle of wine and a pitcher of spiced cider. 

She realised how hungry she was but hesitated as he stood and walked towards her, suddenly unsure of how to behave. Bowing, he said in a soft and strangely alluring baritone, “I am glad to see you up and about.” 

Gently, he touched her face, tipping it up so he could scrutinise her. As they touched, a bolt like electricity sparked across both of them as Power met Power. Dii gasped and blushed as the Power sent a bolt of the deepest desire and longing through her. Unexpected after all she had suffered.

Archos smiled at the blush and said softly, “My dear, you are well enough, considering, but will be fatigued and sore a while yet. Now it would please me greatly if you would join me for a meal.”

Dii blushed again and bowed her head, saying quietly, “I thank you for your kindness and generosity, my lord. What...what should I call you?”

Brushing her cheek, his fingers followed the spiral of her tattoo and made her shiver beneath his touch. He replied, “Archos.... You may call me Archos. I am Lord of Tremellic and Archmage of the Arcane Realms. Do not fear. You are safe in my house and my lands. Now, does the pretty elf have a name also?”

“Dii, my lord,” she replied quietly, unable to take her eyes from his; feeling the tingle from his touch.

With a soft smile, he tore his gaze from hers and, taking her arm, he led her to a seat. “You should eat. You were gravely ill for some time, and you need to regain your strength. Dii? Dii’Athella? It is Elvish. It means Flower of the Dawn...a most fitting name.”

Sitting down, she took some bread and a small bowl of broth as her host returned to his seat. Quietly she replied, “I do not know, lord. I do not remember my elven family. My...foster mother told me that was one of the only words I could say when they...acquired me as a tiny child.”

Archos nodded, knowing elven children were often removed from their families, and settled to watch her. The desire for her, and also the pity that such an exquisite creature should be misused and suffer as she had, filled him. After she finished, he walked over to her once again. “I would like to show you around. You cannot have seen anything of the house or gardens.”

Escorting her through the house with her hand nestled on his arm, he noticed how his blood raced when she touched him. Dii was quiet and attentive, listening to him speak and looking in wonder at the splendour he showed her. The artefacts, arts and items fascinated her, and she asked questions about everything. Unlocking a door, he opened it and showed her inside. Dii gasped and ran forward. Archos laughed with amusement as she spun around with excitement. “So many books, my lord! So much knowledge. I have never seen the like! It is...so beautiful...so wonderful!” 

As she smiled and gasped in wonder, he felt he could drown in her smile. This woman seemed to light up the room and he felt another bolt of the deepest desire and affection. Slowly, he walked up close behind her and, with his breath hot on her neck, he said quietly, “I brought you to see this for a reason. All my life I have been seeking a worthy apprentice and have not found one until now. Your Power called to me across the Realms of Magic, drew me to you, yet it is wild and untrained. You have so much Power that you do not know how to use. I would help you to free it, to free yourself. If you consent to be my student and my companion, all this is yours...all I know...everything that is here and more, so much more.”
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​​​​​​Chapter 7 
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Some weeks had passed and Dii was growing stronger. The Banecrystal scars were still apparent, yet the others had mostly faded. Archos found her to be attentive, clever, and a most excellent pupil. She had a thirst for knowledge that he found enchanting. The young woman spent a good deal of time in the library reading, and sometimes she came to his workshop and sat watching him. Her spell casting was, of course, untrained, yet she had talent and innate ability that enabled her to learn fast, very fast. Archos taught her many basic spells and techniques, and she absorbed the knowledge easily. They spent many hours together and he was pleased to see her confidence increasing every day.

The first time she had entered the workshop had taken him by surprise, as the Circle flared and crackled when she entered. He realised that his Power was stronger when she was near, but he found it hard to Focus, discovering himself watching her. When they touched, he could feel her Power, and Archos felt a desire and affection for the young elf more deeply than he had ever felt for anyone. Sometimes he saw her watching him, turning those dark, mysterious eyes upon him. As the time passed, she became ever closer, and the touches and glances lingered longer. Dii smiled at him and for him, yet he could still see the pain and slightly haunted look in her eyes. It filled him with anger and sadness that such a talented mage should have been so treated. However, such was the way whilst the Witch-Hunters ruled.

Archos was working late one night. A ritual was needed which he could not quite recall from memory, and he had need of a book from the library. As he passed the chamber where Dii slept, he heard a whimper. He paused and listened. Hearing her cry out, he pushed the door open on the room within. In the pale light of the glowglobe, he saw Dii tossing and turning in the grip of a nightmare. She seemed to be trying to fight with something and crying in pain. Sitting on the edge of the bed, he gazed down at the young mage, stroking a curl from her face. She stirred and awoke with a start.

Dii looked around her, confusion clouding her pretty features as she whispered, “I...I was back there...back in the dungeon. It was horrible, and I was so afraid. What are you doing here, my lord?” 

“I heard you crying out and was concerned. I came to offer assistance and comfort.” Archos took her hand and kissed it gently. “My dear, you are safe; you have survived. You just had a bad dream, a nightmare. You have nothing now to fear. I will sit with you; watch over you, if you wish.” Pulling her closer to him, he let his lips brush hers. He inhaled her scent: herbs, lavender and beneath it the scent of a woman, intoxicating, yet also vulnerable. Gently he caressed her hair, a gesture full of comfort, yet also erotic.

Dii could feel his Power, and his concern, real concern, real Power. His heartbeat fast beneath the robe he wore, and she was experienced enough to know the desire he felt. Never before had a man held her close like this, comforting in such a way, and the feeling made her tremble with desire and affection for him. Yet, she felt his loneliness, and although he had never said as much, she knew it to be so. The feelings she felt swirled around her; and she wriggled close to him, needing the comfort of another person, the warmth and touch, yet also providing it.

She looked into his silver-grey eyes, eyes filled with many things: Power, desire and concern, knowledge. She brushed his lips with the tips of her fingers, snuggling into him and letting her head fall against his chest. Gently he kissed her hair and ran his fingers through the curls. Dii let her fingers gently caress the back of his hand, sending little bolts of longing through him. Turning over her hand, he saw the red burns on her wrists, fading and no longer raw but still visible. They would never fade entirely, branded for all time as a mage. Gently he kissed them, tender and kind. 

As she leaned into him, Archos slid an arm around her waist. Still murmuring sweet nothings, he gently and almost absently stroked his fingers across her arm. He tipped her face to his and searched it with hungry desire. Her eyes were of the darkest blue he had ever seen, eyes like the midnight sky full of mystery and infinitely fascinating. He saw Power yet vulnerability, desire yet shame, and a deep strength. Archos kissed her gently, allowing her the chance to pull away. She did not, but returned his kiss, at first hesitantly and then with fire. Dii pulled away and smiled at him. At that moment, he was completely lost in her spell, her smile almost making her glow in the light of the glowglobe.

“You are so beautiful, Dii, alluring and so deeply desirable. I do not think I have ever desired anything as much as I desire you. Would you let me lie with you this night?” Archos asked, not demanding as so many men had before.

Looking into her eyes, he touched her face. “I know what you were...what the life of a Kept such as you can be. How you may have been...used. I wish for you to give yourself freely, and of your own choice. I would not take from you anything but that which was given by your own will.”

Dii looked at him, unused to such remarks, unused to having choices. She smiled the enchanting smile and touched the hand on her cheek. “I...I would like to feel you close to me, my lord. I would like the comfort of your touch. I would like to feel you, taste you. I see the desire in your eyes and find it reflected in my own. You are so kind to me. I would like to please you.” Her eyes flickered down from his and a blush rose across her face.

Archos touched his other hand over hers and bowed his head to her. “I wish to see your passion and to delight in it, to experience so much with you. Let me distract you from your nightmares, bring you to the edge of ecstasy and beyond.” Archos gently ran his finger down the edge of her jaw, sending a little tingle of desire through her, and he tilted her face to his softly brush her lips with his fingers.

The beautiful mage smiled again with the light of desire and mischief lighting her eyes, her confidence returning. Kissing his hand, she sucked on the ends of his fingers. “My Lord Archos that depends on how much of a distraction you can provide does it not?”

He kissed her and laughed. “That remains to be seen. I feel that you would be kind enough to inform me should I not provide suitable...distraction. If indeed this is the case, I pray you indulge me to beg your leave to try again until you are satisfied. Or perhaps it will be the case that you will beg me to take you again.”

Dii snaked her hand beneath his clothing, swirling her nails across his chest. “You are sure of yourself indeed.” As her hand began to circle, Archos kissed her again, a kiss loaded with passion and desire. He cupped her breast and gently circled her nipple through the soft cloth, gently massaging with the tips of his fingers until her nipple was hard and pointed.

Sighing, she kissed a line down his neck, nibbling at his collar bone and eliciting a moan of desire from him. They were soft kisses, yet full of so much emotion. The hard edges of her teeth sent a shiver across him as he tugged at the edge of her night-robe, slowly pulling it away and revealing her pale skin and the alluring tattoo. Hungrily his hands and eyes took in the soft painted skin against the paleness, softly he murmured as his lips caressed her. Archos lay close and looked at Dii; her red hair bright against the white bed linen, and naked before him, Archos knew he had never seen anyone quite as alluring as the young woman next to him. As he kissed her, the Archmage breathed in her smell and the taste of her, committing it to memory as his hands played, stroking across her softness.

Lips running across her shoulder, Archos exhaled warm breath onto her skin, making her shiver with need of him. He could see the faint red lines from the lash, now fading but still visible. He sighed, murmuring, “I should have got to you sooner.”

Fingers carefully stroked the scars as Dii kissed his neck. “Let us not talk of such things, my lord. We are here and this is now. That which is past is not for this night,” she murmured.

Nibbling at the edges of the swirling tattoo, he trailed his mouth ever so slowly across her. Dii began to sigh with pleasure as his mouth slid down to her breasts, his tongue swirling around her nipples. He breathed onto the moist skin, making her moan and arch towards him. She crept the hand on his chest around to tickle the back of his neck before she rippled little sparks of magic down him. Slowly she pulled away the fastening of his robe and the shirt beneath and then moved her hands to explore around his belly, tickling him, teasing him. Scoring softly with her nails, she rippled more magic across him.

Moaning, he pulled her close. “Magic?” he growled. “Naughty girl, using your Power to tantalise me.”

“Do you wish me to stop, my lord?” teased the young mage.

Pulling her into a passionate kiss, he circled his hand down to her thighs, stroking her. “No. No, I do not wish for you to stop. Your Power excites me. You have no idea of the Power or the allure you hold. Power and beauty are a dangerous mix... I like danger. You make me feel more alive than I have ever felt.”

Dii kissed him with sharp little nips, teething a line down his neck until he began to moan softly. Tracing his chest with her lips and tongue, she circled a line just below his belly. Licking a tantalising swirl, she kissed back up his chest and nibbled the tattoo, the dark arcane symbol etched into his skin. Dii gently stroked her fingers across the edges, trailing a thin line of magic, eliciting a loud groan as the magic rippled over him. She ran her tongue across his chest and around the ring piercing his nipple, tugging as she looped her tongue around it. As he stroked her, she kissed her way back up to his neck. Kissing along his collar bone, she paused and slid up to his ear to whisper, “What pleases you, my lord? I can be slave or mistress as is your desire.”

He lay back on the pillows and closed his eyes, hands running through her curls as her skin brushed against him. Sighing contentedly, he opened his eyes to watch her and replied, “Surprise me, pleasure me, do what you will. What I desire is you close to me, your skin on mine, your lips on me, your pleasure to my pleasure. Give me your Power...your passion...and I will give you mine.” 

Grinning wickedly, she kissed her way down to the edge of his breeches. Unlacing the ties with her teeth, she gently and slowly pulled the garment from him. Pushing him back, she began to kiss and lick her way up and down his body with no particular rhythm, which just tantalised him more. Little sparks of desire and magic rippled across him. Stroking his skin with her fingers, she traced the lightning tattoo on his thigh. Pausing to watch him moan, she licked across him slowly. Beginning to bite him, almost...but not quite drawing blood as he moaned again. Crawling back up, she kissed him deeply, her tongue seeking his.

Archos growled and reached for her, pulling her to him and taking her breast into his mouth, licking, sucking and nibbling until she too began to moan. Rolling so he could stroke her cleft, he tickled her and made her sigh softly; warm and wet she was, inviting and yet tantalising. He began to stroke her harder, circling her pip until her breathing quickened. His fingers explored, teased, and tickled, and her hips began to move with his rhythm. Weaving a hand into her hair, he pulled her head back to reveal her neck to his kisses, nibbling the tattoo from the side of her face down her neck and again across her breast. Archos trailed kisses almost to her hips, all the while stroking her, listening to her rapid breathing, moaning and sighing, the soft sounds of her pleasure. 

Dii moaned as he pulled her hair, sighing as his lips crossed her body, tasting her skin and making her shiver and wriggle. His fingers teased her and as he caressed her breast, she began to slide down him and to slowly lick his inner thigh once more; sliding across to the other leg, she bit softly, swirling her nails softly down his manhood, stroking as he writhed under her touch. Licking until his breath became rapid gasps. Taking him into her mouth, she gazed up as she began to pleasure him, slow and deep. Watching as his eyes closed and he clenched his hand into her hair. Suddenly pulling back, she smiled and dragged her nails across his chest, sparking magic across him as he moaned her name. Dii scored her nails on his skin, tantalising, stroking him firmly, until she knew he was close to the edge. Archos teased her pip like for like until he felt her pulse racing, felt the climax building within her from his touch.

He pushed her onto her back and kissed her soundly, caressing her thighs as he slid into her. Dii wrapped her legs around his middle, pulling him in deeper and tightening her muscles around him as he began to thrust, her hips moving to meet his. One arm around her and the other running over her skin, Archos rolled so Dii was above him and her hair flowed around and over them both, a sea of fiery curls. Deep and slow they moved together, wrapped as one as the magic cascaded over them. Lost in each other, the fire in the grate glowed deep blue and the flames roared as the climax took them. Dii buried her head in his chest and cried his name softly as she peaked.

Archos kissed her deeply, wrapping his fingers into hers. “My Flower,” he said, using the pet name, and Common translation of her own name. Something they shared which had grown over the weeks. “You take my breath away. Your Power is great, both in magic and in matters of...love.” 

Returning his kiss, she gave him a playful push, sliding next to him and leaning on her elbows she watched him with a happy smile that made his heart flutter. “I have many...talents, Lord Archos. I hope I pleased you, although I am not worthy of your attention.”

He tipped her face to his and kissed her gently. “My beautiful girl, any man who would not be pleased and flattered by your company is not only a bloody fool but a mad one. As for worth, never let me hear you say that. I do not give my attention or my Power lightly and you are a great deal more worthy than most, you deserve so much.”

Kissing her again, he pulled her hair over her shoulders and let it cascade. “You are so beautiful, and your hair is like the rays of the fiery sun. I have never seen the like. You captivate me. I have lived a long time and travelled far, yet I have never seen one as enchanting as you. Now you are still weak, and I have fatigued you, lay your head upon me and sleep, rest and replenish. I will guard you from the dreams.”

Dii smiled happily and snuggled into his embrace, falling asleep quickly. Archos watched her until he knew she was sleeping and then, extinguishing the glowglobe, lay in the darkness feeling the warm, soft girl in his arms until he too fell into a contented sleep.

* * *
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Deep in the forest, the elven huntress Ozena crouched in the undergrowth with her bow nocked, waiting for the opportune moment to let the arrow fly into the yearling boar. She had been away from the village for some days searching for suitable new hunting areas. Just past her nineteenth summer and now a full hunter instead of apprentice, she felt both pride and trepidation at the responsibility. The deep green ink of the tattoo that marked adulthood was still bright on the ivy leaves weaving around her wrist, and the lines of blue were striking under her jade green eyes. Her long hair, the colour of mahogany and woven around her head in braids, framed her face like a wooden crown.

Her former teacher had told her she was the best he had ever trained; quick to learn and with an eye as keen as the hawks which circled above the grasslands. With swift reflexes and a natural aptitude with the bow, he had said when a few more summers had passed he would recommend her to the Elders as a second teacher of bowcraft, which would allow him to focus on producing bows to trade. Ozena was a modest girl and had blushed at the compliment. Many things made young Ozena blush. Life in a small elven village in the Shimmering Forest did not endow a young woman with a great deal of experience beyond the forest, and she was not used to compliments and praise. The village of Szendro was close to the edge of the Shimmering Forest and an inlet which led to the Great River. A small community of fifteen or twenty households which hunted, fished, gathered and grew enough to sustain the village, and more from the forest. The road from Tremellic Valley and the human lands led as far as the village, although in places rough and overgrown, allowing some trade to flow. The elves of Szendro lived close enough to the edge of the forest to consider it worthwhile to trade elven fruit wines, herbs found among the trees and furs for bread, grain and beer with the valley, and gained some measure of protection from its human lord. A man friendly to elves, in a world where elves had few rights and less respect among his kind. The Elders seemed to respect him and certainly did not discourage the trade; and this, in itself, was an unusual phenomenon. Even Ozena knew the elven village gained a good deal from the mysterious human and enjoyed peace and a security that had been rare since the Plague.

Ozena squatted silently, watching the pig snuffle in the undergrowth. As it turned, she raised the bow and let fly the arrow, burying it deep in the creature's chest. Snorting in both pain and surprise, the beast briefly looked around to spot its tormentor before collapsing with a grunt. Ozena grinned at her success and walked to the beast, pausing close enough to check it was dead but far enough away to be able to leap aside. Such a creature could cause injury if so inclined, with sharp tusks and a fearsome set of jaws. The boar was indeed dead. Binding its feet to a suitable branch, she made a yoke to carry it back to the village. It was a good three hours back, as she had gone further than planned in following this creature.

As she returned along one of the old hunter paths, Ozena smelled smoke in the air, wood smoke, but far more than was usual for the cottages and buildings to produce. It was coming from the direction of the village. Beginning to fear that something was amiss, she dropped the boar and set off running. Yet cautious as she neared, she listened and heard nothing; there should have been sound, the laughter of the children and sounds of a village going about its business. Arriving at the edge of the village, a scene of devastation met her eyes.

The Ancient Tree was burning. The symbol of the village and her kin, consumed by fire, a thousand years of growth destroyed. Many generations of Elfkind had played and lived beneath its expanse and now the mighty oak lay fallen and aflame. Fortunately, it lay far enough from the ring of trees to not to set the forest alight. Ozena paused. For all she knew, those that committed such could still have been close, so she crept around the perimeter warily, the sight greeting her becoming ever more desperate. Fear gripped her. The warriors of Szendro were well able to defend themselves, however there were but a few. A large force could overwhelm them, and indeed had. Other than bears and the larger forest creatures, nothing had threatened the village for a good many years.

Within the village circle surrounding the Ancient Tree, she could see the bodies of some of the Elders—those who held the lore and traditions and were the core of the village—lying bloodied and slashed where they fell. Amongst them were the bodies of the warriors, slaughtered in defence of their kin.

The eerie silence was broken only by the crackle of the Ancient Tree; she could see none of the women or children, either among the dead or hiding within the village. The silence leaving her certain the killers had left, she crept to the little cabin she shared with her sister Amena, to be greeted by emptiness. She called but heard nothing. The women, some of the younger boys not yet grown to manhood, and female children were gone.

Ozena fell to her knees weeping, grief cutting her deep and leaving a jagged pain in her guts. She turned her tear-filled green eyes to the scene of carnage and asked herself who could have done this, and why? As she wept, she heard faint cries and ran to some undergrowth near to the edge of the village where lay one of the Elders – an old man named Loresh. As she crouched next to him, she saw the severity of the injuries. Tearing strips from her cloak, she bound the wounds as best she could, shocked by the bloody pool around him and fearful wild animals would investigate the wounded man. 

She wondered if she should try and move him. As she tended him, the old man spoke, “Child?” he managed to say weakly. “You live. You were saved?” 

He could barely believe his eyes and thought, perhaps, this figure was a spirit or the visions which sometimes came to dying men. The old man had little left but hope and so hope he did. 

“Elder Loresh, it is Ozena Lyn. I have returned from hunting. You are hurt so badly...I do not know what to do. The others, they are fallen or gone. What am I to do? Please, Elder, guide me, that I may help you...help them.”

Loresh weakly took her hand. “Dear child Ozena, you must go seek help. Do not waste time on me. Go to the village of the humans where we trade, beyond the forest, they will help us. Seek them. Their lord is a good man. He likes elves... Go, child...run...find the women...” He closed his eyes and lay back, exhausted from the effort of speaking. 

Squeezing his hand, she vowed with more courage than she felt, “I, Ozena Lyn, will seek the womenfolk and the children. I will avenge this evil... I will find the human lord.” 

* * *
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Ozena paused at the edge of Harkenen, unsure and afraid. She had never visited the place and was not sure how she would be received, despite the Elder's words. What if they were wrong? What if it was the man, close by, who had arranged the attack, Ozena asked herself.  Yet she knew choices were limited, where else could a young elf such as her go for help? 

The young huntress summoned her courage, and looking about, she spied an elderly matron tending her garden in the early evening light. Taking a deep breath, she said desperately in the Common language, “Mistress, I offer apologies for disturbing you this night, but I beg help. My village in the forest has been attacked and my fellows lie slain... My sister is missing, she is but twelve summers... Please, mistress, help me. One of our Elders lies gravely hurt.” The words sounded strange to her and she hoped they had been correct. 

The woman looked at the young elf, flushed, breathless and clearly frightened. “My poor child! You look so frightened and upset. Tell me slowly what troubles you.” 

Ozena bit back tears, frustrated that she was forced to repeat herself. “The elven village...my sister is taken...the women and children are gone. The men...there is an Elder...a grandfather. He is hurt badly, dying in the forest, at the mercy of beasts. I am not a healer. Please, I beg you, I need help. Have you a healer here, men to help search?”

The old woman did not believe that an elf would make up such a tale and come running to a strange human village begging for assistance in such a manner without foundation. She had traded with the village and knew the risks elves ran.

“My son will fetch the Steward, Master Simon, and you can recount to him what you say has happened.”

Simon looked grave when he arrived. “You say the village is all but destroyed and the womenfolk missing? We saw smoke but thought no more of it. My lord would wish to know of this immediately. I will ride to him myself with word of this! Do not fret, miss, we will see this dealt with. It is a serious matter.” With that, he turned on his heel and quickly went about his task, riding swiftly to the manor whilst Ozena was taken to his house to wait, still unsure and afraid for her kin and her people. And above all feeling helpless.

Steward Simon stood in the parlour as Archos entered with Dii on his arm. “What troubles you thus that you ride at such speed to seek audience, Simon? Another visit from our Witch-Hunter friends?” 

Simon shook his head. “No... No, my lord. It seems there may be trouble within the forest. A young elf woman has come from their village with word that it has been attacked. She speaks of the men lying slain and the women and youngsters taken...and an old man lies badly wounded. It would seem slavers have dared to cross your lands, my lord.”

Archos looked angry and Dii felt him tense. “Slavers? You are sure of this? They are either extremely bold or bloody stupid. This girl, why was she not taken too?”

“The girl was certain. She was a hunter and not in the village at the time. There was smoke, my lord, but the wind was blowing it away, so it did not occur to me where it originated from. My lord, I shall ride with you to view the scene?” 

Archos turned to Olek and gently slipped his arm from Dii’s embrace. “Olek, we leave at once...I would see the truth of this for myself. This is grave news indeed, but we may be able to do something for the Elder.”

Turning to Dii, he kissed her hand. “We must go. You will be safe enough here, my Flower of the Dawn.” 

Taking his hand, she gazed at him. “You would leave me here? I would ask to come with you, my lord. I can be of use, and if we find the women then I may be able to provide comfort. I know what it is to be in the clutches of a slaver.”

Archos looked at her and touched her cheek gently, moved by her words. “Come then, fetch your cloak.”
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​​​​​​Chapter 8

[image: ]




Archos, Olek, Dii and Simon rode swiftly to Harkenen as the evening brought darkness. Ozena was waiting nervously as the Steward fetched a couple of village lads to assist where needed. Ozena hoped this human lord was not angry with her for disturbing him; she was not entirely convinced such a man would concern himself with the affairs of a small elven village. 

Dismounting, Archos saw the young elf’s apprehension and, wishing to comfort her, said in Elvish, “You would be the one seeking assistance, for it seems I have failed in my protection of your village?” 

Ozena gawped in amazement to hear the Elvish tongue spoken by one not Elfkind. She stammered, “Elvish? You speak the Forest Tongue?” 

Seeing the fear, and beneath it the surprise, Archos held out his hand, gently touching her arm, and within her head, the young elf heard, “I speak many languages for I have lived a long time and travelled far. You have nothing to fear from me, Ozena Lyn of the Elfkind. I am Archos, Archmage of the Arcane Realms and Lord of Tremellic, and I will assist you. You are safe with me and mine, and we will offer what comfort and assistance we can.”

The huntress blushed and replied in Elvish, “Lord, I am ashamed I must beg for help, that I am unable to help my village, and I thank you for the kindness I have received within your land.”

“It is not weakness to request help when it is needed, for the strength to see when that is so shows both cunning and resourcefulness. Now, you may ride to the forest with my lady Dii’Athella and then lead us along the path to your village, that we may see for ourselves what tragedy has been wrought upon your people,” Archos replied, reverting to Common.

Ozena nervously mounted the horse with Dii and held on tightly, clinging to the beast’s mane. Dii slid her arm around Ozena’s waist and said, “You will not fall. The horse is gentle and clever. Her hooves are sure upon the track, and she will not let you tumble. I am Dii, and I come to offer what assistance I can to you and your village.”

“My sister is gone; she is but twelve summers. She is a Spirit Child – a mage, the first born to the village for many years,” Ozena replied, desperately hoping another elf would understand.

Dii squeezed her hand. “We will see what can be learned. My lord has many ways and means at his disposal. Come, let us make haste.” 

* * *
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“I heard what these slavers do to the young wenches, Freddy...use ‘em over and over, if you get my meaning. They get made slaves to some rich fellow or put to work in the whorehouses. I do not know what’s worse...” one of the Steward’s lads from the Harkenen said to the other as they rode in the wagon to the edge of the forest.

“Aye, I heard how as they chain ‘em up in the Enclaves like they was condemned, the pretty ones get taken away like you say... Glad it ain’t my sister as is gone.”

Olek trotted his mount next to the wagon containing the lads. “Have you no respect? Because it is certain you have no tact. Miss Ozena’s sister is missing, along with most of the other women. Perhaps next time the slavers will not be so choosy and take your lasses...‘tis not only elven women get taken, but pretty human girls and even lads on occasion. Now show some respect unless you want Lord Archos to be informed of your rudeness? I am sure he would be most keen to hear, if he has not overheard your idle chat already.”

As the lads muttered their apologies, Olek nudged his mount up alongside the horse carrying the two elves. “At your service, ladies...”

Smiling, he stayed abreast and made idle chat with Dii, asking Ozena about life in the Shimmering Forest, trying to distract her from her grief; however, the canny half-elf was on the lookout for both trouble and information which might assist them. Alert, but at ease, his keen senses watched and listened, even as it seemed he was engaged in chat with the women.

Tethering the horses in a small clearing, they dismounted. Drawing his swords, Olek nodded to Archos before melting into the darkness, scouting around the edge of the village. Searching, looking for signs, because he knew that sometimes such raiders left a man on watch. However, he saw no one and returned to the others. “Perimeter is clear enough, no one left on guard in the immediate area. It’s a bit dark even for me to find a trail in these trees and I do not know the land here particularly well.”

Seeing what carnage lay before them on entrance to the village, Simon muttered in shock, “By the gods, who has done this?” Looking over to the two lads staring at the bodies, he shook his head sadly and continued, “What are your orders, my lord?” 

Archos glanced around, taking in the grim scene, and replied, “Check the houses, including outside in the gardens or animal pens, and make sure the dead are, in fact, dead. I doubt we will be that lucky that someone lies wounded but alive, however, it is a possibility. Fetch blankets, anything to wrap the dead. We will see to this survivor and hope we are in time.” 

Dii was saddened by the scene, so much needless death for the greed of slavers, and she squeezed Ozena’s hand. “Oh, I am sorry, such loss! Now I should help, see what can be done here, for the dead as well as the living.”

Walking to the husk of the Ancient Tree, she sadly ran her fingers along the scorched bark and, calling her Power, she cried, “Spirits grant me this night the strength and the Power to help those that have fallen here. Luna, Lady of the Sacred Moon; turn your light to us that we may provide for the spirits of the dead, and turn your sacred gaze upon those who are taken that they may gain comfort in their fear.” As she lifted her arms towards the moon, the clouds in the sky parted, the soft light bathing the village clearing.

“Bloody hell!” spluttered the lad, Freddy, as he left a cottage armed with blankets, and saw the light stream down. 

Seeing her cast the spell and graced in the light of the moon, Archos stood transfixed, almost holding his breath. For a moment, nothing existed but Dii and the moonlight, at least for him. As Olek returned, he saw his master mesmerised by the pretty young elf. “Not bad... What now?”

Archos tore his gaze away from Dii. “Indeed.... I will take Dii and tend to the old man; he can be escorted back to the village once healed. Now we have light, perhaps a trail may be more obvious. Take Ozena and scout among the trees beyond where he has fallen. See what you can find. Check there is no one else living among the undergrowth and scout the perimeter again.”

The mages headed to the area where the old man lay, after swift instruction to his location from Ozena. Archos hoped it was not too late, that the old man was still living after so much time. Close by lay a human, a sword wound slicing his belly open, spilling his guts upon the ground. The old man had not fallen easily it seemed.

“Dii, fetch me water, please; we need a brew against infection and a tea for fortitude. I know you packed some herbs, poultices and the small kettle. We can heal him well enough that he may ride to the village. We need fire, make it hasty.”

Crouching next to the old man, he looked over him: an Elder, rich in years, rich in knowledge. Noting the amount of blood and the torn clothing binding the wound, Archos thought it was a combination of sheer stubbornness and the cold that had stopped him from bleeding out, although the tourniquet had certainly helped.

Speaking in the language of the Elfkind, he said comfortingly, “Elder, I am Archos, lord of the valley yonder. I offer to you my friendship and the Power granted to me by the goddess Syltha to mend your wounds, if you will allow me. We come in friendship, to seek answers to this tragedy, and to find your kin if we are able.”

The old man whispered, “Lord Mage...I am honoured that you come...but please do not waste your magic upon an old man. You must seek the women and the young, find where they have been taken.”

Dii quickly gathered wood then, lighting a flame in her hand, blew it onto the tinder, weaving her hands until the fire took with a roar. Then she found the herb box, a small black pot and waterskin, and set to work, handing over what was required as fast as she was able.

As Archos split the blood-soaked leather breeches the old elf wore, he assessed the damage: a deep jagged wound in his leg that by a miracle had missed the artery. The old man’s ribs were broken, and the skin was split and bleeding. He could see the damage was great, however, and the first signs of infection were present. Archos touched the wounds and took the pain within himself, then carefully applied the poultice before closing the wounds with magic. 

The injuries knit slowly, even magic was not instant, and he bound the wounds with care. “That should ease you, Elder, although it will be a while yet until you are fully healed. Now my Steward will take you to his home, where you will be well-tended and safe. There will be food and rest for as long as you need it within the village. Once we find a trail, we will seek the women. I assure you we will see this evil avenged.”

He turned and viewed the terrible sight of the dead and looking to Olek, who had searched among the undergrowth as directed and returned with a brief headshake, the Archmage said, “I know a little of these rites. We need graves and items to offer to the Spirit Guides.”

A look of sadness and anger reflected in Ozena’s eyes, and her face was white with shock and grief. Dii stood close, offering what comfort she could, although of course, it was not enough.

Ozena wiped her eyes. “Forgive me, in my grief I had not thought... Yes, there is a Garden of Souls just to the north, among a grove of cherry trees. They should be taken there, and they will need something for each to take to the Other World as a suitable offering... The Elder may know best what is suitable.”

Archos nodded and replied, “Simon and his lads can see to that with the Elder’s guidance. I think we should seek a trail as I do not believe the slavers left no sign, although it will not be fresh. The Great River flows close to here, and there are inlets, barges could be brought close. The river runs through the land to the coastal city and many inlets and channels lead from it to villages and outposts.

“The slavers must have wagons or herded those taken to such. Assist Olek, Ozena, you are familiar with these woods.”

“Who would do such as this? These men fallen here defended their women and the old, yet it was not enough. What manner of men would slaughter and steal the women, the children?” Dale asked his brother, upset at the sight as they deposited blankets for use by the dead.

Simon gazed upon the scene and looked to Archos. “I do not know what manner of men, but such is this world it is so. Let us pray the women still live and can be recovered. We need to make haste that the dead may pass to the Other World as is fitting. Animals will come and the dead cannot be left. My lord, what would you have us do? I am ignorant of what is correct, and in my ignorance, do not wish to offend.”

Archos looked at his grim face and sighed sadly. “Graves...seek guidance from the old man, but I will leave this in your charge. Send for more help if you need. Afterwards, clear the area as best you can. There is much to be salvaged. I am sure the elves would not want stores to rot. Any elves we find will be accommodated in Harkenen or the other hamlets. We cannot expect them to return to the ruin of this place, at least not initially.”

* * *
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“Here...I see a trail, tramped down undergrowth and snapped branches as though people passed. This trail leads to the river....Perhaps they have gone that way and we may find them,” Ozena stated hopefully, and swiftly made move to follow.

Olek caught her arm and said quietly, “This trail is not recent, hours old at least; see, the blood is dry, and we do not know exactly when the village was raided. You said so yourself. You do know we may be far too late to find anyone this night, Ozena?” Seeing the urge to dive forward into unknown dangers in her desperation, Olek continued softly, “You must be cautious, lest we miss something of importance. There is the chance there may be guards remaining, even so.”

Looking at him, tears stinging her green eyes, Ozena sniffled. “I have to believe she is alive, and I will find her! Let me go and search, if you do not wish to.”

Gripping her arm gently, but with enough force to prevent her running, Olek replied, “Archos has many ways of finding people...it may not yet be too late. You know not what lies ahead. A good scout would not blunder forward unprepared into the unknown. You will do your sister no good if you fall to the slavers also. You think I would let you go alone? My lord has set himself to assist you and so then have I. Lord Archos is a man of his word in many matters and will see this through. You have my friendship and my blades. I will help you, but we must be rational and cautious. Men are often far more dangerous to track than beasts, especially men of this kind.”

Looking down, suddenly ashamed, Ozena knew the sense of his words; she nodded and fought back tears as the fear within twisted her guts. Olek motioned them both onward and as the trail led on, they picked up the smell of smoke on the air. The sound of male voices, and the crying of a woman, carried back to them. The woman cried in Common, “No! No... Leave me be... Please... No!” 

Olek stopped and whistled like a bird, two short and one long note. Archos looked up and, motioning to Dii, plunged into the forest with her on his heels.

Ozena shot forward, calling her sister's name. Olek swore, drew his swords, and plunged after her.

“Stay here. Olek and I will deal with this. If needs be, run. Do not wait for me,” Archos told Dii as they stopped at the edge of the trees, before the clearing. He kissed her, seeing the apprehension. “We will be fine, but just in case... Simon will take you home if needs be.” 

As Ozena broke through the trees, one of the guards chuckled. “Eh, what is this? A little elf slut that got away... Fresh sport, lads!” As he rose from his place at the fireside, his companion pushed away the unfortunate young elf who had been his recent victim. The young woman crumpled, sobbing, to the ground, but had the presence of mind to crawl away.

One of the guards grabbed for Ozena, catching her arm, and was greeted by a drakesword slicing into his arm and a voice that hissed in his ear. “One more move and I will cut you to pieces. She is not for you...slaver.” Olek spat, “Now on your knees.”

Trying to swing around, the man reached for his sword and was met by the other drakesword, which cleaved through his chest and dropped the man in a spray of blood. “Well, I warned him.” Olek shrugged as the man fell, spurting blood upon the trees and gurgling his last breath.

The injured elf crawled toward the trees and, seeing her, Dii sprang forward, offering comfort and tending to her injuries as best she could. The poor soul was sobbing and shaking. Gently Dii removed her cloak and wrapped it across her shoulders as she led her towards another female elf, bound and trembling.

Archos moved fast holding the guard who had raped the young woman in a grip like a vice. The wind swirled in the trees, wailing and thumping branches, and flames began to rise around his feet. In a dangerously quiet voice, the Archmage hissed, “Enjoy your sport this evening, raping and burning? You dare to set foot in this village on my lands and treat these women as such? You will beg forgiveness from them then you will tell me who dared to send you here.”

The guard began to whimper in fear as the Archmage's eyes glowed silver. Trying to wriggle, he slowly slid his hand down towards the dagger at his belt. Suddenly the dagger floated away from his fingers and hovered close to his eyes. “Do not think I will hesitate to kill you, slowly. Your life is nothing to me. You made your choice when you took that woman against her will this night and brought your slavers upon my land. Now you will tell me where the others are, the women and children from the village you destroyed?”

The guard trembled as the flames began to climb around him and the heat rose. Eyes watching the dagger floating before him, the man whimpered in terror until the ground around him became wet with his fear. “I do not know, Master. Taken to the city slave markets maybe...those two were part of our payment, that’s all. We are just here for coin and the...benefits. I am just a guard trying to earn a living. Some man named Rufus hired us, scarred, large man. Just picked us up to be guards, nothing more. He’s the boss of this outfit. They were just elves...not real women.” 

Archos growled a low sound, which was echoed by a sky bubbling with angry clouds and the dagger burst into flame. As the Archmage stepped back across his own ring of fire, the dagger plunged deep into the chest of the guard, searing and slicing between his ribs, who screamed and fell, writhing in the circle of flame.

The younger guard, who had been watching the captives before Dii approached, slid into the shadows, trying to avoid notice, a task at which he failed. He turned and fled seeing what had happened to his companions, only to be felled by Ozena. Leaping over, she shook him. “Where is she? Where is my sister? She is but twelve summers old! Tell me where they have taken her.” 

The lad, not far from Ozena's age, groaned in pain at the arrow through his leg. “I...I do not know... I was just following the others. I did not touch the girls...please...there were many girls taken.” 

Ozena stood above him, her hands trembling as she loaded another arrow. “She is small and young, she has hair like the snow and eyes like jet...a Spirit Child.” 

He began to cry and beg whilst Ozena stood above him, her anger bubbling and tears running down her cheeks, but she could not bring herself to kill him. She had never taken a human life and as he pleaded Ozena felt confused, a measure of pity mixing with the biting anger. As the boy groaned, Olek appeared next to Ozena. “Go help Dii with the women. It would help them to hear the Elvish tongue.”

Ozena turned to him. “I cannot kill him, he is just a boy.” 

Olek said quietly, “He would not show you mercy...or the women that were taken. Perhaps he did not participate, but he did not prevent what has occurred. You know he cannot live. There can be no survivors amongst the slavers.” With that, he slit the boy's throat, turned and walked away, not even casting a look back at the bleeding corpse.
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Once the dead were dealt with and the survivors set to return to safe haven in Harkenen, plans and instructions were formed for the salvage of what foodstuff, supplies and surviving livestock could be found. That would, however, be the task for future days. It would be some time before the forest reclaimed the village entirely, as it surely would. The dead slavers were removed from the village and the bodies left to animals and the ravages of nature, as the Steward deemed them unfit for burial.

In the ruins of Szendro, Ozena turned to Archos with tears stinging her eyes. “She was not there! She is gone... They will take her to this city. How do I get there? I cannot leave her there alone, she is a Spirit Child and very sensitive. I am not foolish. I know what may happen to her. Please...again I must beg of your assistance for I know not the way to the city.”

“My dear girl, do you think I would leave it here and not pursue the elves further? I promise you this, Ozena Lyn of the Elfkind: I will do everything in my considerable power to find those taken and avenge what has happened this day. However, there are many possibilities as to their whereabouts. Olek will leave on the morrow, after we have made appropriate plans, and pursue several lines of enquiry. There are ways to search for them. I offer you the hospitality of my house. You will be close enough to Harkenen that you may visit the elves there, and Dii may keep you company if you do not care for mine. You could not travel to the city alone, and were it so, I doubt you would find the information you chose. Those in the city would not be as tolerant of a lone elf as people in my valley. Olek has...contacts, as do I, businesses that may serve us well. You must trust me on this.” It was said kindly, but allowed no place for argument.

“I am so ashamed.” Ozena looked away. “I cannot help my sister. I have failed in my duty.” 

Archos looked intently at her, letting a comforting spell envelope the huntress. “Ozena, you have not failed. You sought help as soon as you were able. Had you been within the village, they would have taken you also, and we may not have known anything was amiss. Your sister and your fellows in the village would lay unburied and unlooked for. Come, let us return to the manor to make arrangements. The two young women and the Elder will be looked after well enough in Simon’s care.”

* * *
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Once Ozena was settled at the manor, Archos led Dii to the workshop. “You did well tonight and you looked like a goddess bathed in the light of the moon. My pretty Flower, Dii’Athella, I have for you a gift...an ancient staff once belonging to an elven sorceress. I acquired it some years ago, but it does not suit me as well as the one I now wield. You have been an attentive and clever student and even in a few short weeks your Power has grown, but a staff will enhance it and help protect you. It is carved from the branch of an Ancient Tree and set with a silver globe full of sapphires and clear stones of some value. I was told the story that they are the tears of the Sorceress Elthera and some say it contains a part of her.”

He handed her a tall staff of black wood carved with many ancient, arcane symbols. The top was adorned as the Archmage had described and as she touched the wood, Dii felt its Power and a sad song filled her head. Although she did not comprehend the Ancient Elvish words, she felt the sentiment. A warmth filled her as the elven sorceress, now nothing but a wisp and a memory, floated once around her then settled back within the ancient wood. 

* * *
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Archos sat in his parlour and meditated for a while, trying to calm his thoughts and the rage within him. He gazed at the fire, watching the flames leap and twist. Dii was with Ozena and knew to watch over her as Archos felt the young huntress would try and make for the city alone, given half a chance. The fire twisted in elemental fury for a while before settling a little, reflecting his mood in the flames.

The Archmage disliked slavers even more than he disliked Witch-Hunters. Slavery was not illegal; mages were slaves by default, at the whim of the Witch-Hunters to decree their fate, be it life shackled within the Enclave Prison, the possession of someone of power or in what they ironically referred to as the “hospitality” of the Order. Elves who lived within the Enclaves or taken from the Shimmering Forest were used, at best, as servants, but Archos was well aware of the fashion for the rich and powerful to keep an elf as a pretty play thing, to use and discard as they wished. Elves were seen in many places as less than cattle and, having no rights, they were at the whim of their owners. There was, unfortunately, a market for them. Those who were kept shackled were forced to live not only with the Banecrystal cuffs about them, which crippled magical ability and often the wearer through the pain and branded them as a mage or adept for all to see. Thus, if the mage was able to escape, it was virtually impossible for an elf or half-elf mage to hide. Those forced to live in the Enclaves rarely left, condemned to a life of poverty. An unaccompanied elf without the required papers was fair game for the Witch-Hunters and slavers, or anyone with nefarious intent. Even those which lived within the house of their masters, although often more fortunate in their treatment, still could not move freely, and it was often the case any offspring born to these servants became the property of the master.

Reaching a decision, he smiled unpleasantly and found his parchment and quill, scribbling a couple of notes:

This half-elf acts as my agent. He is to be given all the assistance that you would give to me. He acts in my name and with my authority. I trust you will oblige him and guarantee his safety. It would be unfortunate should I discover he has been denied or mistreated. 

Archos Terrian Stormrager, Lord of Tremellic. 

Sealing it, he fetched a couple of small velvet bags and set one next to the first scroll. The second scroll was of a more personal nature:

I seek information on the whereabouts of an elven mage child, white hair and eyes of ebony, captured by slavers. Also, information regarding a man known as Rufus; he is large and scarred, believed to run a slaver barge, or wagons. I am sure any information about, and disruption of, the slave market would suit many purposes. If, by chance, the child or information of her whereabouts happens to fall into your hands or perhaps any information of a recent consignment of elves to the Enclave, be sure I would be grateful.

The Oncoming Storm.

Calling for Olek, he settled back in the chair. “Ah, Olek...fancy a nice little trip to the city? I am sure you can make use of your considerable talents to seek information regarding the elves. There is a scroll authorising whatever you feel is best...in my name if needed. I am sure I do not need to tell you the pouch is for...expenses. If you would be so kind as to pay my regards to Darius Veltori of the House of Thieves when you are buying supplies for us, he might appreciate the call. I am low on arcana dust and could do with another marble bowl, you know the sort I prefer. Take what you need for payment. Perhaps you could drop into the Society of Hidden Secrets also and send my regards. As always, I trust your discretion in these matters. It should not take more than a few days if you wish to renew your acquaintance with any of the more...undesirable elements of the area, you have leave to do so. They can be forthcoming with information and hear many things others do not. Oh, and be careful, my friend. I will do what I can from here...and keep the ladies company.”

“As always, my lord, I am your servant,” Olek agreed, and with that, he left to make his arrangements.

* * *
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Dii half woke in the darkness of the chamber she now shared with Archos. The nightmare had sliced through her sleep like a knife. The events within the elven village had suddenly brought back the memories of her ordeal in the Order's dungeon. Although she had been barely conscious for a good deal of it, she remembered enough, that and what Joset had forced her to do...things which sometimes rose from the depths of memory. She whimpered as the images appeared unbidden and swirled around her head as real as they once had been.

Archos stirred as the woman next to him thrashed in fear at the dream. He heard her crying and whimpering. Gently he took her into his arms, releasing a comfort spell to calm her. “Hush, Flower. It is just a nightmare. Hush, you are safe with me, there is nothing to fear in my house.”

Dii woke, her eyes wide with fear and remembrance of the dream. As she felt his strong comforting arms around her, she snuggled close and whispered, “I was back again...in the dungeon. I remember what happened...what they did. It was confused, but somehow very real. I remember what my Keeper made me do. Those girls...what they had been through and what will happen to those we could not find. It made me think of it. I...I am sorry. I should be stronger. I am so ashamed of it all.”

Gently he kissed her and held her until she stopped trembling. “My beautiful girl, you are kind and gentle. No woman should have endured what you have been through. It will take a while for you to accept it...for the nightmares to cease. There is no shame in that, for you have suffered a great deal. I can help you...ease the memories. I cannot remove them, but I can help you to lock them away.”

He stroked her face tenderly. “You are safe here. No one will hurt you again, you are my girl now. You will become Powerful...one day no one will match you, but it will take time. Sleep. Sleep safely here.”

As he caressed her face and kissed her hair gently, Archos cast a sleep spell and held her until he was certain she slept. As he searched her mind, he found the memories red and blazing from the dream and he felt the pain she had stab deep within him. Taking the images, the hurt and the pain, the Magelord pulled them into himself, soothing and clouding them. He felt the pain, the humiliation, the shame and fear she had felt, and silent tears fell from him. Kissing her softly, he closed his eyes and considered his next move.

Silently he rose and dressed hastily before entering his workshop. Selecting a number of items and picking up his staff, he gave an evil smile and headed to the stables to find his favourite mount.

Archos arrived at the caves as clouds covered the stars. He let his mount wander knowing he would not wander far, even in a storm. As he entered the cave complex, the glowglobes lit and shone with their pale light. The walls were of a black rock in which were many crystals and the whole area glowed like the summer night sky. The cave always made him feel very alive with Power, but even he could not stay here for more than a few days or so, as the Power was so great it began to be painful. Idly he wondered if he should bring Dii here, to make love to her on the soft furs in the central cave, intense and surrounded by Power... Now that would be an experience. He smiled before chastising himself that it was a thought for another night when things were more settled and the missing elves were dealt with. 
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