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      This is an edited, revised version of Ancient Ruins prepared in advance of a new audiobook recording of the Ancient Dreams trilogy. In all honesty, this is something I’ve wanted to do for a long time. I made some serious mistakes when I wrote Ancient Ruins the first time, foremost among which was lacking funds to hire a proper editor.

      For new readers, what you’ll find within is the story of Sistina, my dungeon core analog dryad, and her love story with Phynis as they fight off fell enemies. It starts rather dark, but that’s often the case in my stories. I’m of the opinion that all is darkest before the dawn… and this is probably the darkest of my stories.

      For old readers, rest assured, I’ve taken pains to avoid changing the story as I edited. I attempted to keep the meanings while adjusting wordings and generally making the text flow more easily, particularly for the audiobook recordings. I hope you enjoy the adjustments if you buy this!

      In either case, I present to you my first published novel, Ancient Ruins.
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      Avendrial let out a gasp as Lord Gauros snarled out the words of a spell and it felt like something pierced deep into her chest to grip her heart. With a savage gesture, as if he were ripping something away, Lord Gauros sneered at her. Avendrial felt her soul shift and shudder to its very foundation as unimaginable agony ripped through her body and spirit.

      Falling to her knees, she managed to gasp out a single, plaintive inquiry. “W-why?”

      “I trusted you to do your tasks properly, and you failed me,” Gauros growled, his fist slowly clenching in front of him. The agony built upon itself as he kept speaking. “Now I will make you pay for your failures, harlot of the hells!”

      Avendrial’s pain kept her from voicing any protests to the contrary, almost causing her to black out. Blacking out would have been a mercy as her soul was slowly torn from her body. Her skin cracked like dried mud and black flames erupted from within. As Gauros fully clenched his fist at last, Avendrial’s soul was ripped free, and her flesh and bone collapsed into a pile of ashes.

      The painful experience stunned Avendrial for a moment. All around her, the spirit world overlaid reality, the vibrant energies surrounding the deep violet-red of her soul. Darkness surrounded Gauros, revealing his irredeemable damnation to those who could see it. In an instant, black chains formed around Avendrial, latching onto her painfully and dragging her downward toward the hells, where she’d slowly reform once again.

      But before she moved far, Gauros hissed out another spell, and a rippling web of crimson light shattered the chains, wrapping around her like a white-hot net that seared her soul. With a gesture the web drew toward him, and his dark eyes glittered with malice.

      “You think I’ll allow you to reform in whatever hell you came from? That I’ll allow you to return for vengeance? I think not, harlot. Nor will I grant you the mercy of an easy death,” he growled, smiling thinly as she was pulled closer.

      As Avendrial approached Gauros, his hands seemed to grow larger as well. It took her a moment to realize it wasn’t his hands that were growing, but instead she was shrinking. The searing web slowly compressed her until she was smaller than the smallest joint of Gauros’ fingers. She tried to plead for mercy, but as a spirit she had no voice, and her powers were suppressed, leaving her with no escape.

      One of Gauros’ gigantic hands vanished, only to return a moment later with a perfect ruby cradled in his palm. Avendrial had never seen such a beautiful jewel before, its facets perfectly cut to accentuate its beauty, and seeming almost ten times her present size. With another gesture, his web dragged her toward the jewel, and Avendrial’s terror intensified. She risked the pain, struggling to escape the web, but her efforts were fruitless.

      As she struggled, Gauros spoke, explaining his plans gleefully. “You will be trapped in a soulgem enchanted to hide your presence, to hide your very existence. It will be powered at first by your own magical strength, and when that is exhausted it will dissolve your memories and very soul as fuel to sustain itself. Over the course of ten thousand years or more it will drain you to nothing. Your memories and name will be forgotten, until you are naught but the barest spark of awareness, a flicker that will be snuffed out by the very enchantment that will prevent anyone from realizing you exist at all!”

      The web dragged her into the jewel as he spoke, every line burning deep into Avendrial’s soul, until she was at the very center of its lattice. She passed dozens of sigils and mandalas, layers of spells built into the jewel with horrific perfection. Trapped at the very center of the jewel, the spells pulsed to life as Avendrial’s energy brushed against the innermost circle. The circle drew upon her power despite her attempts to hold it back, fueling the spells Gauros had forged into the ruby.

      He smiled down at the jewel, and she could just barely hear him as he murmured. “An excellent way to deal with you, I think. And if anyone asks, I simply don’t know where you went.”

      Avendrial pressed herself against the walls of her prison, looking out and up at Gauros in confusion and rage, struggling to free herself as he slowly tossed the ruby into the air several times. The entire world seemed dyed red, and she finally murmured to herself in the privacy of her own mind. “But what did I do?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Time flowed strangely within the ruby, or at least Avendrial’s perception of time was off. At times, it seemed that days, months, and even years passed by like lightning, while at other times, a single hour would feel like an eternity. Most of her first decades of imprisonment were spent within Gauros’ vault, resting on a dusty pile of jewels. A part of Avendrial wondered if anyone else was trapped in the other gems, but there was no way for her to know. Not when she was trapped in her ruby prison.

      As time passed, the enchantments hummed silently around her, inexorably leeching away her innate magic like a near-imperceptible thief. Fragments of power gained over the course of millennia vanished, leaving an aching void in their wake. And with them, as Gauros had threatened, she lost memories.

      Her name was the most important thing in her life, and that was what she lost first. A demon’s most valuable, dangerous possession, their true name described everything they were. Their ambitions, hopes, dreams, and the very essence of their being. As such, the loss all but crippled her. Her strength of will and resolve faded as she lost the clarity of who and what she was. She could remember parts of who she was, who she’d been, but her ability to resist the enchantment’s siren song faded swiftly. And as lack of focus dulled her senses, her interest in the outside world waned along with them.

      Even language was slowly forgotten, and the demon could do little. Little except reminisce over what little she remembered, and let time pass her by. And pass by it did, until one day, as she idly watched, an explosion of shadow-hued flames blew Gauros through the vault’s wall. The human was old and gaunt, his once-dark hair had turned white, yet she could see the intensity of his power. It had only grown with time… but it didn’t save him.

      She watched, finding herself vaguely intrigued as Gauros was torn apart by a pack of horse-sized spectral hounds. She didn’t remember what he’d done to gain her ire, not exactly, but she felt a degree of satisfaction as he died horribly before her red-hued sight. Moments later another man stepped into the vault, a skeletal figure in black robes wielding a black stone staff. The man searched the room, taking everything of value, including her prison.

      And for a time, all was darkness.

      The next she saw light, it was as a gleaming blade of holy fire cut through the pouch, spilling her prison on the ground as the skeletal man burst into flames. He quickly fell to a pair of gleaming knights accompanied by a half-dozen other mortals. While no one else seemed to notice, she certainly noticed when most of the gems, including her own, were palmed by a friendly-faced young man in leather armor.

      The young man passed her gem into the hands of a merchant in exchange for a clinking bag of coin. From the merchant she went to an angularly handsome man who admired her, and whose throat was slit by another in the assassin’s guild. She was given away as a bribe by the man’s successor, and her awareness of the individuals who held her prison began to slip and fade.

      As her memories slowly drained away, she passed from hand to hand, from merchant to buyer, until she was set into a golden pendant and hung on a shelf to wait. She was content to wait, her mind gloriously blank as she simply let time pass her by. Her jewel was the entirety of her world now, and she almost ignored the world outside.

      One day, everything changed. Her placid introversion was shattered when she’d gathered only two layers of dust. Of course, the jeweler had quickly wiped away the dust, but it was the only sense of time she had. On that fateful day, she looked outside and met the sparkling blue gaze of a young elven woman staring at her.

      The elf was beautiful, with elegant features and long black hair combed behind her pointed, mobile ears. More importantly the glimmering blue of the elf’s eyes were the first color to break through her crimson world in longer than she could remember, rousing her as she stared at the maiden with just a hint of longing… though what she was longing for, she wasn’t entirely certain of. Not anymore. But a hint of… something different intrigued her about the elven maiden. As if a silent chord had been struck between them, like destiny unfolding. So the demon ceased her introspection and watched as the young woman fiercely bargained over her price before triumphantly purchasing her ruby prison.

      The young elf lived far away, across a plain on the outskirts of an ancient, primeval forest. She wore the necklace frequently, and despite the enchantment, the name of the young woman slowly stuck in the demon’s mind. The elf was Sistina Constella. She was a noble of some form, and she lived in a beautiful elven city carved of white stone. At night globes of crystal that shone like the full moon caused the stone to practically glow. Within the vast city, the demon’s favorite places were the gardens Sistina frequented. Each garden was a riot of colors, and rare plants broke through her crimson haze.

      New memories formed at last, memories that resisted the enchantment’s attempts to dissolve them. Nights at balls where hundreds of guests swirled about the dance floor, Sistina laughing as she nearly tripped a young prince, and him laughing in turn. The night when Sistina had her first kiss, and the demon’s jealousy that she couldn’t accompany Sistina herself. The journey into the deepest parts of the forest, where Sistina met many fey and consulted an age-old nymph monarch, the unnatural beauty of the nymph awing both of them before Sistina was gifted with a few words of advice, a golden willow seed, and a kiss.

      Eventually, Sistina became the head of her family, and over the years she wore the necklace frequently. Children were born, lovers were had, and the only companion the demon possessed was Sistina. The elf would talk to her necklace as if to an old friend, even when others teased her about it. The necklace was kept in a small box of Sistina’s keepsakes from her youth, including the willow seed. But despite everything, and every wish the demon had, Sistina aged. She grew older and wiser as time passed. When Sistina stepped down from her position in her dotage, the demon grew anxious, pressing against the walls of her prison desperately. The only thing she could remember was Sistina, with the rest of her past no more than scattered fragments. Her entire life had been within the ruby, but she would have given everything to keep Sistina alive a little longer.

      She cried when Sistina peacefully passed one night, weeping within the jewel for the only friend she had. A sense of gratitude pervaded her when the keepsake box was placed in Sistina’s hands by the elf’s children before she was placed in the coffin and interred.

      In the silence and darkness of the tomb, she had nothing to occupy her attention for the first time in ages. She sat in the keepsake box in utter silence, and slowly, gently drifted off into a dazed reminiscence. Only once was she disturbed, when the tomb vibrated and shifted, causing her ruby prison to bounce within the box. Then it went silent once more, and the earth calmed. Time slowly passed, and her soul dimmed. Her time was reaching its end, but she was happy she could rest with Sistina, as only those memories stubbornly persisted in the face of the enchantment destroying her.

      Yet it wasn’t her end. One day the lid of the box cracked open, and she drowsily saw the dirt-caked face of an unkempt human. Her daze gave way to anger as he wrenched the box from Sistina’s long-dead grasp, and if she had been able, the demon would have killed him herself.

      She didn’t have to. As he fled, he triggered a trap. A flash of white-hot flame erupted around her as she went spinning through the air. She found herself and the scorched willow seed bouncing across the pale stone of a massive cavern dotted with ruins and long-dead plants. Behind her the grave robber was incinerated, but she was filled with horror at the sight. The lovely gardens she’d walked through with Sistina were one of her few remaining memories, and the gardens were gone. Gone along with Sistina herself and grief wracked her for an eternal moment as she spun through the air. But her ruby, still warm from the flames, hit a stone that redirected her path.

      The impact cracked the perfect facets of her ruby, and a hint of her remaining power began to leak out. There wasn’t much of her left, and though she didn’t fully understand what was happening, she realized that this was the end. That her time was up.

      Her jewel came to rest against the scorched willow seed at last, her constant companion for untold years. The seed was dry and lifeless from the past centuries, and she mentally bade it farewell as she closed her eyes.

      Then it changed. Slowly, ever so slowly, her energy soaked into the seed and drew it back from death. As it recovered, light came and went, shining through gigantic crystals high above her on the cavern roof. Her consciousness was beginning to fade, her soul guttering and on the verge of dissolution. Words, memories… all of it was beyond her reach as she faded, approaching her eternal slumber.

      Until one day, the scorched seed sprouted. The first tiny root followed the stream of her energy, latching onto her ruby. Slowly, bit by bit, it reached into the crack, growing and expanding the fracture. One circle of sigils after another cracked and shattered under its assault, and she only vaguely felt it as each segment of her prison was broken. Until at last, the root pierced the final barrier, freeing her from the gemstone. She was a last, guttering spark of the person she’d once been. Around her, black chains took form once more, and she felt the faintest hint of fear as she realized they were coming for her. But at that moment, the tiny root reached out and touched the spark of her existence… and all at once, she and the unborn tree became one, it as the body, and her as the soul.

      Their last thought was the same as she was absorbed into the seed and their roots began to spread.

      Sistina.
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      Growth came slowly in the intermittent, dim light of the cavern, and the dry soil wasn’t much help. In fact, it was a wonder she could grow at all. What little moisture existed felt slightly wrong as well, but she had no other options. She could only sink her roots deeper into the ground and strain to spread her branches to gather more light.

      As time passed, she found that she could feel… something nearby. It was a faint warmth, but it was just out of reach in the earth below her. So, she focused everything she could on reaching it with her roots. It took a great deal of time, but eventually her roots touched the warmth’s source. It was like touching a sphere of deep golden light, its warmth slowly infusing and supporting her. Her roots spread into the light, and she began to drink deeply, the golden light entwining itself with her own emerald radiance. As the light infused her, she realized it was allowing her to grow faster and healthier, without many of the difficulties she’d encountered before. A core of warmth grew within her, both comforting and familiar. She reveled in the sensation, but mostly she grew in earnest.

      Her branches grew longer, then finally began to dangle properly. As her core of warmth expanded, she watched in fascination as tiny glimmers of light began dancing along the length of her branches, glittering softly in the dim cavern. Due to her hazy memory, she wasn’t sure if a tree of her type should have smooth white bark, but she didn’t truly care. Either way, she thought the lights glittering on her branches were beautiful.

      As she grew, her ability to perceive her surroundings slowly expanded. She was growing near a fouled pond, fed by a spring below the ground, and she was rather embarrassed that she hadn’t realized she was only twenty feet from a water source. The water was disgusting to absorb, but it was all she had for sustenance. All around her, she could feel and see what seemed like the stones of a… mausoleum? No, it was a full graveyard, she realized as her mind put the pieces together out of vague memories. Behind her, opposite the pond, was a large tomb with its walls cracked and crumbling, the door hanging open and blackened as if by a fiery explosion. Other crumbling edifices around her seemed to have been severely weathered by time and some other form of violence which had shattered many of them, and crumbling towers and buildings could be seen in the distance. Her vision beyond her immediate presence was cloudy and vague, but she had impressions of what lay beyond, while her senses grew in clarity the closer things were.

      Examining the soil around her roots, she found it was rocky and depleted for the most part, in addition to being rather dry. She doubted it would allow her to grow to full height, even with the support of the warm energy. Wistfully imagining the rich, dark soil which perfectly suited her, she felt the core of warmth inside her react. The sensation startled her, but she let it continue out of curiosity. Threads of golden energy flowed through her and into the ground, slowly taking the form of vaguely familiar symbols. Her glow diminished, but as it did, the soil changed, transforming into the type she’d imagined. Rich and dark, it was the kind of soil she wanted to bury her roots in, and she let out an inner sigh of satisfaction as the last dirt in her immediate area changed. The process was exhausting, though, and for a time, she almost fell dormant, as if she was sleeping while the warmth restored itself.

      Recovering took an unknowable amount of time for her. The light came and went many times, as the warmth gathered within her once more, permeating her branches, roots, and veins. And as the light changed, she felt the cavern growing warmer, and from deeper in the cavern she felt a slow, warm wind blowing toward the other end. It was a different warmth than was within her. Her glow pulsed with a warm gold-green light. The wind was comfortable despite that. After a time, she began experimenting with the warmth, carefully trying not to exhaust herself as much as the first time. Sending out streamers didn’t do much, she found. So instead, she tried pushing it outward in a sort of bubble. The result was entirely unexpected.

      Pushing outward weakened her, but it also expanded her sight. It didn’t collapse when she stopped pushing, instead allowing her to retain her ability to clearly sense what was in the area. Cautiously testing, she also found she could change the air inside her bubble, similar to how she was able to change the soil, though it wasn’t quite as easy. With that in mind, she turned her attention to the pool of water, examining it hungrily. She wanted good water, not this… filth.

      Time steadily rolled on, but she didn’t pay it any mind, instead focused on her goal. She slowly expanded her bubble toward the pond, but found that unfortunately, it had to remain roughly a sphere around her, which dramatically slowed her efforts. It took her a long time, pushing outward inch by inch. She wasn’t certain how long it took, but eventually, she managed to envelop the edge of the pool as the periods of light grew shorter yet again. She was elated the first time she managed to purify the water, despite her utter exhaustion. But her happiness soured as she watched the pure, clean water flow downstream, quickly replaced by the foul water once more. With a mental growl of annoyance, she glowered at the pond, digging in her mental heels. She wouldn’t be defeated by a mere pond!

      Through sheer, dogged determination, she expanded her bubble toward the pool’s source. She found all sorts of things which intrigued her in the pond, from jewelry to rusted metal plates, but most of the foul mud simply disgusted her. Cool wind blew into the cavern, the reverse of the warmth she’d felt before, and light slowly cycled between long and slow periods. A part of her whispered that each of these periods must be a day, the rising and setting of the sun, and the warm and cool winds must be a side effect of the seasons changing. When she realized what they were, she spent a few months idle, contemplating the sun she couldn’t remember having ever seen, and the seasons that she knew existed outside her cavern. She’d never seen any of them, yet she knew things about them. It struck her as odd.

      She mentally frowned at the odd sensation of the unknown knowledge. It was like the information had always been in the back of her mind, but she hadn’t been able to recall it until something reminded her of its existence. It was strange and aggravating, and yet exciting at the same time. Eventually, she shook off her contemplation and went back to the most important thing in her life, as she saw it. Destroying her archnemesis, the source of the pond’s foul water.

      Eventually, she encompassed not only the entire pond, but she was delving into the earth beneath it, still trying to find what was fouling the water. Finally, only a few feet below the pool on the opposite side of the pond, she paused in surprise as she found an uneven, cracked ring of stone. The ring was inscribed with runes which flowed with a dark warmth, similar to her own warm energy, but subtly different. She paused on seeing it, since the ring seemed to be the source of the foulness, the water coming from the other side relatively pure by comparison. A tingling seeped through the back of her mind—there was something familiar about the inscriptions. She paused, looking at the odd device, trying to determine why it seemed so familiar.

      Weeks passed as she pieced together fragments of knowledge. One by one, realizations fell into place. The warmth, the green-gold light… it was all mana. Mana was the source of magic, and all things generated mana to some degree. The glow her roots had tapped into was an earth node, one of the places where rivers of earth mana converged and caused an upwelling of power, power which was sustaining her.

      Still, none of the initial knowledge helped with the inscription. Deciphering it took still more time. Slowly, it dawned on her that the inscription was an enchantment. Instinctively, she knew it was designed to purify the water, but the ring was damaged, and the runes were misaligned. Instead of purifying the water, the enchantment was causing the ring to corrupt it. Still, from what she could tell, it wouldn’t be too hard to fix the enchantment by pushing the ring back into place, so she gently began to ‘push’ the stone back into alignment to make it whole once more.

      It was harder than she’d initially expected. It took a lot of energy to push the stone into place since she was using mana to move it. By the time she finally fixed the inscription, she was exhausted again and knew it would take her quite some time to recover. But the moment the inscription was fixed, the ring began cleansing the water once more, allowing it to flow clear and pure again. It took her a few weeks to recover, then a couple more to fully cleanse the pond, but finally it was free of filth, and she felt her body quickening due to the better sustenance. Yet even so… there was something about the water. Some hint of power to it which felt strange.

      As time passed, she decided to continue spreading her bubble of clarity, or as she thought of it, her domain. This time she didn’t have a specific goal, though, so she just slowly spread out. After keeping track for a while, she decided the air seemed to move in response to spring and fall. They were about six months apart, and those seemed the most likely seasons to cause the air to move through the caverns.

      It was when her domain enveloped the entrance of the tomb that she stopped moving or spreading her domain for a long, long time as grief overwhelmed her. Carved into the broken, ancient stone was a name. She couldn’t read it—she couldn’t focus that closely—but she knew the name instinctively, as though it had been seared deep into her mind and had been forgotten until that very moment. Sistina Constella… a name of such import that it left her reeling. A name which overwhelmed her with both grief and longing.

      If a tree could’ve cried, she would have. And for more than a year she did nothing, simply grieving, weeping internally, like the weeping willow she was.
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        * * *

      

      She repaired the tomb once she felt she’d grieved enough, remaking it like new with her power as she ignored the drain on her energy. To fully restore the tomb took months, almost a year on its own with the breaks to recover her mana. The damaged sarcophagus was restored, and Sistina’s corpse was repaired as well. She even carefully returned Sistina to how she’d looked when she was alive, at least according to her vague memories. It almost looked as though Sistina was sleeping, and she placed a new keepsake box in her hands. She filled the box with copies of most of the items which had originally been within, including the pendant and seed. Finally, she sealed the tomb once more. She was still anguished, but it had eased some of her grief.

      But one day, while she was restoring the tomb, she paused in shock as something unusual occurred. The shoot of a simple weed poked above the soil she’d restored at the edge of the pond. It wasn’t anything impressive, but she could feel it, almost as though it were a part of her. The tiny plant was growing quickly and happily, despite the lack of sunlight, and it had grown from a seed she would have sworn had dried out and died long before. The seed’s connection to her was almost total, as it joyfully sent her the faintest stream of its mana as an offering.

      She’d already realized that expanding her domain took vastly more mana the larger the area grew. As she expanded, the cost was growing so much that she’d determined it was unlikely her domain would ever reach more than a hundred feet in every direction, but the tiny plant changed things. If she could grow more plants and add their mana to her own, she just might be able to expand her domain immensely… if given enough time.

      So, she began cultivating plants in her spare time. It was fascinating to realize she could revitalize even ancient, dead seeds with her mana. Even those plants she knew shouldn’t be able to grow in the same climates as one another were somehow able to not just grow here, they were able to thrive despite the darkness.

      It was several years later when she discovered the source of the water’s odd energy. Deep below the pond, nearly two hundred feet down, she discovered a glowing blue orb like her earth node. The water node was potent, surging with power which almost matched her earth node, and she eagerly began drawing on its power, causing her emerald mana to grow still more vibrant, and her domain to grow still faster.

      The cavern was almost two miles long, and a half-mile across with a slight curve to it. Spreading her domain through the entire cavern took decades, and since she was near the rear half of the chamber, it meant her domain encompassed large portions of stone. When she had time, she slowly expanded the cavern, carefully ensuring the ceiling wouldn’t come crashing down on her while she added to the area where she could grow plants. Eventually, she found that rarer, more beautiful plants and trees produced more mana. So she carefully cultivated the cavern within her domain with the rarest plants she could, creating large gardens and places of beauty. She could have cultivated them at random, but she didn’t want to do that. Besides, she found that making the gardens correctly, with proper paths between them, allowed mana to flow through the cavern more easily, and actually increased the flow of mana she could absorb by reducing the waste.

      As she expanded, she removed most of the ruins of homes and graves by the simple expedient of sinking them into the ground until they were fully out of the way. Her work took little concentration, considering how slowly things progressed, and she gradually grew taller and taller, eventually almost brushing the ceiling two hundred feet above. She improved the clarity of the crystal in the ceiling, allowing brighter light to pass through it. When she found a damaged but faintly functional elven glow-globe, she studied it for a decade to determine how it worked, then created new ones on the ceiling, ones which would provide ‘sunlight’ during the day to help her gardens to thrive. It wasn’t easy to make the globes, but she persevered despite that. She reinforced the walls of the cavern after an earthquake caused a small collapse in a corner, making the stone both stronger and more flexible.

      The day she found an axe-head, she recoiled in horror. The realization of what it was and that it could be used to cut down a tree like herself was unpleasant. After recovering, she examined the axe-head with morbid curiosity. It was metal, she reasoned, and her roots had found ore down below, so she began reinforcing her trunk and branches with some of the metal she’d found. It would strengthen her body against attacks and make her more durable. She could only use the lighter metals, like mythril, since otherwise she feared she’d grow too heavy, causing her branches to break under their own weight. Integrating it into her trunk and branches wasn’t easy, taking years to manage without impacting her health.

      Eventually, she claimed not only the entire cavern, but also parts of each of the tunnels exiting the chamber. She was faintly bemused to find the decayed campsite of the tomb raider whose actions had led to her sprouting. She considered it for a while before burying everything and continuing her expansion, though at last she was forced to cease expanding her main cavern for fear of collapse. A few hundred feet beyond the entrance, she found a cave-in had prevented anyone else from following in the tomb robber’s footsteps, but a gap near the ceiling still allowed a hint of wind to enter the caverns.

      She melded the collapse into the walls before continuing her slow, steady expansion through the cavern tunnels, happily expanding her domain and adding scattered small caverns with their own glow-globes and pockets of vegetation wherever she felt it was safe. Along the way she found other sections of what had once been the elven city, but she ignored those since they were buried in solid earth and stone.

      She was surprised when the first bear appeared, following the scent of her plants in search of berries. Still, she wasn’t displeased, as after a few days it also linked to her, granting a bit more mana than the plants did. The bear also seemed to obey her desires to some extent, allowing her to guide it and keep it away from the more delicate plants. It was shortly followed by more bears, then a group of deer, which took a bit firmer of a hand to keep from destroying her gardens. Fortunately, the deer were quickly followed by a pack of wolves. She eventually managed to link to them and found that, like the ground, she could likely modify the animals to a degree. Not that she intended to just yet. Instead, she tried to separate the three species into caverns other than her main one, ones which were less perfectly organized. She preferred to keep her original, primary cavern to herself.

      She was alone, but she found she was quite content, at least for now.
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      Lily gasped for air as she clambered over another rock, her breathing labored as she glanced down the hill, afraid she’d see one of the orcs, or even worse, the Enforcer himself. She couldn’t see any of them currently, but that just heightened her anxiety. Not knowing where they were was somehow worse than seeing them bearing down on her. Even the thought of the monsters infesting the mountains wasn’t enough to make her slow down.

      She’d caught a glimpse of the three the previous night, and she’d been running with renewed vigor ever since. The thought of what would happen to her if she was captured made her shudder with revulsion and terror. As far as she was concerned, almost anything would be better than being captured again. If it weren’t for the inability to hurt herself, she might have tried throwing herself off a cliff. How Lady Tanna had convinced an Enforcer to come after Lily was beyond her imagination.

      Lily almost ran past the cave, but with the way the shadows fell, she guessed it was deeper than it appeared. Heart pounding, she glanced behind her, hesitating for a few seconds. If there was something hostile inside the cave, she wouldn’t have much chance of survival without a weapon, but she might throw off her pursuers. So she plunged into the dark cavern without hesitation, praying she might be able to escape as the soft sound of her shoes striking dirt and stone echoed down the tunnel.
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        * * *

      

      Following the slave’s tracks over another ridge, Enforcer Gideon paused to pick out her trail again, annoyed by how much time it was taking. A single foolish order from Lady Tanna had allowed the dawn elf slave’s escape. The especially annoying thing was that the slave wasn’t particularly valuable. That being the case, Lady Tanna insisting on sending him after the slave was simply a waste of time and resources when a normal group of slavers could’ve tracked down the jumped-up gardener and captured her. They were too far from the woman’s homeland for her to reach the border, and she wasn’t valuable enough to justify his time.

      But Lady Tanna had been strident, and the Adjudicator had sent him after the slave after a long, impassioned tirade by the noblewoman. Gideon sighed in irritation, following her tracks down the hillside, then paused as he looked at the cavern her tracks led to, frowning thoughtfully. There were faint tracks from both bears and wolves leading into the cavern, and he crouched down to examine them more closely, his confusion growing. Deer as well? That was extremely odd. What were deer doing in a cave? After a moment, he shook his head and looked at his guards.

      “Weapons out. It looks like there might be wolves or bears inside. Remember, take the slave alive and without doing too much damage. Lady Tanna wants her back in one piece,” Gideon ordered. The two orcs just grunted and nodded in response.
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        * * *

      

      She was slow to notice the presence of intruders, considering she was at least somewhat aware of everything in her domain. Still, she had the excuse of being distracted as she considered new fragments of knowledge, and only found her attention drawn as the elf half-tripped over a vine in one of the tunnels.

      The sight of the woman was surprising, as she was the first non-animal she’d seen so far, aside from the bodies she’d found in the graveyard. The elf couldn’t be too old, no more than halfway through her first century if she judged correctly, and her pale skin had an unusual gold hue to it. Her ears were long and mobile, and she had soft blonde hair which must normally reach her waist, though it was currently tangled and messily braided. She was about five and a half feet tall, which was average for an elf, and dressed in worn, simple clothing which covered a modestly attractive body. The elf’s eyes were light blue, and darted about as she rushed through the tunnels, straining to see even with her enhanced eyesight.

      What surprised the willow, though, was that she sensed something from the elf. She felt some kind of sigil or inscription on the elf’s lower abdomen, just below her navel. It was dark and twisted, yet it felt quite familiar. It almost jogged a memory, a tantalizing fragment that distracted her as she watched the elf. It was slightly amusing that the elf had somehow avoided all the smaller caverns as she stumbled through the complex.

      Then she noticed a group following the elf through the tunnels, occasionally pausing to find the marks showing her passage. This group was headed by the massive, seven-foot frame of an orc, the tanned creature pig-like in appearance, with large tusks protruding from its mouth. It was wearing leather armor and wielding a large club and shield, all of modest quality. After the orc came a human wearing black leather armor and a hood. She felt an inscription of his own on his right arm. The marking was even darker than that of the elf’s, but it didn’t feel nearly as twisted. His short-cropped hair was dark brown, as were his eyes. Moderately handsome, he was six feet in height and rather muscular himself. He had a high-quality crossbow and a pair of short blades hanging from his belt, somewhere between daggers and swords. A second orc followed the man, watching for trouble.

      This group moved faster than the elf, despite being more methodical in their movements. It took her a minute to realize they were simply more efficient, and the orc in front was regularly sniffing, likely following the woman’s scent.

      As she looked at them, a memory stirred in the back of her mind, and it wasn’t one the inscriptions had inspired. No, it was a memory of having a body like the intruders. As the memory struck, her attention lapsed slightly as she fell into contemplation, trying to remember what having a mobile body was like.
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        * * *

      

      Lily was both relieved and worried when she saw the faint shimmer of light ahead, along with the pungent scent of plants. But far more worrying was the handful of grunts she’d heard behind her. She recognized the sound of an orc, and it had been growing closer. The Enforcer couldn’t be far behind the orc, so she didn’t have time to worry about what was ahead of her. Lily’s only choice was to run if she wanted to escape.

      But even with that in mind, she froze in shock when she came around the corner and looked into the cavern, her mouth agape.

      Crystals blazed like miniature suns on the ceiling of the cavern, a large crystal emitting what appeared to be natural sunlight from above. All around the room in a large, almost maintained garden of sorts, she saw countless flowers, trees, bushes, and other beautiful plants, each with small paths winding among them. There was something odd about the plants, but she didn’t have time to consider them. No, this place looked like someone had deliberately groomed it, and that meant she might be able to find help. The thought buoyed her hopes ever so slightly, and Lily shook herself.

      In the distance she could see a tree which looked like the centerpiece of the cavern, stunning to the point she knew it would have had a shrine back home. It looked vaguely like a willow tree, but the bark was smooth white like an aspen’s, and its branches glittered with sparkling light visible from where she stood. It almost looked like there were ruins of buildings around the edge of the cavern, but the only one which looked intact was near the tree itself. So after a moment of hesitation, Lily raced toward the tree, praying there was someone who could help her. Someone who would respond to her pleas.
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        * * *

      

      Entering the cavern caused Gideon to pause in surprise. Such a sight within a mountain was beyond merely unusual, but he set it aside for later, as he’d caught a glimpse of their quarry. The elf was running toward the massive tree, which meant her time was almost up.

      He signaled the orcs to pursue with a grin, speaking calmly. “Finally, there she is. Catch her.”

      The two orcs grunted, one speaking in a deep voice. “Yes, boss.”

      Breaking into a ground-devouring jog, Gideon noticed the mana in the air seemed to be particularly rich as he dodged around a couple of trees. The orcs simply smashed through the barriers in their way, barely even slowing for the branches in their paths. Gideon wondered what the Adjudicator would make of this place when he gave his report. Maybe he’d be rewarded if it proved valuable, which would make the task worthwhile.

      As he circled another tree, Gideon found he’d gained on the slave. She was near the big tree, but he thought that she’d be able to hear him clearly now, and he shouted out an order. “Slave, halt and do not resist being captured in any way!”

      He grinned as the elven woman suddenly skidded to a stop, unable to run any further. The enhanced hearing elves possessed was sometimes a blessing, though it was sometimes annoying. Gideon slowed, breathing slightly easier as he approached the elf at a casual pace. The elf turned around, blinking back tears as she tried to hide her despair. It took him a few minutes to reach her, during which time the two orcs slowed as well, laughing softly as they did so, one shoving the other as he looked the elf over, licking his lips.

      When he finally got there Gideon nodded in satisfaction, a thin, cruel smile crossing his face as he spoke harshly. “You have caused me quite a bit of irritation, slave. Since Lady Tanna insisted I come after you, I was taken away from more important tasks to hunt you down. Perhaps I should let my troops have their way with you as punishment for your attempted escape before we take you back? I…”

      Gideon enjoyed the look of terror dawning on the elven woman’s face, and he was about to continue when the tree trunk rippled, drawing his attention away from the whimpering elf.

      “P-please, let me go,” the slave almost whispered, her voice trembling as she stood there, hugging herself and staring at the orcs in terror as they flanked her. The orcs were grinning as at Gideon’s suggestion. “I just want to go home.”

      Gideon ignored her mewling, watching the tree as it rippled again, and with a third ripple, a long, shapely leg stepped out of the tree. The skin of the leg was pure white, matching the bark of the willow, and the only markings on it were a handful of lines and whorls that looked like the smooth grain of a wooden plank. Without pausing, a woman stepped out the tree. She had wide hips, a narrow waist, large breasts, and a breathtakingly beautiful face. Her skin was perfectly formed of patterned white wood, and her eyes were the deep green of fresh shoots, while her lips looked like burnished gold. Her golden hair was long and flowing, falling almost to her knees, and she extended a hand in front of herself, flexing it almost curiously as she ignored Gideon’s stare. She was as tall as he was, and it took Gideon only a moment to realize she had to be a dryad of some type, even if he’d never heard of one living under a mountain before.

      “Well, at least something of value came from this pathetic task,” he sneered, smirking as he ordered one of the orcs. “Grab her. She’s coming with us too.”

      “Right!” the orc replied with a laugh, stepping toward the dryad while the elf stared in shock, her mouth opening and closing wordlessly.

      The orc swung his club at the dryad, a grin on his porcine face as he tried to knock her away from the tree. But just as the club was going to hit her, the dryad’s gaze rose to meet Gideon’s without the slightest expression on her face. Gideon took an instant to realize there wasn’t a hint of fear in her eyes. Then a splintering crack echoed through the chamber and the orc soldier stopped, looking stunned as he stared at the shattered handle of his club, then at the wrist-thick branch which had blocked his attack.

      The dryad made a flicking gesture, and two branches lashed out with blinding speed before Gideon could begin to react. The branches hit the orcs hard enough to send them flying, the sickening sound of breaking bones echoing through the cavern. Gideon snarled in shock as his hands dropped to the hilts of his swords, taking a step toward the dryad as he prepared to attack. At that moment, a thin line of heat wrapped around his throat. His second step slowed, then he came to a stop. Wondering what had happened, Gideon let go of one hilt, raising a hand to touch his throat.

      His hand obeyed at first, reaching toward his neck, then slowed and began falling at the same time as the rest of his body stopped obeying his commands. Gideon’s sight blurred slightly, and the last thing he saw was what looked like a single strand of one of the hanging branches dangling only a few inches from his head, the length of it covered in blood.

      Then he fell to the ground as his vision slowly faded into darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Lily’s eyes went huge as the dryad appeared. She opened her mouth to warn the dryad she was in danger, but the words stuck in her throat as terror paralyzed her—what would be done to her if she spoke? Before she could force herself to speak anyway, the orcs attacked, and the tree reacted instantly, causing Lily’s voice to freeze for an entirely different reason.

      In an instant, the orcs were knocked away so hard they’d probably been fatally wounded. It took less time than it took her to blink. The Enforcer started attacking, but he never saw the branch that circled his throat three times, the thin strand flickering with golden energy for a moment as it tightened and pulled like a child pulling the string of a top. Lily blanched as the strand-like frond cut through his neck like a hot knife through cheese, and she saw the confusion on his face as it pulled away from him. She saw how he tried to reach for the wound briefly, then staggered forward a single step before falling to the ground with glassy eyes.

      Throughout, the dryad watched without the slightest expression on her face. She watched the Enforcer fall, staring at him for a few moments before shaking her head slowly. The lack of expression was even more horrifying to Lily than the casual brutality of the Enforcer, and she almost lost control of her bowels when the dryad turned her attention to Lily.

      The dryad’s eyes were like nothing Lily had seen before. The bright green color felt deep, like she was staring into an endless, incomprehensible abyss, and she swallowed hard, too terrified to speak for a few moments.

      Finally, Lily whispered. “P-please… don’t hurt me…”

      A hint of a smile played across the dryad’s lips as she tilted her head, the smile vanishing just as quickly as it’d appeared, and with it faded some of the terror wracking Lily. The dryad stepped forward so she was in front of Lily, the movement so graceful and perfect it felt like it’d been choreographed beforehand.

      “What are you doing?” Lily yelped, wanting to jump away as the dryad reached out to tug the hem of her shirt, simultaneously pulling down her trousers. As she tried to grab the dryad’s hands, the Enforcer’s order kicked in, stopping Lily before her fingers could more than twitch.

      Ignoring Lily’s mortification, the dryad revealed the black symbol across Lily’s lower stomach. The slave brand was palm-sized and curved, with numerous jagged points. It was slightly triangular, pointing down toward her nethers, with the upper edge an inch below her navel. Lily flushed in shame at the sight of it, though the dryad didn’t seem to react the way she’d expected, her face expressionless as she studied the symbol carefully.

      The brand made it so Lily couldn’t hurt herself except by a direct order from her master. Worse, her ‘master’ was anyone with a command sigil branded on them, such as the Enforcer who’d died, or whomever they told her to obey. She knew some of the rebels knew how to undo orders if there wasn’t anyone with a command sigil nearby, but she had no idea how it was done. Considering where she was, after a moment she realized the order the Enforcer had given would lead to her dying of starvation as she just… stood there.

      Finally, the dryad stood up straight, seeming to think for a moment. Then she looked at Lily curiously and picked up a rock. Pointing at the slave brand, she crushed the rock and shook her head.

      Lily blinked, hope kindling in her heart. Then she slowly asked. “You… can break it?”

      The hope was smothered when the dryad shook her head. Bitterly, Lily reminded herself that she should have known better. No one knew how to destroy the brands—that was why Kelvanis was so powerful. But she was distracted when the dryad dropped the rock fragments, pointing at the slave brand, then at the Enforcer’s body. Then she pointed at herself, and at the brand.

      “Um…” Lily blinked, trying to understand, and then guessed, afraid to get her hopes up a second time. “You can take control of it? I think?”

      The dryad nodded firmly, smiling slightly again. Pointing at Lily, she tilted her head and raised an eyebrow.

      “You want my permission?” Lily guessed again, her hopes rising again. At the dryad’s firm nod, her heart jumped in joy and she nodded fiercely. “Please! I… I have to follow his orders, so if you don’t, I’ll probably stand here until I die. I don’t want that to happen. I just wanted to be free of what… what they were doing to me…”

      Ignoring Lily’s words, the dryad leaned over and pressed her finger against the very center of the brand. Her skin was oddly warm and soft for appearing to be wood, Lily noticed. Then the elf gasped as she felt a slow warmth spread outward through the brand, almost as if the warmth was exploring each stroke of the brand’s design. As it progressed, she felt a faint tingling travel up her spine, and it seemed like she could hear faint words in a language she didn’t know. Lily watched as gold, threaded through with green highlights, began to stain the black brand, spreading outward from where the dryad was touching. It slowly spread across the brand, taking several minutes to turn the entire design green and gold.

      As the last threads of the brand changed colors, Lily felt the compulsion of the Enforcer’s order vanish. A gentle warmth and other strange energies enveloped her body in the aftermath, but it seemed to fade away after moments. Lily gasped, staggering as her muscles relaxed suddenly, having to steady herself.

      The dryad tilted her head slightly, as if curious, blinking once before straightening and nodding, a smile of satisfaction on her face. It took Lily a few seconds to realize she was free of not just the Enforcer’s order, but also all of the orders Lady Tanna had given her as well, and a smile bloomed on her face.

      “Thank you! Thank you so much! I’m Lily, Lily of Vernglade!” Lily spoke quickly, relief almost making her legs collapse beneath her. Even if the dryad was going to control her choices, she had to be better than Lady Tanna. But her smile dimmed slightly as the dryad ignored her thanks, stepping around her and walking back to her tree. For a minute, Lily waited. When the dryad still hadn’t done anything but look at her tree, Lily finally screwed up her courage and spoke again, trepidation filling her voice. “M-may I ask who you are? Can you talk?”

      The dryad stopped, turning her head toward Lily, then looked at the tomb her tree was towering over. The tree was almost like a guard in front of the building’s front door, Lily realized. When the dryad spoke, her voice was bell-like in beauty as she spoke a single, perfectly inflected word. “Sistina.”

      “Sistina? That’s a beautiful name!” Lily exclaimed, awe rippling through her at the perfect beauty of the dryad’s voice. She’d always heard that dryads were the manifestations of nature’s beauty, second only to nymphs, but there was something magnetic about Sistina. Swallowing, Lily asked hesitantly. “Umm… Sistina? Since you now… command the slave brand… can I leave? Will you let me?”

      Again, Sistina looked at Lily, this time appearing incredulous before she nodded firmly, making a shooing gesture toward the cave entrance.

      Lily took a hesitant step toward the cavern entrance, almost not believing this was real, then looked back. Sistina had stepped toward the entrance of the tomb and was crouched down, naked, as she picked up small crimson fragments which were scattered over the stones. It was then, looking at the exit, that Lily’s determination wavered. Despite everything which had happened, she didn’t feel like she could leave. Not yet. The journey to Yisara was too long and dangerous, and she needed somewhere to stay. So she took a deep breath to steady herself, gathering her courage as she turned back to the dryad.

      “Actually, could… could I stay here for a while? To prepare for the trip home?” Lily asked nervously after a moment. “It’s a long trip, and I don’t have much of anything.”

      Sistina simply nodded, a smile flickering across her face again.
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        * * *

      

      Sistina carefully gathered the scattered pieces of the ruby she’d once been, ensuring she didn’t miss a single fragment. Something about the shards was fascinating, and she wondered if she’d be able to remember more if she used them as hints. She wasn’t truly thinking about the fragments, though—that was more of an idle thought. Nor was she thinking about the human or orcs. Their attacks had annoyed her, but they’d been dealt with and were no longer important. Besides, they’d never been a true threat.

      Instead, she was contemplating the symbol on the elf, Lily’s, stomach. It felt so familiar, and determining how to claim it had been as easy as absorbing water, sunlight, or even air. Even now, she could feel the symbol linked to her core of mana, and knew that if she wished to, she could send a command whenever she wanted. Range would weaken that ability, but it didn’t matter, since she had no interest in enslaving the young woman. She liked elves, since they reminded her of the original Sistina. Remembering her beloved friend prompted her to mentally reach out and stroke the tomb of her namesake. But the most interesting thing regarding the symbol was that she could feel more mana pouring into her pool from it than she’d gained from any creature so far. The link between them was also stronger than anything she’d felt before, and it intrigued her.

      Based on her prior experiences, Sistina could probably change Lily if she wished to, much like she’d changed some of the plants and her own body. But she didn’t want to—that would be too much for the only other fully sapient individual in her domain. The young elf seemed to be drawing on her domain in any case, instinctively improving her body, so Sistina felt it didn’t matter.

      So, while Lily took items from the bodies of the fallen orcs and the human, Sistina raised one of the larger ruby fragments and looked at the ceiling through it, seeing the world hued crimson. As she stared at the light coming from above, she came to a decision. She needed to be able to defend her cavern if more humans or orcs came for her Lily. A Lily was a plant, after all, and plants were hers.
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        * * *

      

      The next few months were among the strangest in Lily’s life, even including when her village had been ransacked and she’d been enslaved. The day after she’d taken up residence in Sistina’s cavern, the bodies of the Enforcer and the orcs had vanished without a trace, and that was just the beginning. Most days, Sistina never moved from under her tree. But seemingly at random she would go on a journey to one point or another in the cavern, often merely to examine something or to pick up an object which looked like it’d been sitting on the ground for untold ages. And as she explored the cavern, Lily found it was as strange as its inhabitant.

      Days after she’d taken up residence, one of the old buildings moved during the night. When morning came, the old farmhouse was next to a large field near Sistina’s tree, fully repaired rather than missing half its roof, and with full furnishings inside which were finer than anything Lily had grown up with. The field quickly filled with fruit trees, vegetables, and other edible plants in mere days, growing far more rapidly than she would have believed even a druid could manage. Many of the plants were oranges, apples, and other fruits that shouldn’t have grown in their climate, such as the single banana tree she’d seen, or that were thought to be extinct, like the fireberry bush.

      When Lily wanted to talk, she’d go up to Sistina and speak for hours, though Sistina didn’t reply, never speaking another word beyond her initial introduction. It amused Lily that the dryad would occasionally nod or make gestures to get her own thoughts or desires across. Lily found herself quickly growing able to interpret the gestures. Her attempts at translation came even more easily when she realized she could faintly sense Sistina’s desires, moods, or responses. Nothing as concrete as thoughts came across, simply approval, disapproval, or other simple emotions.

      Without a change of clothing, Lily’s garments began falling apart as winter approached outside the mountain. Before Lily could say anything about it, Sistina took the fibers of a few plants and wove them into cloth almost effortlessly, though the dryad seemed to be concentrating heavily throughout. The cloth was dyed with other plants, and then she shaped it into clothing which perfectly fit Lily without cutting a single strand of thread. The clothing was light and easy to move in, yet allowed her to deal with the elements more easily as well, something Lily marveled at.

      After a few weeks Lily realized she was growing stronger and faster as well. After a month, she took a bow and arrows she’d found, as well as a knife from the Enforcer’s body, to go hunting. It took a few trips before she managed to get any game at all, but she improved before winter descended in full force. While she was out she tried to bring back additional plants, which always made Sistina happier. The dryad would often spend an entire day examining each plant before deciding where to put it in the gardens.

      The oddest moment was when Lily realized that, despite living with a dryad who never spoke, she’d never been happier than she was in the cavern. For the first time in her life, she was safe and didn’t have to worry about much of anything. She was freer here in the caves than she’d been at home in Vernglade, and a large part of her wondered if she even wanted to go home.

      Eventually winter passed and turned to spring, and Lily began to venture out once again, eager to add new food to her diet.
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      “Was there any sign of pursuit?” Captain Vendis asked the scout. The man had barely caught up with the group, and he looked tired but pleased as he mopped the sweat from his forehead.

      “No, ma’am. Not yet, anyway,” the man replied, shaking his head wearily. “I imagine they’ll come after us as soon as they realize the horses are a distraction, though.”

      “Very true. Hopefully Lieutenant Calvor manages to keep ahead of them,” the captain replied with a slight smile, patting the man on the shoulder before turning her attention to Phynis.

      “From your lips to the gods’ ears,” the scout murmured, pulling out his waterskin and taking a long drink.

      “Highness? How’re you holding up?” Vendis asked, settling down next to Phynis on the log.

      The group of dusk elves was hiding in a small, wooded area in the foothills of the Godsrage Mountains. They were nearly seventy miles from the northern border of Kelvanis, where the fell kingdom was skirmishing with their homeland, Sifaren. Phynis felt exhausted, her feet aching and her muscles wanting nothing more than to rest for a week or two. But if it meant avoiding Kelvanis’ grasp for even a few days, Phynis would willingly trudge onward until she collapsed of exhaustion.

      “I’m… tolerable. I may not be used to hikes quite this strenuous, but I think I can manage a few more hours if I need to,” Phynis replied softly, glancing at the rest of the group around her. “I wish I could say the same for everyone else, though.”

      “True enough. You were always more active than your sisters, from what Captain Randa said. The other ladies with you, though…” Vendis paused, glancing over the group and sighing.

      There were forty-three dusk elf women in the group, including Phynis, her two maids, and five guards. A handful of them were armed with weapons taken from their captors, foremost among them being Phynis’ guards. There were also two dozen soldiers under Captain Vendis’ command, each lightly armored for overland travel, along with a half-dozen donkeys carrying their supplies. Then there were the six scouts, two of whom were following behind them to keep an eye out for pursuers. Phynis looked over the group, then at Vendis apologetically.

      “I’m sorry. You were sent to rescue me, but I couldn’t abandon them,” she said with a guilty shrug.

      “No, Your Highness. It’s fine,” Vendis said firmly, shaking her head as her eyes flashed with anger. “We might have been sent to rescue you, not them, but there’s no way in all the hells I’d have abandoned them to Kelvanis. No one deserves slavery, and these godsforsaken bastards are worse than most, especially with their brands.”

      “I’m glad to hear that,” Phynis said, giving the captain a relieved, warm smile. “I must admit I’m not sure how you’re going to get us through the mountains, though. I imagine it’d be hard enough even with just me and your soldiers.”

      “I’ll admit it’ll be a challenge, but we don’t have any other choice,” Vendis said with a shrug, looking at the others as they sipped flasks of water and nibbled hard rations. “There’s no way we could reach the border again with a group this size. The Lieutenant might manage it, but only because his team is primarily illusionists. The fact Kelvanis will almost certainly be focused on finding us will only improve his chances.”

      “Ah, that explains why you sent him,” Phynis replied. She shook her head and frowned, thinking about the challenges before them. Taking a deep breath, she began. “Well⁠—”

      “Captain? Tandor just saw something strange,” one of the other soldiers interrupted quietly, giving an apologetic nod to the princess as he drew closer.

      “What is it?” Vendis asked, glancing at Phynis and smiling wryly. “My apologies for the interruption, Highness.”

      “No, no… you’re in charge of the rescue, not me,” Phynis said quickly, raising her hands and shaking her head. “Do what you need to.”

      “Go ahead,” Vendis told the soldier.

      “Tandor said she just saw a female dawn elf a bit west of us. Not in armor or anything, but carrying a bow,” the man explained, frowning. “She’s not coming straight at us, but she’ll be coming awfully close. With as big as our group is, the chances of her spotting us are good.”

      “What? What’s a dawn elf doing out here, of all places? Did Tandor see any others?” Vendis asked quickly, sitting up straight, suddenly on alert. Phynis could understand the captain’s reaction, considering they were even farther from Yisara’s border than their own, and Kelvanis enslaved elves of both nations.

      “No, ma’am. She seemed to be on her own,” the soldier replied quickly. “There’s also no sign of what she’s doing out here.”

      “Shit. I want a squad to apprehend her, Narvus,” Vendis ordered, frowning. “Be wary of ambushes, too. She might be a slave, bait, or both. If you spot any slavers, take them out and let me know, in that order.”

      “Yes, ma’am!” the soldier replied, saluting and quickly returning the way he’d come.

      Phynis frowned, considering the situation as carefully as she could. Finally, she asked softly, a hint of nervousness in her voice. “We’re about ninety miles from Yisara, right? What would a dawn elf be doing out this far?”

      “Close to that, yes. And the only reason I can think of for a dawn elf to be here is as a slave, or a traitor. It wouldn’t be the first time someone changed sides to avoid slavery. I heard that’s why Dayrest fell so easily a few years back,” Vendis replied grimly. “The last thing we need is to be discovered by traitors now.”

      “On the other hand, if she is a slave, at least we could get her out of here,” Phynis replied with a soft sigh, wringing her hands together as she tried to stay optimistic. “I really hope she isn’t a traitor.”
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        * * *

      

      Lily had her bow out and was reveling in the comfort of her new deerskin boots. Sistina had made them for her only a week earlier, and Lily had never owned such a comfortable pair of boots in her life, at least once they’d been broken in. When she thought about the shoes she’d been wearing when she’d run away, it was like heaven and earth in comparison. It certainly made the hunting trips far more comfortable.

      Now she was looking for a deer, or any other game, for that matter. A couple of rabbits might be nice to fill out the larder, and more in line with her appetite. While she liked fruit and vegetables, she preferred a slightly broader selection of food than was available in the cave. She did have to admit the variety she’d had before living with Sistina had never even been close to what she had now, though. But even if she wanted to get some meat, she didn’t want to go too much farther from the cave, in case she ran into a roving patrol from Kelvanis or the like. The only problem was the lack of game. She’d only seen a couple of squirrels so far.

      Lily frowned as she looked around, wondering why there were so few animals. It was like⁠—

      “Eep!” she yelped as four elves with light brown skin melted out of the bushes and grass around her. Each of them was wearing leather armor, while two of them were armed with bows. The other two had their bows slung and were wielding scimitars, which made her freeze in place, swallowing hard.

      “Don’t make any sudden moves. Drop your bow and dagger,” one of them ordered—a rather handsome man, she almost morbidly noticed. Lily had obviously been away from other people for too long.

      “R-right. Just give me a second,” she replied, dropping the bow, then slowly unsheathed her dagger and dropped it to the ground as well.

      The only saving grace was that she didn’t think any of them looked like they worked for Kelvanis.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you mean, her slave brand is strange?” Captain Vendis demanded, her dark brown eyes narrowing. The captain was a bit more attractive when she was annoyed, Phynis noted with dark amusement.

      “It doesn’t match any of the brands we know of,” one of the soldiers explained, giving a confused shrug. “They’re supposed to have specific designs for each color, and this one is the right shape for a black crest, but it’s gold and green. It also doesn’t look anything like the sketches we have of the gold crests.”

      “That’s worrying,” Desa murmured, frowning.

      Desa Iceheart, the captain of Phynis’ personal guard, had returned from tending to some of the other slaves, which made Phynis a little happier, though the haunted look in Desa’s eyes worried her. Still, there was little she could do about that. Desa had refused to talk about what had happened after being captured, as had the other guard, but Phynis had overheard a few comments by Vendis’ soldiers. From what she’d heard, her guards and most of the other women hadn’t been left untouched.

      “Isn’t gold the brand they usually use on priests and the like?” Phynis asked the others, trying to remember the details, since it’d been a while since she’d gone over the details of Kelvanis’ brands. “If I remember right, it’s fairly elaborate.”

      “That’s correct, Your Highness,” Desa confirmed, looking quite upset as she shifted in place. “I’ve heard it controls their magic, much like the silver crests.”

      “Which means something about her is very unusual, as I’ve never heard of any green brands, or of any crests that include other colors,” Vendis said thoughtfully, then looked to the guard. “So, what does she have to say for herself?”

      “She claims her name is Lily of Vernglade, and also says she’s an escaped slave,” the soldier replied, her gaze flicking back and forth between Phynis and her captain, as if uncertain who to address. “She claims she’s out hunting. I’m not sure I believe her, though.”

      “Oh? Why not?” Phynis asked, glancing at Vendis apologetically. The captain, fortunately, seemed unruffled, just nodding when the soldier looked at her.

      “Ah, because her clothes are too nice, Your Highness,” the woman replied, obviously flustered. “I haven’t seen fabric like her clothing before, but it looks like a fine weave, and her boots look almost brand-new and are well-made besides. Even if that wasn’t enough to make me suspicious, her dagger is enchanted, and is one issued by Kelvanis’ military.”

      “Ah. That is quite telling in its own way. Did you perform the ritual to free her of ongoing orders?” Vendis asked, her eyes narrowing suspiciously.

      “That’s the first thing we did,” the soldier confirmed.

      “Excellent. I think I’ll talk to her myself, Sergeant,” Vendis decided, glancing at Phynis with a frown on her face. “This feels too convenient to me. Just as a warning, I’m not going to be nice when I question her. Hopefully it’ll convince her to give something up if she’s being dishonest.”

      “Good idea,” Desa murmured, getting a smile from Vendis. Then their rescuer stalked off toward the captive.
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        * * *

      

      Lily nervously wrung her hands in front of her, her gaze darting back and forth as two of the elves guarded her. They’d taken her to a small clearing and had seemed surprised after checking her slave brand. Their suspicion after she’d answered their questions had been obvious, which didn’t help her nerves. What a group of dusk elves was doing here was beyond her understanding, and a small part of Lily was afraid they might hurt her.

      The only help was the soothing sensation which came from the back of Lily’s mind as Sistina calmly extended her own serenity to Lily, despite never leaving the cavern. It was hardly perfect, but the knowledge she wasn’t alone helped calm Lily. So she took a deep breath and slowly let it out, closing her eyes like Sistina did so often, trying to find the same serenity.
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