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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Chapter One


Caught between the thoughts that give


and those that take away…


A longing to go forward,


the reasons yet to stay.


Perched upon the steepest edge,


with choices still to make,


A step onto the fragile ledge…


All others to forsake.


A move that takes you to a place


from which you can’t go back.


Is it need that drives you forward so,


Or is need exactly what you lack?


What motive lures your spirit on,


Who beckons you to dance?


Is it fortune that brings you to this choice,


Or is it merely chance?


Is it destiny,


Is it pride,


Or is it simply fear,


Is it virtue,


Is it envy,


Or is it fate that brings you here?


Does a pure heart know the difference


Between the image and the dust?


Is the light so bright you cannot tell


what can be from what must?


To go, to stay…


Will you find your way


‘Tween credence and mistrust?


‘Tween a love that’s true and lust?


‘Tween the righteous and unjust?


Do you see the contrast yet


between what you give and what you get?


A bleeding heart is all that’s left


when reason turns to rage.


Within the mists can you discern


the path of peace for which you yearn,


a language they have yet to learn,


The devil from the sage?


The paper from the page?


The actor from the mage?


The payment from the wage?


The prison from the cage?


The moment from the age?


What is weak and what is strong?


Are you right or are you wrong?


Could you be the Dark One’s pawn,


Content to merely go along,


And trudge on blindly with the throng,


Do anything to just belong,


and pray this darkness yields to dawn,


Before the founts of strength are gone?


Or will you race against the storm,


Struggle for the yet unborn,


Heal the wound, extract the thorn,


Subdue your fear of evil’s scorn,


Look with hope upon the morn,


Boldly blow trust’s fearless horn,


Fulfill the noble pledge you’ve sworn,


Be all you can; be bold, be strong,


Be the herald of tomorrow’s song?


 


“Move your skinny asses!” the man yelled at the disheveled trio of captives trudging along the dry roadbed. He cracked his whip on the back of the closest one. “These sluggards are gonna drive me crazy, strolling along like it’s a fucking holiday,” he said to the man walking next to him. “What are you laughing about? You got nuthin’ at stake. I’m the one who found ‘em. They’re my responsibility now. My problem.” He glanced back over his shoulder down the path. Something caught his eye. A branch moved.


“It took some great skill on your part to locate ‘em, you mean?” the short, dark-haired man laughed again. “That’s a joke! So you found ‘em! Luck. That’s what it was. Luck and nuthin’ else.”


“Ain’t nuthin’ wrong with a little luck sometimes.” He turned back toward his friend. The wind must have rustled the tree before, no one else would be foolish enough to wander in these hills. His skin prickled nonetheless. “But if I don’t get ‘em all to Peltaran before two days are up, I won’t get paid and this whole damn thing won’t be worth shit.”


“If I was you, I’d be more concerned about what’s gonna happen to me if they should get away than I would be about the money. If you lose ‘em after all this…”


“She don’t scare me none,” the big man lied, kicking at the dirt. The thick, gray fabric of his pants was worn and fraying at the hem and it flapped around the ankle of his boot. Catching these prisoners was the best thing that could have happened to him. Or so he hoped. “Hmpff,” he grunted. “She’s lucky it was me who found ‘em. It could have been someone from Tallon. They were damn close to that town when I spotted ‘em, and you can be sure no one there would have helped her get ‘em back to Peltaran.”


Tallon and Peltaran were as different as two towns could be. One was a refuge from the darkness, the other a sorry adjunct to it.


“You know who she is, Madar. Don’t fool yourself. She gives orders and people jump. And now that you’ve dragged me into this, I probably got to worry too,” the smaller man said, shaking his head. “How the fuck did I let you do this to me again?”


“Go then if you want! I didn’t force you to join me and I ain’t forcing you to stay. I can do this alone.”


Teren was content to scavenge things from the abandoned homes and shops around the countryside. And when Madar wasn’t looking, from the countless corpses they saw everywhere. “Sure you can. Just like you did the last time,” Teren sneered. “Remember the last time?” That adventure almost got them both killed. Madar was too soft. He didn’t have the stomach for the things they needed to do. Teren, selfish to the core and wily as a fox, knew better how to survive in times like these.


“That wasn’t my fault!” Madar replied red-faced, his hands shoved deep in his pockets like a sullen kid. “You really piss me off, you know that? Why do I ever give you a chance to help me.” He turned away in disgust. Something shiny dropped to the ground as he pulled his hands free of his pants.


Teren’s eye caught the copper’s glint and he subtly placed his foot over his friend’s coin. “Give me a chance?” he exclaimed. “Fuck me with a spiked club, you shit-faced son of a bitch! You’d be dead by now if not for me.” Madar scoffed and looked into the bushes. Teren would as soon betray his mother if the payoff was big enough. And as the times grew darker, he grew harder. He bent down to scratch his leg and with two fingers, lifted the coin, concealing it in his palm. Before his friend turned back around, Teren slipped the copper into his own pocket.


As they toyed with each other, one of the three captives eyed them from behind. His blue eyes glistened in the morning sun, watchful and alert, missing nothing, He straightened up and sniffed the dawn’s air.


Madar dug his boot heel into the ground. A branch caught on his leg and he slapped at it with a meaty hand. His skin went cold. He could swear the bush moved again. He turned his beady eyes back to the path ahead. “These people must be pretty important if she wants ‘em so bad,” he said at last. He tried to look through the dense brush, but couldn’t see anything.


“You think?” Maybe they were worth more than Teren realized. Who they were had not even occurred to him. “You know my friend, you never told me how much she offered you.” His eyes flashed.


“No? Well, what’s it matter to you anyways?” he replied, feigning indifference and sighing like he was bored. “You’re leavin’.”


Teren ignored his friend’s remark and leaned in close to him. “Come on man. How much?”


Madar cupped his hand over his mouth. “Twenty pieces of Gwendolen gold!” he whispered. His eyes darted left and right.


Teren’s face lit up.


“Like I said, they must be pretty damn important for her to offer me King’s gold.”


“A dead King’s gold,” Teren reminded him. A murdered King’s. “What does she want ‘em for anyhow? They don’t look like much to me.” He leered at the prisoners. “That pale haired bitch wouldn’t fetch more than a few coppers at Caitlin’s place, and look at that other one! Best she keep her head covered lest she scare off the snakes.”


“It don’t matter none to me who they are. The less we know about ‘em the better.”


“I wonder if the Mayor of Denton would have any interest in ‘em,” Teren said, raising his hairless brows. King Garold’s gold was cursed, everyone knew that, though plenty of people would kill for that much of it.


“Oh, no ya don’t!!” Madar jumped on his words. “You wanna go and sell ‘em out from under the witch woman to a higher bidder? Are you fucking crazy? You’re the one who just said…”


“It was only a thought,” Teren said quietly. Madar couldn’t see an opportunity if it smacked him in the face, simple as he was. Besides, Teren had nothing to lose. The witch woman didn’t even know he was here.


“It was a bad fucking thought,” Madar bristled. “Twenty pieces of King’s gold ain’t nothing to spit at. It’ll set us up nicely.”


“Fifty fifty?” Teren asked. He’d let Madar carry the coins. He’d like that, and Teren didn’t want to walk around with them in his own pockets.


“Sixty forty!” Madar replied, avoiding his partner’s eyes. “I found ‘em.”


“Fuck you! You got me into this mess and there ain’t no way either of us can walk away now. You’ll screw it up without me anyways.”


“Fifty fifty then,” Madar scowled. He really didn’t want to do this alone.


“Partners is partners!” Teren thrust out his grimy hand, pleased.


“Partners is partners!” Madar replied, offering a gnarly palm in response.


Neither of them noticed the slender youth chained behind them nodding to the other prisoners. With his sinewy back to his captors, he raised his shackled arm and extended his index finger northward. The air around it crackled and sparked, enveloping his intricately mottled hand in a glove of pulsating blue light.




Chapter Two


Emerging from the dark depths, they squinted and rubbed their tired, red eyes. The sun hurt, it was so strong, beating down upon them, scorching and relentless. They traversed the hollows for three full weeks, winding and weaving their way through the maze of empty tunnels and crooked passageways that were all that remained now in the wake of the great Lalas’ death. The amulet of Sidra, their mysterious benefactress, hanging around Dalloway’s neck, provided them with a clear and distinct compass, assisting them most of the way. It paled only moments before they climbed up and out of the ground onto the desolate surface.


No wind blew here. No rain fell upon the wasteland. The skies were empty of life, and even the clouds didn’t gather overhead. The sun rose and set each day, but it cast no shadows across the abandoned buildings and pierced not the shroud that hung over Odelot. In its naked intensity, it seared the ancient stones that paved the streets and avenues and raised spirals of steam that hung in the stifling air, darkening it even more. In silence, the city disintegrated.


“I feel nothing,” Caroline whispered when her feet attained a level stance. She looked around, blinking the sand out of her eyes.


“And I can see nothing,” Dalloway replied, standing tall and scanning the barren hillside upon which they stood.


“No, really, Dalloway! You don’t understand. I feel nothing! Nothing.”


Silhouetted against the thick fog she appeared ethereal and ghostlike.


“Follow me.” Grabbing her hand, he led her farther up the knoll. “The ground is so dry, if we can climb a ways above this dust we’ll get a better sense of where we are.”


“There’s no point.” She pulled away from him. “You’re not listening to me. It won’t matter if we stand where we are or a thousand feet above this spot. It will be the same. This land is as dead as the hollows we left behind.” Caroline shuddered.


“But, this is Odelot! The dead city! What did you expect? Come on, let’s climb. Perhaps we can see the city walls from up there.” The sensations were oppressive and they weighed him down as well. He drew in a deep, painstaking breath. “We can’t stand here. We have to find the well.”


“I’ve never experienced anything like this before. It’s incredible to feel nothing. Is this what death’s like?” she asked. Her eyes flew to meet his. “Is it like this for you all the time?”


“It’s how most of us live, Caroline, You’re not used to it, that’s all,” Dalloway replied, wrapping his arm around her shoulders.


“But the emotions are gone too, Daly. Everything’s gone. I have only my own thoughts,” she said. Her father had not prepared her for this.


“It should be easier to reason, Caroline, without the distractions.”


“My father thinks of my gift as something troublesome and dangerous. He’d be relieved to know there’s nothing here to threaten me in that regard. But I don’t feel complete without the sense of life around me. I don’t feel safe.”


The hillside crumbled under their feet as they ascended and they helped each other climb.


“Nothing threatening that we know of!” Dalloway replied. His sharp eyes raked the surrounding area. “At least you should be able to forewarn us then if someone or something approaches. It’ll be obvious, right?” The sand sucked at his foot and it sank into the powdery surface. He yanked it out. “I hate carrying this scroll around. I think we should dispose of it as soon as we can.” He fingered the leather container underneath his cloak. The case was warm to the touch.


“Do you think Tamara and my father have reached the Tower yet? Does the boy have the shard, I wonder? I have no sense of it now.” It was so quiet in this place.


“He’ll guide her well. He knows the lay of the land better than anyone,” Dalloway replied.


Caroline’s eyes clouded over and her breath came in barely perceptible spurts. “Davmiran will quest for the First and we’re about to destroy the only directions to it anyone knows of. How odd it seems,” she whispered.


“Don’t pass out on me now,” he moved to support her just in case. “Are you okay?”


She blinked and looked at him. “Yes. Yes. I’m fine. Just a little dizzy. It’s the air I think. It’s dry, it hurts when I inhale. And thin too, I can’t get enough of it.”


“Lean on me then. It’s hard to walk on this stuff.” Side by side, they continued on. “Have you doubts about what we’ve been instructed to do?” Dalloway asked. “I never questioned why the map needed to be destroyed. But it’s strange now that you mention it. Did Tamara tell you anything else when you two were alone?”


“No. Her instructions were simple. She seemed not to know more herself. Apparently, it’s too dangerous to allow the map to exist,” Caroline replied. But something didn’t feel right. She couldn’t explain it, but something was wrong.


“If she had to return the shard to the heir, why not bring him the map as well? Is one less dangerous to carry than the other?” Dalloway reasoned. A feeling of discomfort rose in the pit of his stomach as the map pressed against it.


“Why did we not discuss this before?” Caroline asked. “Does it seem that we left too quickly? It feels as if these thoughts were blocked from surfacing for some reason, as if we weren’t supposed to talk about them. The four of us spent days together, and yet we didn’t question this then? Why not Daly? Why not?”


“I don’t know,” he admitted. “And all I’ve thought about was getting rid of it!” Their surroundings began to take on a new meaning. “Carrying it makes me feel as if I’m calling out to the enemy. I feel like I have a beacon in my pocket I can’t conceal.” Dalloway slumped his shoulders and sunk lower into the black sand. He was always sure about things. Certain.


“The desolation of this place makes us stand out even more.” She glanced around herself, half expecting something to shatter the silence. “It’s strange, but I didn’t think about what we were coming here to do either. How curious,” Caroline realized.


“I can’t stand having doubts about this! I was determined to reach Odelot. I thought of nothing else, and now that we’re finally here, I wonder….”


“Me too, Daly,” she said, squeezing his arm. “Me too.”


“Do you think…”


“Watch out!” she yanked him to the side. An area of smooth sand collapsed next to him and disappeared into a hole. They scrambled up the hill together, away from the small landslide that was about to swallow them.


“What’s under here? It’s the softest sand I’ve ever seen, like ashes.” So opposite of what he knew, and he didn’t trust it. Seramour was a city in the clouds, verdant and lush, nothing like this. “Do you think we’re doing the right thing Caroline? Could the sister have been wrong?”


“There’s something about this place….It’s making me uneasy.” Caroline’s life before this was sheltered and protected, her father made certain of that. Most of the conflicts she encountered were among her animal friends and easily reconcilable or usually forgotten. Issues like this never plagued her before.


“We shouldn’t be thinking these thoughts,” Dalloway said, trying to push them from his mind. “We know what we’re supposed to do! If the map was meant to be in Parth, then Tamara never would have left there with it to begin with. We can’t second guess ourselves now.”


“Still…” she hesitated. “What if she was wrong? What if the boy really does need the map?”


“I can understand their urgency to remove it from Parth and hide it away somewhere else. There was no question Caeltin would have been there soon enough to claim it for his own. Somehow he knew the sisters had it in their possession,” Dalloway said.


“But he also knew she left the Tower with it!” Caroline reminded him.


“Yes, you’re right. That traitor he sent almost wrested it from her. If we hadn’t arrived when we did, that miserable elf would be on his way back to Sedahar with the scroll and the shard, and Tamara would be dead.”


“It wasn’t luck that brought us to her side. Remember Sidra’s medallion? She knew the sister was in danger. She led us to her.” Sidra again. Always Sidra. “Do you recall anything more about the time you spent with her before my father and I found you?”


“Very little. After you helped me recover my memory, there were still gaps. Even now I grasp for the threads, but it’s like trying to remember a dream; the memory is just beyond my reach though I know it’s there.” His fingers toyed with the amulet hanging from his neck. “She guided us here too.”


“Yes, but her light’s faded now. Look at it.”


Lifting the medallion before his eyes, Dalloway gazed upon it as if unaware he’d been holding it. It was dull and pale in color. But the black sand glistened in the sun, slithering underfoot.


“It’s left to us to decide what to do then,” Caroline said, stepping carefully.


“We were told what to do! Can we take it upon ourselves to do otherwise?”


She shook her head, frowning. “How well do you remember the poem Sidra implanted in your mind?”


“I’ll never forget it again,” he said, grimacing. “It’s etched in my brain now,” Though the weeks with Sidra were still impossible to recollect.


“It said to pluck it from their hands. It said that ‘the sisters know not what they do’.”


“It also said that ‘the Drue keep what they find’. But they didn’t keep the map!”


“No. But they kept Angeline!” Caroline replied.


“That never occurred to me,” Dalloway admitted. He climbed a low hill and helped Caroline up and over it. “So you think Sidra wants us to keep the map? That she guided us here for another reason?”


“I don’t know if she wants us to keep it or not. But I have a feeling she doesn’t want us to destroy it in the way that Tamara was going to; by dropping it down the well.”


“And have it land upon the daemon’s chest, you mean?”


“Exactly. It was a Lalas who told Tamara to seek the well. And Sidra seems to be telling us that the Lalas are confused somehow, blinded by some temporary need.” Digging her toe into the loose surface, a small cloud of dust circled around her like a ghost from below.


“Don’t do that,” he pulled at her arm. Caroline stared at him worried, and looked down at the sand. What did he expect she would uncover?


Dalloway closed his eyes and recited the entire poem that only weeks before was buried in his subconscious and he could not even recall a single word of it:


“So much you can, so much you can’t


Choose those things you must.


How loud you rave, how loud you rant;


We all return to dust.


Do what you may along the way,


Be brave, be strong, be true.


‘Tis not enough, idly by to sit


When destiny beckons you.


Seek it now, the blighted map,


Pluck it from their hands,


Lest it fall forever lost


Upon the daemon’s chest to land.


The sisters of the sacred place


know not what they do,


Forgive them the words their actions speak,


They are noble, through and through.


Lost in a moment of what he needs;


“The well at the end go seek!”,


Not all can be arranged just so,


The Drue find, the Drue keep.”


 


He looked hard at Caroline, waiting for a response.


“How grave is the need of this Lalas that it gave such ill-conceived instructions to Tamara?” she asked. “Are they ill-conceived? I don’t even know anymore.”


“And I don’t understand what she meant by that. How could the tree be misguided? That seems unlikely. A Lalas can’t be wrong, can it? But they’re dying, Caroline. Maybe they’re just becoming frightened like the rest of us, frightened and confused,” Dalloway replied. Questioning a Lalas? He’d never done that before.


“Why couldn’t it be wrong? Maybe it just doesn’t know everything. Tamara said they’re worried. They can’t communicate like they did in the past.” Her features were strained and edged with fear. “My father told us Sidra could be trusted. He wouldn’t have said that if it weren’t true.” Would he? What did she really know of his fears? He wanted to protect her more than anything. She realized that after learning of her mother’s death. Still, she wondered, what more had he kept from her?


“And you think the Lalas can’t be trusted?” Dalloway winced.


“It’s not only a matter of trust, Daly. Maybe the trees are suffering so much from their losses that they can’t see things as they used to. But they could be wrong too, couldn’t they? Isn’t that possible? And what if Sidra knows this?” Caroline speculated.


“And we’re supposed to determine who is correct? The sister was instructed by the Lalas itself to drop the map down the well, and that’s what she told us to do,” he said, puzzled.


“Yes. And you were instructed that the Lalas was ‘lost in a moment of need’, weren’t you?” Caroline paraphrased Sidra’s words. “So we are the ones who must decide,” she concluded. “We can’t just ignore Sidra’s admonition either.”


“Could Caeltin D’Are Agenathea be here in Odelot?” Dalloway asked. His heart skipped a beat. “Do you think he’s waiting for us? He mustn’t gain possession of the map no matter what we decide to do with it!” The shifting sands looked more and more forbidding. Each step was difficult.


“He can’t possibly know who we are and where we are, could he? He can’t see into the forbidden places remember, and his assassin is dead,” Caroline paled. “The only others who know of our journey are Sidra, Tamara and my father.” The Dark One? She didn’t feel him here. She didn’t feel anything here.


“If he’s in Odelot, someone else had to advise him of our presence,” Dalloway stated.


“But no one else knew,” Caroline repeated.


“Oleander knew!” Dalloway said.


“Oleander? What are you saying, Daly? Why? Why would one of the Lalas inform Colton of such a thing?”


“I don’t know, Caroline. Truly, I don’t. But it could be true.” May the First help us if it is, he thought.


“Then who’ve we left to trust?” she wondered. Her fingers grasped his sleeve so tight his arm numbed.


“We’ve come this distance in order to drop the one object that would help Davmiran the most down the well so that it will be lost forever,” he said.


“Or be found by Colton!” she said. “Which has to be worse.”


“How could Sidra know what the Lalas did not?”


“I think we should keep it, Daly,” Caroline said. “Everything changed when we arrived. What was right for the sister may not be for us. Once it was put in our hands and Tamara left with the shard, the circumstances changed too.”


“Do you really believe that?”


“Yes, I do!” she said, more certain this time. “I just don’t know what we should do with it if we keep it.”


He pulled hard on her arm. “We’ve got to find the well as fast as we can.”




Chapter Three


She has grown far stronger than I ever imagined, Blodwyn said.


And that disturbs you? the magnificent tree replied.


In a way, yes, she admitted. She chose not to honor the bond. She lives independently of us, and she pays no heed to our precautions, our warnings nor our attempts to contact her. I don’t trust her.


Yet she protects the heir and his brother, Lilandre said.


A soft wind blew through the heavily laden branches, rustling the leaves. They sang in the wind.


So it seems, she replied, though with skepticism in her voice.


Blodwyn chose her enemies carefully and her friends even more so, yet Sidra remained an enigma. She folded her arms and stared at the ground, barely noticing the tree’s efforts to soothe her worries.


Do you doubt what she is doing is for our benefit? Lilandre asked.


It is not doubt that plagues me, Lilandre, she said, looking up with imploring eyes at the huge Lalas she stood under. Its branches sheltered her but she still felt ill at ease. What she is doing is brazen and provocative. She flaunts her power, as if she can do what she wishes without any fear of recrimination. What has changed? Does she think we are too weak or preoccupied to respond?


The tree lifted its branches as if shrugging, and a few silver tinged leaves drifted to the mossy surface.


So you believe our power is waning, Lilandre stated in response.


Blodwyn jerked her head up. Her long braid smacked against her back.


I did not say that! Defiance marked her tone and she drew her cape tight around her body.


You did not have to, the tree responded. ‘Tis true nonetheless.


What? That I believe it or that it is a fact?


Lilandre’s silence was deafening. The leaves fluttered and the branches swayed, and the odor of Lalas was sweet and strong, but no voice spoke within Blodwyn’s mind.


You are not going to answer my question, are you? Blodwyn asked. Why, Lilandre, why? What are you hiding from me? The shielded thought flitted through her head.


A finger-like tendril reached out and caressed her cheek and she flinched and backed away. She was in no mood to be patronized, but Lilandre was persistent.


It was you who did not answer my question, Blodwyn, the tree whispered inside her head. Do not be afraid of what you believe. It is faith that drives the world forward. You cannot always choose what your heart embraces. It comes not of thought and contemplation but of instinct and emotion. Don’t refuse it. The seeds of resent and unhappiness are nurtured within the rank soil of denial.


And it is faith that blinds us, is it not? I admit I fear for the trees, and for you as well, she said, allowing the Lalas’ touch. How many have we lost this past tiel? Nine?


The branch wound around her arm and looped over her ear. She sighed and gave in to its embrace.


Yes, nine, Lilandre replied somberly.


The number resonated in her head. Nine trees dead in six years.


Nine trees. And now the total has reached eleven, Blodwyn said. How can we sustain such losses? It seems impossible.


It is, Blodwyn. But we do not lament. Everything that occurs does so for a reason. The 11th shard has been secured. As we become weak, others grow stronger.


Surely you cannot mean… she replied, shuddering at her tree’s words.


No, Blodwyn. I am not referring to Colton. Though his power is increasing, it is not because ours is fading. Soon, the heir will have what he needs. Our hopes lie with him.


Yet Colton is bolder each day and his reach is greater than only weeks ago. He believes the trees have forsaken the earth, the Chosen said. Of what significance then is the 11th shard? And it was a sister from Parth who stole it out from under his nose? she asked, still surprised at this occurrence. I had always believed none but Premoran and his kind could do such a thing.


Ah, belief. This word will not leave us today. You believe and he believes and they believe, the tree said as if to mock her. Colton cannot control what he believes any more than you can. Just because you embrace something, does not make it correct, no matter how much it may feel as such. There is a basis for what we come to believe, a cause, blind though we may be to it. Colton did not anticipate being thwarted when Mintar passed. His plans were a long time in the making and he expected to be successful. Sidra’s thread has already woven itself into the fabric, and though its hue is unique, he was unable to discern its presence in time to help himself.


I do not understand what you are telling me, Blodwyn confessed.


The fact he is so obtuse allows him to accept some things that others might question. It is important for us to do whatever we can to persuade him to act in certain ways, to enforce his inclinations. He has feelings nonetheless, and he is susceptible to them. In fact, they have driven him mad. He embraces the belief that we falter and fade, which causes him great joy. In order to nurture this belief we take many risks.


Would acceptance then be the cause of his undoing?


Acceptance, hubris and arrogance all contribute to an abeyance of power.


His power? Blodwyn asked, staring straight into the center of the massive tree.


That I cannot tell. The fabric weaves of its own will, Lilandre reminded her.


Cannot tell or will not tell? she said, her frustration was rising, and her anger along with it. Are you doing this on purpose? Confusing me? Why? she asked.


Blodwyn felt suddenly alone. The Lalas withdrew her touch.


You and the others have planned this in some way then? Is that what you are saying? You’re drawing him into a trap? Are sacrifices this grave now necessary? If your brethren are actually choosing to die, is this the reason? It is not because the Gem’s light is being withheld from us, as we have been led to believe? she asked, astounded. He is so powerful the only way to stop him is to forfeit ourselves?


Withdrawing her branch, the space around Lilandre solidified. The density of its surface made it impossible for Blodwyn to see beyond it. She reached out, but Lilandre didn’t respond. Her skin grew cold as her overtures failed and a shadow passed over her, shocking her and rending her heart. Never before had she been refused when she was so full of need.


Why are you not responding to me? Am I asking for something you can’t give? If so, tell me and I will pursue the subject no further, but do not shut me out like this! I can’t bear it. Her body ached. You lead me to the water but you do not allow me to drink. I am thirsty, Lilandre, so thirsty by now, and I am compelled to seek other sources of repletion.


The silence lingered for what seemed an eternity. Then the tree’s comforting voice resounded in her head once more, but the subject was a different one.


The fact that Sidra has now chosen to act is important. We do not know what has awoken her from her slumber or what is pressing her to exert her influence, though we surmise. Her behavior is a function of what is happening around us. We could no longer protect the shard and Premoran was unable to retrieve it when Mintar departed. Though Sidra could not enter the forbidden place herself, she assisted in her own way and for that we must be grateful. The shard is not yet safe, but there is much hope.


Blodwyn pondered over the Lalas’ words. Sidra’s independence discomfited her. Her influence threatened the stability that existed when the trees were stronger and she resented it, she couldn’t help it. She was not ready to trust this woman. Who guides her, Lilandre? Is she acting alone? Blodwyn asked. Does she consult with Premoran?


No. No alliance has been formed there, and he has been restrained of late, as you know. The only one of us she overtly has an affinity for is Promanthea’s Chosen, Robyn dar Tamarand, she replied. I also sense there is another to whom she is attached, though I cannot determine who it is.


I should have suspected Robyn would be the one, Blodwyn said. He always kept to himself, walked his own path. He is a rebel himself. But was it not his tree she refused? A terrible thought struck her. Is he a rogue? Could it be? He is the heir’s guardian and teacher.


A rogue Chosen! Fear leads you to strange places, my child. Such thoughts are disquieting. Yes, it was his Lalas she refused.


‘Tis odd they should have anything in common after that, no? Why does he cleave to her then? What does he know that we do not? Blodwyn asked. Could he have turned, she wondered. Could he have broken from us?


You are suspicious of her power. He is not.


I am suspicious of power whose origin I cannot determine. If there is another with whom she is allied, then I must try to find this person. Another? Who could it be? Who?


It could be fruitful for us, Lilandre replied.


Where is the map now?


Another has it. Its fate is undetermined. We reach out to one another but the distances have become too great. The cloth twists around our outstretched limbs. A large bough quivered above.


Another? Why? Did Oleander not instruct her to drop it down the well? Did she not convey that to those into whose care she entrusted it? It was not stolen from her, was it? Another uncertainty, another fear. Blodwyn could get no satisfaction today.


No. Rest assured, it is in the hands of those to whom she willingly gave it. And she did inform them of Oleander’s instructions, Blodwyn. They are a unique pair though, the elf and this girl. They traveled to the dead city through the forbidden places after they left the sister. We had not anticipated this, as we had not anticipated Sidra’s intervention. But without it…. Lilandre paused a bit too long for Blodwyn’s comfort. We can do no more than await their actions. Much depends upon the decisions they will make.


Everything was amiss. The disposition of the map, Sidra’s allegiance, Robyn’s loyalty, Lilandre’s sight. So much. So, so much. The disquiet her Lalas’ tone generated still endured, enhanced by her own suspicions and doubts. Things were slipping further and further out of her control.


Do you doubt the task will be completed? she asked with apprehension.


Yes, the great Lalas replied.




Chapter Four


“Keep your hoods up. It would not be to our advantage to be recognized here,” Premoran said, his voice weary from travel. “Let us gather what information we can.”


After their escape from Sedahar, Premoran guided them further into the southern reaches, across the ravaged plains and decimated forests that ringed Colton’s territories. In their weakened state it was safer to keep to the shadows, and out of his brother’s reach. Knowing the Dark One was certain of their flight, they expected his fury would be unbridled, his rage multiplied a thousand times over by the forfeiture of the 11th shard. Colton never accepted his defeats humbly, and the price he levied upon those within his reach was greater than any pain he suffered. In this case, the cost for his victims to bear was mammoth.


They emerged from the tangle of dead trees onto a narrow and little used roadway just as the sun set on the twentieth day after their departure. The sign post of the Wayward Traveler stood on the edge of a slight hill, illuminated from behind by the sun’s rays, and the stone bulk of the building just beyond shielded their approach. The three stories that rose from the squat foundation stood out upon the earth like a frightened animal caught in a bright moonbeam in the dark of the night. It was the only structure within miles and the meager bushes and thin growth surrounding it emphasized the desolation it exuded.


Giles strode to the windowless door and banged upon it while the others remained hidden in the bushes. A metal plate slid to the side, and the big elf knew he was being scrutinized from behind it. Though the innkeeper must have been accustomed to harboring various visitors without asking questions in this lawless region, he opened the eyepiece circumspectly nonetheless.


“We seek food and shelter for the night,” Giles said. “There are four of us. One room will be sufficient.”


“How will you pay?” the man asked impatiently.


“King’s gold,” Giles replied.


“Pay me first,” he said, pushing the door open just enough to thrust a wrinkled and scarred palm out before him.


Giles dropped a large coin into his hand. Bouncing it once in the air, he snatched it before it came to rest again. Then he closed his bony knuckles around it, thrust the entry wide and greeted them with a practically toothless smile. Biting the coin hard with the few rotted stumps that remained, he stuffed it into the recesses of his robe. Standing to the side, he peered out over his crooked nose and motioned for them to enter. He looked into the night and watched as the others walked from the edge of the woods toward the narrow steps leading to the doorway.


“Welcome, my friends.” His voice was nasal and irritating. “I just happen to have a room for you folks.” He coughed long and hard. “My last group of guests left a few days ago. You can rest here comfortably, yes you can, and safely,” he pointed to an area which no doubt served as both the parlor and dining room. “I will tidy up your chamber. It won’t take me but a few minutes. Make yourselves at home in the meanwhile. Here…” Gathering his robe around his body with one arm, he leaned over and with the other, slid a wooden platter strewn with brown pieces of half-eaten food, out from under a piece of oily parchment. “Have some fruit. When I return I will take you upstairs. I wasn’t expecting any more visitors today,” he said, staring hard at each of them in turn with beady jet eyes. “Are you sure you desire only one room for all of you? The lady too?”


“We’re sure, old man!” Giles snapped, eliciting a raised eyebrow and a knowing nod from the innkeeper as if they were sharing a secret.


“As you wish then,” he replied. “King’s gold,” he said to himself while ascending the stairway to the second floor. “There’s quite a bit of this around these days.”


Grimy plates and half empty mugs lay scattered about. Ashes from what must have been a dozen pipes were piled upon the wooden side tables and the room stank of grog and unwashed bodies. The walls were dirt speckled and the planks of the floor worn from years of traveler’s heavy boot heels.


“We fit in quite well here,” Alemar said with a smirk. Pushing her thick cowl back, she peered at her face in a cracked mirror hanging from a pock marked wall. What would father think of me now, she wondered. Does he blame me for Kalon’s death? Emerial must. She never liked me to begin with.


“Keep your head covered!” Premoran warned again, grumbling under his breath. “It would be imprudent to reveal ourselves to anyone just yet. When we’re locked behind our own doors we can afford to be less careful.”


“After we check out the chamber thoroughly that is,” Giles said, his eyes darting from left to right.


“That goes without saying,” Premoran agreed. “The Innkeeper is no simpleton. I’m sure he makes a tidy sum more by trading secrets than renting out these foul premises.”


Alemar pulled the coarse wool shroud over her golden hair and tucked the wayward locks securely inside. “I wonder who was here before us,” she said, pushing the thoughts of Eleutheria and her family out of her head.


“So do I. What do you think he meant by that remark?” Giles asked.


“About the gold? The fact his previous guests paid him in a similar manner means they were not common folk, or they were thieves, take your pick,” Alemar replied. “I think he was letting us know he has information to trade. What do you suppose he thinks to gain from us?”


“Knowledge of our presence alone would be quite valuable to some,” Teetoo replied.


“We don’t look important,” Giles commented while removing his filthy cloak. The cowl of his tunic kept his head hidden. “The road’s taken its toll on me for sure.” His fingernails were cracked and his big hands were at least two shades browner than usual.


“We can be certain he will use whatever means he has to discover who we are and why we’re here,” Premoran said. “Not many folk are traveling these roads of late. As Alemar so aptly put it, only scoundrels or crusaders would be found in this place.”


“Who could he sell such knowledge to in this miserable land?” Alemar asked. “There are so few living things anywhere about.” The countryside was devastated. It used to be a fertile area before the fall of Gwendolen. Now it looked as though it had never lived. And I leave a trail of dead behind me everywhere I go, she thought.


“A foolish question, Princess,” Premoran replied. “Precisely the type of people who would be traveling this forsaken piece of earth. And who said they must be living?”


Alemar, like everyone else, heard the rumors in the streets of Pardatha about the grim spirits and hideous creatures roaming the plains on the outskirts of Sedahar. Frightening tales never bothered her before, but after escaping from the dungeons of Sedahar, nothing would surprise her again.


“It won’t do us any good to speculate. Perhaps we can gain some information from him later,” Teetoo said.


“He’s a crafty old man and a dangerous one. To have survived here as long as he has, it is unlikely he will give up anything he does not wish to, except of course for a price,” Premoran replied. “I suspect he will be more interested in us than we are in him. We must use that to our advantage.”


They gathered around the wooden table in the corner of the darkened room. Premoran’s imprisonment had weakened him considerably and his recovery was not as swift as he hoped. In addition to the mantle of physical fatigue they carried upon their shoulders, Clovis’ death weighed just as heavily upon their hearts.


Teetoo lit a half melted candle that sat in the middle of the table. Its light sent shadows dancing as it flickered before catching and burning. The four of them bent their tired heads inward as if on cue.


“Did you look at the sky as we arrived here?” Giles asked.


“It would have been hard not to,” Alemar replied. “It looked as if it was on fire.”


“It was,” Premoran stated in a hushed voice. His hands moved in slow motion. “My brother is extracting his revenge upon the land. So predictable, his behavior, though the suffering he causes is always unique and terrible. I am alive and free and another of his Possessed is dead. He cannot contain his fury.”


“Clovis was brave, was he not?” Alemar asked, her voice cracking as she spoke his name, the hurt still so raw. She missed him more than she could have imagined. When everyone else in Eleutheria had abandoned her and sided with her brother, only he and Giles remained steadfast. She fingered the birthmark behind her ear.


“Indeed,” Teetoo said.


Giles grunted his agreement. “He made the ultimate sacrifice for us without hesitation and with full knowledge.”


Alemar brushed a lone tear from her cheek, She couldn’t help herself. The fatigue wreaked havoc on herself control. Clovis, Kalon. Who next?


“What he did for me I will not soon forget,” Premoran said. His eyes suddenly clouded over and he started breathing erratically, in fits and spurts, pressing both hands hard against the table. Alemar and Giles jumped from their chairs. Premoran’s body jerked backward in his seat and he nearly toppled over. Teetoo leapt to his aid, assuming the worst, but Premoran raised his arm and kept him at bay. “Fear not for me,” he assured them, recovering his equilibrium once again. His pupils were as large as his eyes and he was clearly shaken. “I didn’t expect my brother to allow me to live after my capture. I thought he would kill me quickly, but he didn’t. He risked much, and I could not fathom why. Now I understand his need.” He paused. “It has happened. Another Lalas has departed.”


Alemar turned to him. “Another Lalas?” Robyn’s? Could it be? Please no. Please! The air was stifling and she couldn’t breathe.


“Mintar,” Premoran spoke the tree’s name.


The pounding in Alemar’s ears almost obscured the words. It was not Promanthea. Not Robyn’s Lalas.


“Carlisle was his Chosen. A good, good man,” Teetoo said. The Weloh’s eyes looked like luminescent, overfilled pools and when they glowed, he suffered.


“We will miss them dearly. The earth will miss them dearly. They were a strong force that will not pass without consequences for us all,” Premoran remarked as the color returned to his cheeks.


“That is the reason then?” Teetoo asked the wizard, staring at him intently. “He could not kill you and still he could not use you. So Clovis’ sacrifice is much more profound. He didn’t know how many he would save by his actions.”


“Yes,” he replied, looking at Alemar and Giles, aware of their ignorance. “Mintar was the 11th tree to die since the dimming of the Gem. The Tomes refer to the 11th shard as the one crucial to the quest. Though the others are potent and vital, without this one, the search could not truly begin. My brother is unable to enter the forbidden places and to gather it himself, so he needed me to remain alive until the Lalas chose his moment to depart. I was to gather it for him from the heart of the great tree.” His eyebrows blended together at the bridge of his nose as his eyes darkened. The pain of his captivity was still fresh in his memory. “There are far too many pieces to this puzzle and even the most familiar ones don’t always fit where you might expect them to.”


“What happened to the shard if Mintar is already dead? Is it safe?” Alemar asked. Robyn is safe at least. Thank the First. She felt guilty caring more about his fate than about this terrible loss, but she couldn’t help herself.


“Another has retrieved it.” Premoran stared through the begrimed window like it was a clear plate of glass.


“There are others who can do that? Approach a dead Lalas? I thought you said you alone….” Giles questioned.


“Apparently there are others. Mintar’s song has been stilled. I hear it no longer and therefor the shard is not in the hollows. His melody was singular and there is no mistaking its absence from the harmony.” He cocked his head as if listening to a symphony only he could discern. “My brother does not have the shard. I would know if he did. We would all know.”


“Who does then?” Alemar’s head throbbed. “If it’s so important, mustn’t we make sure it’s secure?” She shifted in her seat. He’s safe. But for how long? Robyn, Promanthea’s Chosen, was the only one with whom she ever shared her hopes. The only one who believed her mark was one of destiny. Giles was loyal and dear, but even he patronized her on this matter.


“There is little we can do now, I’m afraid. The time for our intervention has passed, and you’ve played your part already, each of you,” Premoran said. “We must trust that the one who had the power to enter the forbidden place and plucked the shard from Mintar’s heart will protect it.”


“Who else could do that?” Giles asked again.


“One of great promise and great power,” the wizard replied. “One with whom the Drue are comfortable.” Before the others had a chance to question him further, he explained. “The Drue are the guardians of the forbidden places. They protect the hollows from intrusion and secure the sacred spots that were once the abodes of the Lalas. Without their cooperation, no one could take the shard from the dying tree. Not even I,” he continued.


“I have heard of them, these Drue. The Tomes speak of them. But are they really capable of determining the worthiness of such a person?” Alemar asked. Her birthmark burned and she pulled a strand of hair over it, concealing it though Premoran was not even aware of its existence.


“That is their purpose. But I fear now for the bearer of the shard. That person is in the gravest of danger!”


“There must be something we can do to help her,” Teetoo said. He was all too familiar with this process, having accompanied Premoran as he performed the grueling task of retrieving the prior shards. “She is strong, but she is not schooled.”


“She? You know who it is then?” Alemar gasped.


“Yes,” they both replied in unison.




Chapter Five


“The battle will be here, Dustin! It is inevitable. For whatever reason, he has chosen Tamarand as his target. He failed at Pardatha and he failed at Seramour. We are next,” the regal, gray haired man said to his second in command.


“So it seems, my Lord,” the young officer replied.


They both stared out of the large, leaded windows that rose from floor to ceiling in Baron Calipee’s study.


“It may be that he wants to draw my son out from wherever he has secreted himself,” the older man continued. “I only hope Robyn is safe.”


“He has been gone for quite some time, my Lord. Why would the Dark One be concerned about him? Do not tell me your son has allied himself in any way with….” Dustin stopped, unable to conceal the derision in his voice.


The Baron turned and stared at his aide, remaining silent for a long moment.


“Dustin,” he began finally. “I have not been altogether honest with you,” he admitted, keeping his eyes locked upon those of his second. He watched his every move, the slump of his shoulder, the blinking of his eyes, the way he raised his hand when he spoke.


Dustin remained as still as he could and looked at the Baron, his eyelids flitting.


“Robyn is not the man you believe him to be,” Calipee said, drawing out his words.


“There is no need to explain his behavior to me, my Lord,” Dustin said. He had always protected the Baron from being hurt by his errant son, gaining his confidence, supporting him. The depth of his contempt for the spoiled youth who stormed out of the castle so many months ago he kept to himself. “I’m sure he needs merely to grow up a while longer on his own before coming home to you. He will return, your Lordship. He will recognize his responsibilities at some point. I’m sorry if I insinuated anything untoward…”


The Baron smiled, though Dustin could find nothing amusing in the discussion.


“You misunderstand me, Dustin,” he interrupted him. Are you being honest with me?


“I beg your pardon, Sir?”


“For many reasons I have never been able to share the truth about Robyn with you,” he said. For many reasons.


“It is not necessary to explain anything to me, my Lord. I know you care deeply for him. It’s a father’s love that causes such pain. The son cannot understand the hurt he brings,” Dustin said.


“No, my friend. He has not hurt me,” Calipee replied. “And his love is as strong for me as mine is for him,” he insisted.


“I do not wish to overstep my bounds Sir, but he has taken advantage of your generosity of spirit and in my opinion he has much to atone for. He is no longer a child,” Dustin said, scowling.


“Ah, you are so right. He is no longer a child,” the Baron said.


Dustin looked at him as if he had lost his senses, unable to decipher the odd expression upon the Baron’s face.


“My Lord?” he questioned.


“Come. Sit here with me.” Motioning to two chairs by the far window, the Baron walked over to them. “It’s high time I brought someone into my confidence. Robyn is a Chosen,” he said, waiting for the young man’s reaction.


“Robyn?” he replied, incredulous, as he sat down beside the Baron.


“Yes, Dustin. There is a very great Lalas near here. It conceals its presence as do many of them. Robyn was chosen when he was quite young, and we both thought it best the people didn’t know.” There. I’ve said it finally.


“But why?” he asked. “It’s such a great honor! Has he shamed the tree too?” Dustin questioned.


“You still do not understand,” Calipee said. He knew Dustin’s opinion of his son was one he’d developed over many years and would not easily be cast aside. But there was more to it than mere dislike. And you did not suspect. Good.


Dustin and Robyn appeared to be about the same age and the soldier was never less than a shining example of a man of honor and duty. Robyn, on the other hand, presented himself as selfish and spoiled and, moreover, callous and unfeeling when it came to his father, the Baron. He cared nothing for politics and the responsibilities of his rank. Breaking hearts was his single greatest accomplishment and he did it often and with aplomb. His public outbursts of defiance were common, particularly when it came to the Baron’s requests, and as time passed, he spent less and less of it at home. Prone to fits of temper, he lashed out rudely and carelessly at anyone loyal to his father or critical of him.


This ruse succeeded extraordinarily well, and Robyn’s reputation spread throughout Concordia and the rest of Tamarand. No one took him seriously or tried to get close to him. They disdained and disliked him, and it appalled the people that he treated his father so poorly, particularly after the death of his mother. Though it had been difficult for both the father and the son to perpetuate this lie, it gave Robyn the freedom he needed to carry out his other responsibilities. His absences were rarely noticed and never regretted when they were.


“We decided many tiels ago that Robyn’s bonding wasn’t to be shared with anyone. He knew from the onset what that decision entailed, and he accepted it without a thought for himself. His sacrifice was far greater than mine. I was fortunate he confided in me, for I could not have borne the pain of having so profligate a son in reality as he appeared to be.”


“I had not the slightest idea,” Dustin confessed. He sat on the edge of the chair with his elbows upon his knees and his chin cupped in his hands. “There were always rumors now that I think about it. Visitors spoke at times of a Chosen whose tree resided nearby, but connecting those tales to your son, the man we thought we knew, would have been a stretch for anyone’s imagination. I, for one, never put two and two together,” he continued, his skin paler than before. “I hated him so. How he treated you. I couldn’t see past it. I still can’t believe it!”


“Well, it’s true, I swear to you,” Calipee continued. “And I apologize for having had to deceive you for so long. It pained me to see how you suffered from the way he spoke to me, but I do not regret what we did. We’ve been good actors, have we not, Dustin?” the Baron asked. Are you angry or relieved? There was still more to the story, but Calipee wasn’t prepared to reveal it yet. He was content now to let the word go out that Robyn was a Chosen, but the wildling woman who rejected his Lalas first, no one needed to learn of at this moment. That information could yet be valuable if planted prodigiously.


“Superb, my Lord,” he agreed, stunned. “I must admit I’ve always felt conflicted about hating him. Despite how badly behaved he is, there is something so enviable about him. I really can’t put my finger upon it.”


“The girls all seem to be able to ignore how disrespectful he is to me. He never lacks for their support,” the Baron said lightly.


“He’s handsome, my Lord, though I would normally have qualified that by saying ‘in a strange and disagreeable way’. Nonetheless, it struck me as unusual that a child of yours could be so callous and self-centered, and yet so carefree. As I think about it, his harshness with us all did seem forced. I accepted it as truth, but I could never fully understand it. How did I miss this all these years? I always thought I would…” He stopped himself in mid-sentence.


“That you would what, Dustin?” the Baron asked, leaning in close.


The young soldier looked distracted and his eyes were unfocused.


“That I understood him,” he replied. His attempt at a smile was uncomfortable.


“And now?” You seem just a little too disappointed, Dustin. Did you believe you would rule here after me? Is that what you were thinking? That I would forsake Robyn?


“It will take some time to adjust. My enmity for him was great and I saw nothing positive about him aside from his physical appearance. But, I’m relieved,” Dustin wiped his brow with the flat of his palm.


His hand is shaking. He is unnerved. He won’t look at me. “And I am most pleased. Soon, everyone will know the truth. There is no reason to conceal it anymore. With Colton knocking upon our door, it’s time to heal our own wounds so we can be strong and united when the battle begins.”


Promanthea and Robyn believed their best interests and the best interests of the people lay in keeping their relationship private. And so did Calipee. None beside a select few knew of Sidra’s refusal to be bonded by the same tree, and when Robyn was chosen none were informed of that either. The circumstances around their bonding were unusual considering the startling events which preceded it. Rejecting one of the great trees was unheard of. If the people knew Robyn was not Promanthea’s first choice, they may have been reluctant to accept him for lack of understanding, though the Lalas themselves harbored no such doubts. The situation was unprecedented, nonetheless, and they deemed it best no one should know he had ever been Chosen at all. So, the charade began.


“To have a Lalas so close to us again!” His voice quivered. “Will the tree reveal itself as well, my Lord?” Dustin asked.


“I can’t answer that question. With what is happening these days, there may be reasons for it to continue to keep its location private. Robyn doesn’t even know I have spoken to you of this. We have not been in communication of late,” the Baron said. And now we will see if it is you, my friend, who has been betraying my plans. Someone in the castle is a traitor. Would that it not be you, Dustin, but who else?


“Do you know where he is? Is he on a mission?” Robyn’s whereabouts took on a new meaning. “And what about his Lalas? How far from the city does it live?”


“I am uncertain of my son’s location,” the Baron conceded. Is your interest more than curiosity? Why must you know? “As a Chosen, he has the means by which to reach me and ease my concerns for his safety.” Yes, Dustin. He can reach me if he needs to. “But it’s been a while since I last heard from him.” Too long. Far too long. “The tree grows not far from us.”


“Did he play a part in the great battle of Pardatha?” Dustin asked.


“A crucial one,” Calipee said proudly. “He was ‘called’ to assist the heir when the boy first arrived there.” Careful. There are risks to what I’m doing, but I must know, he warned himself. We will soon be at war.


“With the Gwendolen heir? Was he with him when he escaped from Seramour too? Is he with him still?” he asked, his eyes shining.


“Yes, he has not left his side.” He’s perspiring. It’s not hot in here.


“Again, there were rumors of a powerful Chosen,” Dustin recalled. “I just never associated them with your son. He was the last person I would have expected…”


“As was planned,” the Baron replied.


“So he is one of the three teachers?”


“Yes.” He knows much about this. Too much. Calipee watched him even more closely.


“He’s the one helping him to learn the earth magic?” Dustin’s eyes widened.


“Yes,” the Baron answered again. “Where they went from Seramour though, I do not know.” I wish I did. Oh how I wish I did.


“Maybe Colton believes you do, my Lord,” Dustin said, his breaths short and quick. “Or that you can find out. And that’s why he’s coming here. Or he might think if he threatens the father, the son will come to his aid. Will he?”


“Perhaps, Dustin. Perhaps…”




Chapter Six


“There are many different ways to respond to stimuli, Dav,” Cairn explained. He walked as close as he could to the yellow-green glow of the shield that surrounded the city of Parth without stepping into it. “One can react cognitively, emotionally or physically. These of course are just words we have created to help us describe the things we experience, and they lead us to assume our interaction with the world is self-contained. The words themselves can’t capture the essence of the action or the response. But they invoke in the mind an approximate understanding, and our understanding grows with our experience. We begin to see how all types of experience overlap and influence one another. The words are no more than tools we use to communicate with and they allow most of us to make sense of the world within which we live.”


Cairn motioned to Davmiran to come sit beside him in the clearing. The Tower rose in the distance, beyond the thick fields of wheat thriving under the sisters’ nurturing guidance. The sun pierced the protective dome as if it wasn’t even there, though in fleeting and intermittent bursts. Hulking shadows roamed the surface like ghost ships on the sea.


“They can’t be separated, as they bleed into one another inevitably. Emotions can initiate physical responses, thoughts can calm the emotions or incite them, and actions can generate all kinds of thoughts and feelings. We must learn which is precedent in each experience, and we must learn how to control that hierarchy. Recognizing and understanding them can help us to anticipate our enemy’s next move, as well as to assist us in controlling our own.”


“I feel things first and then I respond,” Davmiran said, his eyes half closed, shrouded behind pale, blue-veined eyelids. “For me, emotion is paramount. It has never been a choice.”


“Yes. That much I have learned by being with you. But, you must also be able to evaluate in other ways. The fact that it has never yet been a choice does not mean it never will be. You must cultivate your options. You are too vulnerable if you respond only by virtue of your emotions. They can be wrong you know, and lead you to act inadvisably.”


“They have not done so yet,” Dav replied. “I’m not being stubborn, Cairn, but I feel things so intensely it seems impossible for my understanding to be incorrect. I can sense the rightness or wrongness of a situation. The physical world resonates and I feel it.”


“You haven’t come face to face with the Dark One yet, Dav. You may find the truth does not always reside so simply in the situation. All living things can be tricked,” Cairn said. “Colton’s evil is enormously compelling and confusing. Your instincts are very good, very accurate. And they guide you well. But they are not enough to protect you. My job is to help cultivate your innate talent so you are ready to confront him when the time comes. You must have control over your reactions and not be controlled by them. Sometimes you must take a step back from the perception and prepare yourself for its impact. There is a time to fight and a time to cry and a time to reflect. You must know which moment you are living amidst.”


“A voice speaks to me when my emotions are in disarray. I don’t really hear the words, or at least they don’t sound like words, but they help me to find my way through the confusion. I sometimes feel as if someone else is guiding me from inside,” Dav explained.


“Do you remember Mira?” Cairn asked.


“No. Not well. But even as you mention her name my body reacts, just as I said before. I feel safe and comfortable when you talk about her. Why? Do you know?”


“She gave her life to cast you to safety. Her spirit will never leave you. She had to insinuate so much of what she was into you in order for the casting to work. Though it killed her body, she never really died, Dav.”


“That is what I’ve been told,” he said. “She is the one I hear? It’s her spirit that soothes me?”


“Yes, I believe,” Cairn replied. “Robyn agrees and he knows more about this than I do. He also knew her many tiels ago.”


“Yes, he did. He’s been telling me a lot about her recently. I know I have a past, but I can’t find my way back to it. It seems strange to me that others have a clear perception of the woman whose essence lives within me, yet I have none.”


“That is why it’s so important to recognize cognitively what affects you emotionally. You cannot allow your physical actions to be governed by these impulses. You must analyze them and try to put them into a perspective that makes sense within the context of your life and your life in the world. Otherwise, another whose motives are not as noble as Mira’s, might influence you as well. Actions require a reasonable combination of emotion, thought and movement. We are what we do in this world and each step we take influences all others. No actions are isolated.”


“If it feels right in certain circumstances, it may not be altogether. That much I know,” Dav said.


“It’s possible your instinct could be manipulated as well by one who comprehends what motivates you. Don’t forget that. I would be remiss as a teacher if I didn’t make you aware of the limits of one sense without the aid of the others. My job is to prepare you, not comfort you.”


“So I must be suspicious all the time? I can’t trust my feelings?” he asked. He was young still and naive. His awakening was just weeks ago, his memory washed clean prior to it.


“Not blindly. Be vigilant, Dav, as we all must be these days. Be vigilant with your faith, be vigilant with your choices. Question everything.”


“Sometimes I can’t stop myself from responding when I feel something strongly,” he confessed.


“You must learn how to then when it’s necessary. We seek a balance point always. That is what we work to find, to achieve. We have practiced deep breathing and the slowing of the heart. It must become second nature to you. You must be able to create an internal environment for yourself within which you can comfortably assess your options and examine the stimuli that are compelling you to action,” Cairn said. “Let us try again.”


Sitting cross-legged on the grass, they both closed their eyes. By this time, the words Cairn spoke were familiar to Dav and his body relaxed even before he completed his sentences.


“Breathe slow and loosen each muscle with your exhalations,” Cairn instructed. “Concentrate upon your inner self. Look at yourself from the inside out. Feel the blood flowing through your veins. Breathe to your extremities and relax them with your breath. Now view yourself as an object in the world, not apart and separate from it. Look down upon your body, lying there, part of everything. Feel the air brush against your skin and the sun warm upon your forehead. Feel it penetrate your physical being.” His words were soothing. “We are not so separate from nature as it seems to us at times. The air and sun and water we come into contact with become a part of us as we become a part of them. They penetrate us in ways we do not normally feel. Take in what you need and give back what you can. Feel the power of the flow. Let the outside in and understand your relationship to all that is around you.”


They both lay still, their breath a mere flutter across the surface of their skin, as their abdomen’s rose and fell less with each inhalation and exhalation. “Mira’s presence within you is no different than that of the breeze upon your skin, though it’s a cognitive one and the breeze is purely physical. Both seek to touch you and influence you. Let them. Learn from what is around you, from what you are a part of. Feel yourself becoming one with all that is here. Breathe.”


As they sank into a relaxed state, the sounds of life around them grew more distinct, not numbed and distant. They listened to the grass grow and felt the sun’s nurturing effects upon the leaves and the soil. In the silence between them, the earth spoke boldly to Davmiran, and he listened with an acute ear. The power surged through them, breaching the barrier of skin and bone, touching them, changing them. Time was irrelevant, meaningless.


“What have we here?” Filaree’s voice sounded as if from miles away. “Are you resting up before our morning lesson?” she asked. Her words floated upon the breeze, barely understandable. “That would be smart of you, Dav,” she laughed a humorless laugh.


The words intruded upon them and separated them from the flow, though it was becoming increasingly difficult for Dav to retreat from that place Cairn had introduced him to. He liked it there… perhaps a little too much.


Opening his eyes shocked him. He saw things again, physical things, and he became an object himself. He watched Cairn nod to him as if reading his thoughts. He understood.


“Another perspective, Dav, that invokes another sensation. You have many different eyes with which to see. Use them all. They empower you,” Cairn whispered.


“Is it that time already?” His own voice sounded to him as if it belonged to another. He watched his body rise.


“Yes, it is! I’m always on time,” Filaree replied, inserting herself between the two of them. “You look like you’re having a good time. What luxury. But we do have some important things to attend to.” To Filaree Par D’Avalain, action defined productivity.


“Ah, yes. The Lady Filaree has spoken,” Cairn said. Standing up, he bowed with a flourish. “If we’re not fighting, we’re not doing anything!”


“Don’t be so sarcastic Cairn. You have your ways and I have mine.” She turned to Davmiran, dismissing Cairn altogether. “Now that he’s taught you how to think before you act, it’s my turn to teach you how to act before you think. Come, Dav. Carry this for me, would you?” Without waiting for him to reach for it, she tossed a long sword with a hilt of polished quartz through the air. “Though it looks delicate, it’s anything but harmless.” Davmiran’s hand shot up and caught it with ease. He tested the weapon’s balance like a veteran swordsman, poising it on his hand, his fingers just close enough to the hilt so that it hung there motionless. “You’ve paid attention! Good. Now see if you can conceal it behind your back as deftly as you’re handling it.” She was impressed. Maybe Cairn really was teaching him how to focus.


After tossing it gracefully straight into the air, he caught it just as gracefully a moment before the tip touched the ground. He lifted it over his head and slipped it into a sheath hidden beneath the folds of his shirt, locating the opening with his free hand. All that remained visible was the very tip of its carved hilt, which glowed with a pinkish hue.


“Not bad,” Filaree said. Not bad at all You’ll need every ounce of reflex you can muster in the days ahead. We’ve got to protect you any way we can. “Come. We have much to do today.”


“If I were you, I’d watch out,” Cairn teased. “He’s a quick learner, and despite what you may think, there’s an element of thought involved in much of what one does.”


Pivoting to the side, Filaree drew a jewel studded dagger out of her sleeve without anyone seeing. Before Cairn had a chance to utter another word, she thrust it as close to his neck as she could. He held his breath and didn’t flinch. His face remained expressionless.


“You think too much, Cairn. Sometimes action must precede thought,” Filaree said challenging him. How can we win this war if we don’t wage it? she thought. Dav is not ready. I haven’t done my job and we’re running out of time.


“And sometimes thought can prepare you for things yet to come,” Cairn replied. As he spoke, a huge paw shot out from behind her, clasped her hand holding the dagger, smothered it and rendered it harmless. She couldn’t move. Blushing a deep crimson, Filaree bowed her head to Cairn. She turned and looked up into Calyx’s enormous eyes. The Moulant released his grip and backed up. Out of habit, Cairn summoned him at the onset of his and Dav’s exercises in order to prevent any unexpected intrusions.
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