
Part 1: The Awakening


1. Nothing


Nothing. An echo, through the profound darkness enveloping my body, rippled through my left ear, into my cerebrum, and out my right drum. “Nothing.” Nothing what? Nothing… So long… How long? Nothing. Nothing. Echo. Nothing, except the echo of my voice, nothing. Has it been so long that I have slipped into the shadowy grasp of oblivion? I cannot remember. I cannot remember anything, nothing, except, the echo, the word that is my only hold upon my past, the word “nothing”. “Nothing”, the echo reverberated. “Nothing can change…” and there came a dramatic pause of… seconds? Hours? Eons? I cannot determine. I sat… no, I stood… I laid? I was still for what seemed like an… eternity, a cliché that came closest to my emotions at that time, and then, my lips twitched. My eyes flittered. And it was here, in this dark, dank, dreary dungeon (was it a dungeon?) that for the first time in what could well have been decades, I spoke. Silence can be a deadly gas. It can smother the life out of a god, as it snuffed the life out of me. The spell was broken, and silence retreated, as I boldly vocalized these mantras. “The will of a man.” The only words there spoken, danced on my parched, withered lips. The words came as a modicum more than a sigh. It was a victory against the deadly silence, albeit a pyhrric one. How long had I lain here? I did not know the answer to that. I am awake now, and the sensation I felt at that time can only be compared to as that of an infant child, gulping down its first ray of sunlight; it was pure ecstasy. 


Who am I? The question scared me. It drove a stake deep into the crevice of my heart. Who am I? I panicked. Desperately, I tried to search within myself. Who am I? I don’t know. Who am I? I… have forgotten. My name is… I tried flailing my limbs. I tried to feel my face with them. They did not respond. They were chained. Where am I? No. That question can wait, along with a thousand others. Who am I? I shot off fifteen names I bore on the surface of my mind. None provoked a response. 


Crracck. The sound startled me. What came next was difficult to explain with shallow words, for no words can describe the joy, the pain, the stinging, of seeing my first ray of sunlight shining through the crack where the rotted wood had fallen through. My first reaction was a yelp, followed by a brutal, involuntary twist of my neck as my eyelids were forced shut. A hard, instinctive yank with my right hand in an attempt to cover my eyes found that the chains which were responsible for whatever form of bondage I was subject to gave away… to time. The chains had snapped in half. How? The answer was simple. Rust. Time, the merciless, unscrupulous, undiscriminating god of death, released me from these chains that bounded me. Steel is only transient. In a battle with time, time would undoubtedly emerge as the victor. Nothing is forever.


The light must have jerked something loose in my psyche, for a name like none I’ve heard before leapt into my mind, one that I was definitely sure belonged to me. My name was… “Daek”, I echoed. “Daek… Daek…”, I softly chanted to myself. Daek… of the Iannis estate. Daek Iannis. “I am… “, another tormenting pause. “Daek…”. My voice quivered, and I muttered this alien sound, as if it was my only link to life. My voice, so far away, so distant from my parched throat, that it seemed to come from someone, somewhere, other than me, other than here. 


My voice grew stronger as I became surer still. My mind, my will, my focus, focus of the remnants of my memory, remnants of wraiths long past, of a time long past, of a time where I was not present, where my will grew absent; a time, when I was still myself. “Daek… Daek Iannis. I am Daek Iannis.”, screamed my will, screamed my heart, my mind, my body, one, together, me, Daek Iannis. My scream echoed deep within me, though the only sound I made, physically, was no more than a parched sigh. This was who I was, this was who I once claimed to be, and this is who I am, now. 


I had other names, hundreds in fact. I was sure of this. Those that I was called by, some of which aptly designated, while others, utter lies. Those that I did remember, Daek the Deathbringer, Daek the Destroyer, Daek the Ninth Apostle, Daek of Storms, Daek the Ruthless, Daek the Cutthroat, and Daek… Daek Maelstrom gave me intimations, brief glances, at what seemed like a past life. I cannot fathom my situation at this moment. I cannot determine the agent which caused my waking. I can, despite my condition, determine my goal, a simple goal – escape. 


My right arm is now free from the time-aged fetters that bounded it. I jerked my left hand hard, and found it to be loosened as easily. My feet were unbound. Whoever my captors were, they were either dead, or did not count on me waking up so soon. I swept my chin with my free hand and found it to be smooth. No beard. No facial hair; none at all. This made no sense. I examined my clothes, and found that I wore none. How long had I been here? It does not seem that I have aged, or the ritualistic symptoms of long-term stasis. My muscles have not atrophied, my head somewhat clear, with the exception of my memories. Obviously whatever the phantasmal touches of time had on my surroundings spared me. It was time for me to face the world, if there still was one.  


2. Everything


Everything was old; petrified; like the execution of time. The walls of my prison succumbed easily to my push. I bathed myself in the sweet sensual light of the sun. My pupils burned with the touch of golden rays, but the pain pricked at the basis of my emotions, of hope, of light, of life. Life. There were none, other than me. For about sixty paces in radius with a center respective to where I stood nothing grew. Nothing. No blades of grass, no rhododendrons, no dandelions, not even a single strand of crabgrass. Nothing. Oblivion. It was a piece of land that time forgot, as it forgot me. My vision swirled at the sight of parched land; pale, pallid, painful. The land was dead. 


I was naked. There was no one in sight, and seeing the lifeless land, I understood why. I looked to the horizon, beyond the aura of death, and saw something protruding. Yes. It was a tower, waning ivory in color and about a hundred paces high. Where there’s a tower, there’s a town, perhaps even a city. If I hurry, I can make it there by perhaps sundown. Eager to escape this place, so full of the ambience of death, I quickly sped on. 


Something caught my eye. It was a twinkle, a twinkle under the sunlight. Could it be? Yet it was, a stream. Water, the essence of life, tempted me. Being both hungry and extremely thirsty, I willfully succumbed to it. It wasn’t a stream after all, but rather a small and slim lake. It didn’t matter to me either way, for I welcomed water of any form. I quenched my long due thirst with a vengeance. I lapped the water up like a grazing cattle. I was at the pinnacle of joy when, suddenly, as the water caught that twinkle in the sunlight, saw my reflection. 


My face. It was a rather handsome face, if not for the ugly scar engraved upon my flesh. The scar, light brown and slightly charred with a deep rift of sensitive light flesh ran from my hairline down to the base of my chin. Rage. Fire. Ice cold hatred. Emotions I had tried to suppress rushed up mercilessly. Convulsions of pure hatred welled up in my chest. I gripped the back of my neck to stabilize myself when suddenly; I realized something that I hadn’t noticed before in my haste to escape. It was a necklace. No. Not a necklace. It was a thin ring of rigid steel that fit so perfectly around my neck that I had no doubt as to the fact that it was custom made according to rigid specifications – the dimension of my neck. I tugged at it, first with one hand, then with both, but to no avail. It would not succumb. It seems as if time forgot about the collar as well.


I was a dog. I was an animal.  I was collared, chained, and marked. Ice-cold fire was conflagrating deep inside me. Whoever had done this, and I made a silent vow that I would find out, would feel the pain as I slowly crack every single bone in their…


I never finished my thought. For the last thing I remembered was the sharp, excruciating pain like a blow of a thousand needles in the back of my neck. I let out an agonizing scream, and felt my scar tear apart and the slow dripping of blood from the old wound wounded anew. I gladly slipped into unconsciousness.


3. Something


Something tingled at the back of my skull. I awoke. Again. How many times must I wake? I could feel the brightness through my eyelids. It was not the sun. It was something unnatural, almost artificial. With much difficulty, I opened them. I was in a prostrate position on a soft bed. Sheets covered me up to my neck. I was actually comfortable, that is, as comfortable as I could ever get for I still felt the throbbing and flashing pain of my scar. The face that greeted me was a benevolent one. It was old, wrinkled and altogether pleasant. She held out her hand, and traced my scar, from one end to the other. Suddenly, her finger lit up. A bright flare lit up from the tip of it, like the light I saw moments before. 


I gave a surprised jolt as the light suddenly exploded. She held out her other hand, and pressured my shoulder. I relaxed. I felt bliss. The throbbing pain of my scar subsided. Fire gave away to a cool sensation. Chaos surrendered to order. Her soothing touch had somehow healed me. It was hard to believe. I held no belief in the supernatural but this; this was truly… magical. 


“How… “, my voice trailed. There were more important questions, but this one caught the depth of my mind.
My mind cleared as the pain subsided. She still wore that smile, as if it was an innate part of her. She must have understood what I meant. She took her right hand, and pressed it gently upon my forehead. It was cool to the touch. The soothing feeling swept over me, the effect was soporific yet brought a new sense of alertness and not knowing it, my eyelids slid down. Was it a dream? I wasn’t sure. My eyes were closed, but I could still see. In fact, I could see even better. I could walk. No. Not walk. Float. I was floating. 


There was my body. Lying gently on the soft bed. I saw my face clearly. The scar was still there, but it was no longer bleeding. Something in me gave me an urge, an urge to look closer. I wanted to examine the healing effect the old woman was practicing on me. As if comprehending my request, my eyes zoomed in. The room grew larger, and I grew with it. My head swelled till the scar was the size of a valley, but no, that’s not deep enough. I looked deeper until the scar no longer looked like a scar. There was a rift. There was a rift inside the valley that took me even deeper. My spirit, in this ethereal world I had somehow entered, gave a jolt as my vision blurred. When I regained my vision, I saw, no I felt the bonds between every part, every dimension, height, width, depth, and beyond overlaying the intricacies of the scar. I felt another, gentler jolt, as a bond was a snapped. The bond was broken. The tissue on either side of the bond responded. Each no longer was a part of the other. Both became singularities; both were dead. Moments later, a bond was made in a different section of the scar. Two tissues were linked. The tissues jumped to life as it was bided into them. They were one again, a whole.

Somehow I knew, despite the dictates of logic, the tearing and connection of the bonds was intentional, willed by the will of that old lady before me. It was the closest thing to magic I had ever seen. I was back in my own body and in the deepest, most satisfying slumber I had known since my waking. It was ironic; but beyond my comprehension. 


My waking was a rude one. Amidst my ambiguous dreams and semi-conscious thoughts, a loud, almost breathtaking clatter shook my unconscious mind. It caused a slight tremor, and the sudden opening of my eyes. I turned my head. It was unbelievably sore. I fought with the reluctant nerves and they capitulated to my wishes. It was about time I showed my body who was in charge.


The clatter came from the direction of the door. A young woman of… perhaps my age(although I wasn’t quite sure what my age was) had apparently dropped a tray of food and was quite busy gathering the mess up from the wooden floor. I sat up hesitantly. I felt dizzy and disoriented for a second, but I quickly regained control. For the first time since my arrival here, I surveyed the room. It was quite old. I was fairly sure of the fact that I was on the second floor, for the clatter made a hollow sound. The walls, judging from the portions from which the wallpaper was torn, were some kind of softwood – hickory perhaps. The bed that I lay in appeared to be the only piece of furniture inside the room, with the exception of a small, green tea table toward the foot of the bed.  


All this surveying took only seconds. The girl was using a broom now, sweeping the pieces of china into a small pan. I felt rather strange at the moment, and soon noticed why. I was no longer nude. I had on a small but fitting gown. Out of common courtesy, I climbed out and attempted to aid in the girl’s task. 


“If y’er healthy enough to stand up, then y’er healthy enough to go down stairs and eat.” She made a dismissive ‘be gone’ gesture towards the door.


I said nothing, merely walked towards the stairs, and left the girl to her work. The room down the stairs was slightly larger than my sleeping quarters, and held but three pieces of furniture: a square table, and two chairs. There were two doors, one on the left wall on one on the right. One of them presumably led to the kitchen. The left door swung open with a creak, and the old lady, my healer, stepped in with a loaf of bread and a bowl of water. She motioned to a seat, and I sat down.


She sat down on the chair opposite me, and laid her elbows gently on the edge. I was mad with hunger, but I tried not to show it. Instead, I slowly took the loaf of bread, and offered some to the old woman. She shook her head. Shrugging, I began breaking off pieces of the loaf. Dry though it was, it was honey to my mouth, and somehow, the bread tasted different. It tasted sweet, with a slight hint of bitterness. The taste lingered in my mouth long after I swallowed. 


The meal lasted only minutes, and at its conclusion, I found that the woman had neither spoke a word, nor made a move; she was still smiling, still sitting, still looking at me in her amiable yet slightly disturbing way. I heard footsteps behind me. I turned around. It was the girl. She had a dustpan filled with broken pieces of chinaware, and was walking down the stairs in an orderly fashion. It was the first time I ever clearly saw her face.


She had a head of black hair, unkempt, but not filthy. Her face was quite attractive and now that I looked closer, it was quite similar to the face of the old woman. There were subtle, but clearly observable, similarities. Although she wasn’t unattractive,  I glanced at her for only a second, for it was impolite to stare at a lady. 


“You have to excuse my mother. She’s mute, but not deaf.”


“That is quite alright. I have some questions, though.” I replied.


“Yes, I’m sure you do, but we have some as well.” She paused, and looked at her mother. I turned around, and saw the old lady making complicated gestures with her hands. “Yes.”, she continued, “my mother wanted to know if you have had any sort of… training in metaphysical manipulation.”


“Metaphysical…” My brows contracted, and I took up a questioning tone.


“What you would call magic. Magecraft. Tier engineering.” She paused again. Looked at her mother, who was making more gestures. “Yes. Yes. My mother claims to have felt a strong sense of recognition in your… mind when she tried to heal you. She said when she tried to show you the metaphysical connections, your reflexes were… phenomenal. It was as if… you almost healed yourself, as if you were a grandmaster but… you…somehow forgot.” 


I chuckled. It was a dry chuckle. “Your mother wasn’t very far from the truth. How did I get here?” It was a question I desperately needed an answer to. 


“Shhh… hold….” She gestured toward her mother. “She wants to speak to you,”


“Speak… I thought…,” I turned and saw the old woman’s hand outstretched, palm toward me, and gestured me to do the same. I mirrored her gesture. The impact was instant, the emotions which flowed forth was intense. My mind, my vision, my senses of reality shifted and brought me to the same mental state in which I could see, where I could feel the intricate bonds which held this loose reality together. But this time, I was no longer a helpless spectator; I was part of the bond. I was oblivious to all else. 


Seeing the bonds did not make them seem any simpler. They jumbled and twisted, danced before my eyes. My brows furrowed, and I strained my vision. I refocused my mind. The bonds became blurry, for a moment, and shifted back to normal, still unorganized and undecipherable.


A bond, like a silver pin amidst a pile of golden ones, shook. It vibrated, a string in a violin. The vibrations were organized, decipherable, and most of all, sensible. It was a language of its own. Let your mind go. Relax. Your body and soul are one. They will perform your biddings, if you will but command them to do so. I understood the language. I knew the words. I could see, no, I could feel the reverberations, the impact it had on my touch every time it swayed. I willed it. I willed to see that bond, that twanging, talking, sentient bond more closely. As if it was part of me, all other bonds dropped away, replaced by fading textures and ambience; and that one cord, that one string, that one single bond that received my full attention, became clearer. It was almost as if I could touch it, feel it, run my index finger along its side, to feel every crevice, every miniature crater along its surface. I knew I would never find any. It wasn’t physical. It was a representation, a symbol of an element shared between two entities, that were now one, because of the bond. 


Talk to me. Manipulate this bond. Will it. I can only make you see, but I cannot help you master. You have much inner strength, but I cannot unlock it for you. How? How can I influence that bond, that single bond, the way she did it? I tried willing it. It would not move. I tried harder. I focused and became oblivious to everything else. In this mental state that I weaved myself into, there was only the bond, and I. Move! I pushed. Move! I pushed harder. Move! I stopped pushing. Ever so gently I prodded it. Prodded it with my will. It was like prodding an iron bar. I could feel the bond, but I could not influence it. Then it moved; but not because of me.


Focus. Try harder. The first influence is always difficult. Let it become you. Let it become a part of you, a part of your instinct. Our reality, this world which supports our frail bodies, is held together by bonds. Bonds are the only thing which keeps us together. Without bonds, without restraint, all would drift apart into disunion. There are bonds in everything. There are bonds between your hand and mine, the moon and the sun, this table and the floor… everything. Its what holds everything together. Humans were given the key of the caretaker. We were meant to watch over this world, this reality. Only we have the power to see these bonds, and if our inner strength were strong enough, change them. So relax, and calm your mind, and try again. 


This time it was different. I gave one, last, desperate push as if a death wish. It almost was. It was a raging push, a call upon my innermost strength. Fiery anger swarmed from my chest. Torrents of pure strength flowed toward my mind. Everything blurred. I was no longer in control. My mind, my will, my soul had but one goal – to destroy that bond – that bond which attracted my anger like a lodestone did iron. Amidst the chaos, amidst raging waves of emotions I heard, so far away, so faint, Too much strength. You’ll kill us both! 


It was too late. The tide had risen. There would be no ebb until a climax. It was all beyond my control. 


4. Pain


Pain. It was excruciating. It struck me in the back of my neck, as a torrent, a deluge. No matter how much I wished for oblivion, I did not receive it. I stood there like a boulder amidst a rapid stream of fire; corroding me, tearing me, ripping me apart. Seconds later, finally I was unconscious. 


The awakening was gentle. I was still sitting in the same chair. My mind was surprisingly clear despite what I had just gone through. The experience, however, was familiar. I confirmed what was responsible now. It was my collar, the circle of steel that was around my neck for some hidden reason. The full sense of bleak darkness had finally set in. My captors were not interested in physical imprisonment. That explained my shoddy prison, the rusted chains, and the unguarded shack. The collar was the ultimate imprisonment – the imprisonment of the soul. I was incapable of wreaking vengeance upon my captors or even think of doing so. I was also powerless to utilize the gift of manipulating these ‘bonds’. I did not know nor did I dare to imagine what the collar was capable of, nor had I the slightest idea as to how to remove it. The collar seemed to have grown into the flesh of my neck. Any attempts to remove it by force, like sawing or filing it off on a large scale (for small scale of anything was not likely to destroy metal of this caliber and consistency) would most likely decapitate me as well. 


My robe was wet from cold sweat. It felt heavy. The old lady was still sitting opposite me, sweat dripping down her face as well. Her eyes stared in bewilderment, but that smile was still there. Slowly, and slightly painfully, as I might imagine, she made several distorted hand signals. Her daughter responded, at a shaking and somewhat of a lower pitch voice, “Are you alright?” a pause, “My mother wants to know.” She hesitated. “Its real dangerous mixing emotion into your will… You could have been killed.” For a moment there was look of concern on her face. She continued, “You should have been killed. I don’t know why you ain’t dead. It doesn’t make sense. I’ve seen it happen. People use their emotions the wrong way and the next thing you know, all their bonds fall apart and the physical body just… disappears.” Her mother made a gesture, and she stopped. 


  “I’m… fine.”, I said, “but I need some answers, as to how I came to be here, and your… identities.” The girl nodded. She started walking toward me, then past me, and stopped half way between her mother and I. 


Her mother made more signals, but the girl does not seem to take notice of them. She spoke on her own accord. “My name’s Li, friend, of the house…” another pause, “…Enajha. You’re in the house of the healer. My mother is known as Gaelen the Gold.” She shuffled her feet a bit.


The name struck me as familiar, although I could not remember where. Then it struck me. It was not the name that had startled me, but the word, “Li”. I remembered, of a distant time in a distant land, a land of riches and spices beyond imagination, a land where streets were practically covered in tiles of gold, the apex of prosperity- the land of Ceylon. On that island, that great island of Ceylon, grew a certain tree that bore a peculiar fruit. These bell-like and succulent fruits were called “Li” by the locals. The Li trees grew only on the isle of Ceylon, and thrived only in the dead chill of winter. It was thought to be a gift from the sun god Dace, as a gift favoring his devout.  


Her name jolted my lost and sundered memory, and brought to the surface not only the beauty and majesty of the world, but also the deceit and darkness of the human soul, for my memory of Ceylon was not a pleasant one. I took another look at the young woman whose name bore the godly fruit of a different age, and saw something else. I saw a beautiful woman, whose ebony hair sparkled at the touch of sunlight, and whose deep, daring eyes seemed to change even the greatest heroes to humble beggars. She was a bit plump, but it only added to her majesty, that towering imperious effect she had when she had her hands just so on her hips….


And then she turned, locking her gaze with mine, and it was phenomenal, almost electric. I thought I saw in her eyes- although it may have been mere illusion- the first hint of curiosity, and acceptance. I quickly turned away, for in that mind, deep in my subconscious I had a feeling – a feeling of danger. It soon passed, and was gone in an instant. I was out of my little trance and back to what was left of myself immediately.

She had another name, I was quite sure of it. It was customarily inappropriate, however, to ask an unmarried woman her given name, and so I left it hanging in the back of my mind. 


“So what’s your story, stranger? My mother has healed many a travelers coming by, but none as strange as you.” se asked, this time in the name of her mother. 


There was something wrong on Gaelen the Healer’s face. Her left eyebrow twitched, for just an instant, and her eyes shone with some kind of recognition. It lasted only for moments. “I’m still quite shady on that. I was hoping you hear your part in my saga first, so that I may piece two and two together for a complete answer.” I could be deadly practical if I set my will to it. I’ve already established that my mental capacity is well above average, and therefore, out of the instinct of survival, I was cautious, to hear their story first, and, if necessary, adjust my own accordingly. I knew my span in this world was short yet, and judging by my memories, I knew full well that everyone I meet could very well be my ally, or my bane. It was the only way to survive in a world I knew nothing about. Somehow, out of some discrete corner of my mind, my instinct came naturally; so naturally, in fact, that had I wanted to, I could almost completely lose concentration and allow my instinct to take over.  


Li locked gaze with her mother, and spoke, “Very well then. There’s not much to tell. I found you unconscious by the stream, and so being the daughter of a healer, I lifted you on to my wagon and pulled you home. My mother healed you.” She wanted to say more, but out of the corner of my eye, I saw a firm underhand gesture from her mother cut her conversation short. Gaelen was still wearing that ideal looking smile.


Li shifted her balance to her left leg, and leaned somewhat unnaturally against the far wall. She was nervous. I was sure that she had something to hide. Caution gripped me like a vice. Paranoia slowly sunk in, and I was made quickly aware of the situation. It was my turn. 


“All that I remember was waking up in a small shack somewhere, probably kidnapped, and there was no one around me. I walked a couple of thousand paces when I saw a stream, and the rest was unclear to me.” It was vague, and it was the truth. I would supplement some facts here and there to correspond with the reaction I receive, for I was still blind in this world. I didn’t know whom to trust, and to trust the first person I see since my waking was probably foolhardy. 


Li seemed startled. “Shack… You mean that shack over yonder? In the wasteland?” She shifted her balance to both legs this time, and raised her right hand with the forefinger extended pointing to the kitchen door. Her head tipped to one side, and her big blue eyes dilated incredulously. “But… That shack’s haunted. Didn’t ye see? Nothing grows! No grass, no trees, not even weed!” I could see that she was genuinely distressed. It was like an inner talent for me. I could see beyond the surface of things. It’s just like being able to see the bonds, only it took as much perception as logic and rational deduction. 


Li was distressed. At the same time, she was also curious. “You woke up in the Sundered Lands? But… Nothing lives there. Nothing!” 


I was deeply perturbed. It did not sound like a very good place. I gave a swift but just reply, “I do not know. But I did wake up finding this on my neck,” and so I showed her the accursed collar upon my neck. 


Gaelen the Healer was deeply disturbed, and the smile disappeared. Her face was wrinkled and deep in thought. Her brows tightened. She leaned closer, and inspected my collar. She held her hand out again, and I knew she needed to talk again.


I pressed my palm deep into hers, and the sensation began anew. Deeply the string between us vibrated, and deftly the air vibrated, and voice emerged. Who are you? Never mind. You cannot talk back. The collar won’t let you. The collar is Smithy design, built out of the strongest magecraft available. There are but four people I know of who are dangerous enough to have ever been imprisoned like this. First was Edwin Roulein of Yarn, who went mad from the art and called upon the death of hundreds. Second was Urondit Agrissalis, Demi-mage of the west, who by snapping apart too much bonds, had tipped the equilibrium of nature and caused the isle of Brookmore to sink below the ravaging waves. Third was Joran Deathward, of Moor, who in his raving madness sunk a fleet of Terran ships from the harbor of Ceylon. The fourth was Jove the Summoner, who through his great power temporarily broke the bond between life and death, and caused a great plague to sweep through Nordisterra, killing millions of Innocents. Do you know any of them? Never mind. It does not matter. They’re all dead. They are but legends, of what once were powers to be feared. I’ll be straight with you, stranger, I cannot remove the collar and it will be the bane of you yet. Your inner strength is great, perhaps even greater than the four raving arch-mages of which I spoke. Perhaps you do not know how to control your strength yet, and I would not wish you to try. The true purpose of the collar is to stop you from interacting with the metaphysical, an unspeakable pain to learned mages, but you seem to be exempt from this, for you have lost your memories. Ignorance is bliss, stranger, remember that. I do not know what other wards were woven into your prison, but I would not advise you to lie or perform questionable deeds while under its influence. You have not yet told me your name. You are reluctant to do so. Let it remain that way, for if I know your name, I would be responsible for whatever being you become, orderly or chaotic. I will, however, point you to the Spiritual Hammer-smiths, the dominant circle of magery and craft in all of Nordisterra, and also the constructors of your circlet. Perhaps they will bring answers to your questions. Their primary fortress lays to the far north, where the three veins meet, but they have many citadels throughout the lands. The closest is in the City of Dace, the city of the Sun God, a month’s wagon ride from here. My daughter is finishing her apprenticeship there. She will take you. I hesitate to trust my daughter into your hands, but your collar takes some of the worries off. Be well, stranger, and allow me to speak to my daughter for a minute. Go up the stairs, and enter the first room to your right. There you will find clothes suitable for a man such as yourself. Be well, your journey starts tomorrow.

5. Old Creek Trail


“Old Creek Trail.” Li said, tracing her finger along a dashed line on the wrinkled map that’s laid out across the table, “it’s the safest way from here to the city. It’s a pay road, but it is safe.” She cocked her head, in my direction, and said, “Are you listening? I have to leave early because of you, so you’d better be.” Her tone was mocking, but had a gentle underlay. I pressed the palms of hands against the table, and examined the dusty parchment.


“So here we are,” I pointed at the dot to the bottom, “Angshalad”. She nodded. “Why can’t we go through there?  Straight across and following the river?” I said, as I traced the direct route between the town and the city. 


Her reaction was more radical than I had expected. “Are ye mad? Ye wake up in the middle of the bloody sunder and ye’r asking why we shouldn’t cross right through that place. Nothing goes there. Not even the water. The river stops at the girdle. Everything beyond that is just a dry river bed. And now I hear ya rambling about going through there? No way in the scorched hell of Dace am I going to step a hundred paces near that place.” She raised her hands in exasperation. 

I saw something beneath her anger. It was a hint of something unnatural, as if she behaved differently around me than anyone else. It was as if she was shy, from resentment or frustration, or both, but I knew that the last thing this tall, brusque, and slightly muscular girl would be was shy. I let it go at that. “It would be much safer for my daughter to travel with an able man than for me to hire one for her.” Her mother had said, but I knew the real reason – not every servant or hired hand had a collar like mine that would make me absolutely no threat to her precious gem, not to mention a perfect slave. It was just as well, for she would be my guide and I would do everything I can to repay her.

The wagon outside was loaded, and the oxen were hitched. Supplies were dragged aboard and the canvas was pulled across the belly. I was dressed in a gray cloak that was not quite a cloak or a robe, for the sleeves were cut short and the base did not quite touch the ground. Only mages wore robes, Li had told me, and that neither her nor I was one, though she will be by the time we reach the city. She wore a light pink dress that had sleeves up to her wrist, and a straw hat.

I climbed aboard behind the oxen and the reins while she stepped over my head to perch on the wagon behind me. With a chiding “whoa” I drove the oxen slowly toward the town gates, where people skirted the edges of the wagon, oblivious of the passengers. The town of Angshalad was quite small, and ever so slowly it sank into the horizon behind us. 

The trail lay to the west of us, in a day’s travel. During that day neither Li nor I spoke a word to each other, she still in her aristocratic and lording mood and me still in my practical no-waste-of-breath mood. It was when we stopped that she said her first words, the pitch slightly lower than her usual tone, and even these were simply, “Go fetch some firewood while I kindle a small fire.” We halted in the middle of a small grassland, with spare flora around us, in the form of small bushes and saplings.

The command was practical and reasonable, but I did not like to be told what to do. A small rage shelled within me, and with a mutter of, “Yes, queen bitch of the north,” I set off. Suddenly I felt a shift, a shift of balance in the metaphysical world, as suddenly I felt a tampering of bonds behind me. 

Whoosh! I spun around, and saw a ball of fire blazing toward my face. Instinct and reflexes took me as I kicked off my left leg, and brought my arm across the air to try to deflect the projectile. The fireball smacked into my hand, and the fire was smothered out by the impact. All that was left on my hand was a mushy and soft piece of ox feces that reeked of an ugly smell. Fire burned within me, and succumbing to it, I charged to Li, and kicking off my right foot this time, spun my arm toward her head, aiming to punish her a bit for her insolence. I was ready to wipe that smirk off her face and perhaps take a piece of her face with it. Suddenly a twinge and a flood of pain cracked behind my neck and my blow stopped dead no more than a couple of finger widths apart from her face, which so resembled the fruit that her name bears. And my anger calmed. And my rage quieted. I silently reproached myself, for letting go of my anger and almost destroying something so innocent, so pretty, so soft, like porcelain or fine china. 

Her face was white for a second or so, and then they slowly turned crimson and eventually, bright red, like metal into a blast furnace. She paused. Time froze. But she said nothing. Her face turned colors again, and a shadow of sympathy floated before her eyes. Neither one of us moved. My arm was still suspended in midair, so close to her face, and she still stood there, with a twinge of sympathy and perhaps even regret showing in her eyes. Then I knew why. I felt it. I felt that teardrop; that single teardrop suspended above my right cheekbone. A silent breeze blew across our faces, and I felt the coldness of that teardrop under my skin. 

My expression was that of a twisted mirror, like one of those distorted mirrors at the circus. It was distorted out of pain, out of regret, out of sadness that I would, in my anger, strike at such an innocent creature who meant no harm to me, and finding out I could not even do that. I was a wasted man. I was useless. If we were robbed or hijacked, I doubt I would even raise a hand against them. She saw it too. Another breeze swept across our faces, eyes locked. The grass around us bent and lightly whistled against the soft wind. The oxen moaned in unison, as our eyes still interlocked, still penetrated deep into each other. 

Her left hand slid up along me, and hovered beside my right face. Neither one of us breathed. Neither one of us dared to breathe. Neither one of us moved, as my arm still hang suspended. With her middle finger, she slowly swept the tear away, I swore I heard the teardrop tear from the tip of her finger, into the soft summer air, and plummeting into the earth below. Her finger stayed their, her flesh touching with mine. I did not dare to look into the metaphysical bond. I did not have to. I knew it then, and I knew it forever. The bond was strengthened between us. Her lips moved. Silently she said, “I’m sorry”, but she did not have to, for her eyes told all. 

And I said, “I’m sorry” silently too, but that was unnecessary, for her eyes blinked, and she understood. She forgave me, and I forgave her. Forgiven. We stood there, frozen, touched neither by time nor by wind, but by compassion, and love. A speck of brown on her left cheek caught my eye, and I saw what it was. It was a piece of feces flung from my hand. She noticed. Slid her hand along it. Looked at it, and looked at me. I smiled. She laughed. It was a deep, hearty laugh, a laugh that was genuine, a laugh that laughter were meant for; a laugh that shook the earth with pride. 

Slowly I lowered my arm, still suspended in midair, and hung it loose on my side. She twisted her neck just a tiny bit, and cocked her head slowly to the right. 

“Li,”, I said, in the softest voice I could manage, as her hair swayed like dangling twigs of the tree, which her name bore, in the dead of winter of Ceylon. Amidst a background of silent white, her hair, like every leaf in every Li tree in Ceylon, undulated deep into the heart of the wind. It was beautiful. She was beautiful. No other word sufficed.

She paused; looked at me, and a ray of understanding came from her eyes. She did not even know my name. “Daek”, I said, in the most gentleman - like tone I had ever used, “Daek Maelstrom”.

She smiled, ever so gently, ever so lady like, and with the softest, most gentle voice I have ever heard her spoken, she said to me, “Daek.” She paused, as if the word tasted strange or foreign in her tongue, but it was not all together bad tasting, and continued, “If you try to be more tolerant,” she paused, looked sideways to my shoulder then back to my eyes, “I’ll try to be less the Queen Bitch of the North.” I laughed. She laughed. The not – so – silent – but - non – verbal agreement was reached, and our bond strengthened. 

She was the only thing I had in this world; she was the only thing I could depend on in my short stay here. If in her I could not trust, if in her I could not find the heart to love, to show, to converse, to interact, then there is no one on this continent of Nordisterra, could I even remotely trust. The statement was simple, and the rules were clear. She needed me, and I needed her. It was not until now that we both saw our fragility. She needed a kindred spirit to accompany her, and I needed one as well.

The rest of the night was spent in peace. I gathered firewood and she, through manipulating certain bonds, as she had tried to explain to me, created a small mage fire that soon spread onto the sticks that served as fuel, and burned bright. I broke out the rations, two pieces of salted meat and a loaf of stale bread, and we shared them. I told her stories, of mages and heroes and lore of a time long gone by. How I knew these tales was a mystery to me, but I was glad they were there to kinder two kindred spirits.

She told me of magecraft and of her personal tale in seeking wizardry. I had asked her how by manipulating simple bonds she could start a fire. Her reply was simple – that once how something works is understood, like why a fire burns, the bonds almost arrange themselves to your will. The explanation was vague, and she took me to the back of the wagon. She pointed at several loaves of dry bread and asked me why these bread did not grow mold. I said I didn’t know. She told me that the only reason mold grew on bread was because the bread was exposed to air so all the bonds between the bread and the air surrounding it was severed. It was hard work, she said, and one or two bonds are bound to remain, but the bread will remain fresh for a much longer time. The bonds, she said, reconnect themselves because they seek balance, so she must keep the spell up periodically to keep the bread fresh. It was hard work, she said, but her job will get easier as the breads were consumed. 

I understood some of it. It was useless information to me anyhow, since I could neither make a bond nor break one. I’ll learn it when I finally get this accursed collar off my neck. Until then, Li will be the only mage in this here party. 

We reached the trail on the morn of the next day, set off on our journey into the City of Dace, the City of the Sun God, though Li said it was neither sunny nor godly, but filled with filth and brigands. I took her word for it.

6.Brigands

“Brigands?” I exclaimed in disbelief. It was twelve days we’ve spent traveling on the pay road, and Li informed me again to look for brigands and robbers who might be interested in some quick work. “We’ve paid a fortune to travel on this here dusty road, only to be subjected to the possibility of brigands?”

She nodded, chewing slowly but deliciously on a piece of fruit. “Nothing’s safe here in this place anymore. There used to be sentries, guards, and inns all along this trail, but there be none now. The world is crumbling apart at the seams.” I inclined to agree, but did not show it. We scarcely saw any wagons pass by, as if this was not a major road but a small and dusty trail. I kept thinking about brigands and the possibility of robbery, and thought that the safest way was to keep watch. 

Night fell quick and easy. The crimson belly of the horizon turned side ways and slowly disappeared over the edge of the world. Li slept, as usual, behind the oxen in the wagon while I made a small nest with the wagon canvas and kept vigilant watch. The night was peaceful, like any other night. Two thirds of the way I saw Li’s graceful body waddle out of the wagon, and offered to take watch, saying that she couldn’t sleep anyway. I declined. She turned to me, and sat next to me anyway, saying that one more watcher was always safer, being in the middle of dangerous grounds. 

I thought I saw some dim lights moving to the west. They moved fast, flickered, and was gone in an instant. Li did not confirm my sighting. She had premonitions, however, and said that perhaps we should start moving. I disagreed. If they must strike, then let them strike while we’re still prepared. She sprinted lightly, like a dragonfly touching the surface of water, to the wagon and pulled out a box about an arm length long and a quarter arm long. It did not seem very heavy. She laid the box before me, and took a seat in front of the box.

It was filled with knives. They were no culinary knives, but throwing knives of all sort, Some bent, some straight, some with holes in them. 

I looked at the knives, bewildered, and through the dying fire I saw her eyes. They were mischievous. “If any of them bastards want to try me, they’ll be carrying home sixteen inches of steel.” She came protected, that’s for sure. Whether she knew how to use them, however, was another question. So the night passed serenely, until dawn struck. There, to the far horizon, seven horses with masked riders ride forth, toward us, toward the wagon.

The seven robbers were upon us in an instant; quicker than an instant; quicker than a flick of Li’s wrist, as she let go a sharp dagger with a hole. The dagger whistled through the air as the current bombarded themselves on the whistling hole amidst the shard blade. It missed horribly. She reached for another one, but was already too late. The leader, dressed in a musty hide armor launched out his wrist and his curved blade, and with a splash, knocked the box of daggers away. They dismounted. The leader eyed my companion salaciously. The others seemed to be apprehended by my tall figure. If only they knew how useless that figure was.

Li still had a few tricks up her sleeve, however, and with a flick of her wrist she held before them a hidden blade. Menacingly she held the dagger, and something caught the leader’s eye. It was a small design, burnt into the silver blade of the dagger. It was the intricate design of a hammer. “Mess with me,” she threatened, “and my masters will bury your bones where not even Dace can find.”

The leader laughed. It was a haughty laugh. He was still laughing, however, when naught but the hilt of the dagger was protruding from the left side of his chest. I saw his lifeline weaken, and dissipated. The man was dead. There was clinging all around me as the leaderless brigands unsheathed their weapons. “Run!” was all I screamed, as I rammed myself full force into the nearest brigand, knocking him into his horse. His weapon was knocked away in an instant, and he was on top of me. His burly hands came grasping at my throat, and they found their mark. 

Breath was short in supply. My head swam. Sight shrank away. All that I saw now, was the beating of a line – his lifeline – the bond which held his life to the earth – the bond which if broken, would be the cause of his death. Asphyxiation swarmed over me like stinging insects. My senses sharpened. That beating line was all that I could see, throbbing before me. Break! I summoned. Break! All my forces, all my concentration was bent on destroying that line. Blood rushed into my head, and coldness gripped me. It was partially due to the cutting of the substance that kept me alive, but also the stinging pain in the back of my mind every time I tried to summon up strength to break the bond. 

Time was of the essence. At that moment, when I finally gave up, surrendered to my fate, a piercing scream reverberated throughout the trail. It was a feminine scream. It was a pitching scream. It was the scream of the only object on this world that mattered, that was worth preserving, it was the scream of my comrade, my friend, perhaps even, my lover. 

Suddenly the restraint broke free, and as love for my comrade, my friend, my Li took me, great strength was summoned, and with a tight push, I drove the pain of the collar away, and sent all my rage, all my hate, and above all, all my love into the throbbing bond before me. It instantly snapped in half. I felt the man’s grip weaken. I pushed him aside, and with the floodgates opened, I released my wrath upon the remaining brigands.

 
I saw the five bonds, the five throbbing bonds of the five remaining brigands, and picking the nearest one, I directed the deluge of my will, of my inner strength into him. The bond snapped, and the man slowly sank into the ground. The others turned to face me, as they saw their comrade die before their eyes, by an unknown source. I broke another one, and another man fell down, dead. I had no strength left in me. I had to trickle bead of energy through the collar to keep the flood gates open, for once they were closed, I would never be able to open them again. 


I had no strength left to break another bond. So I plucked it. I plucked each of the three life lines, and sent fear and ultimate sensitivity into their hearts. They ran. They ran without their horses, like cowards, like dogs. At last their shadows disappeared over the horizon, and at last I allowed the gates to close. It was painful, to be cut off from the metaphysical world. But that could wait. I saw Li, and she stood up. Slowly. She was wrestling toe to toe with four strong men, and she was losing. Her entire left face was covered in blood. 


I stepped closer to her. She cringed. She feared. She feared not the brigands, but she feared me. I stopped, blood drained from my face, and I had no strength left in me even to walk. I fell, and slipped into unconsciousness once again. 


I opened my eyes, and looked up, and there she was, Li, a cloth held to her left cheek, and she looked down on me. And she smiled. And it was bliss. All was right with the world again. “You have a tendency of fainting and ending up looking at me,” she said. I cackled. My arms were sluggish at best, but I found that I could move. She pressed my shoulder down gently, and said, “Four days you’ve been in a coma. You need not move now.”


Four days, I thought, I was out for a long time. I sat up, slid my back along the metal rod of the wagon, and held her left hand. I slowly pulled it away from her face. She frowned, but she didn’t stop me. I opened the piece of cloth, and there I find underneath was a scar, a finger length long, from the corner of her eye down past her cheekbone. I winced. It was like seeing a crack on the world’s most beautiful porcelain vase. It was unnatural, at how a hideous scar like that could be borne on such a brittle face. My heart sank, and was saddened by this sight. I ran my finger to and from the ends of the scar, and looked at her in despair. She saw it. 


“Does my scar make me less homely to you?” She asked, ever so gently, ever so softly. “And remember,” she said, “you cannot lie, not while you wear that collar”.


I smiled, and said, for it truly was not a lie, “It will take a scar the size the world to mar your beauty.” I paused, feeling that it was not enough, added, “It pains me deeply to see you hurt, that is all.”


She blushed. Her face turned crimson, and the scar shrank back into her face. “It may be a deep scar,” she said, resting her hand beside my forehead, “but it is nothing compared to yours.”


She took great pride in her beauty, of that I knew, and even though she denied it, I could see the sadness floating in her eyes. Her eyes were red, the result of either severe insomnia or a great deal of crying, both betrayed her denial. “When we get back to Angshalad, your mother will fix your scar up like it wasn’t even there.” I comforted her.


She shook her head. “You don’t understand, Daek, scars are too complicated. There is no one in this world that has both the endurance and the strength to mend together every little crevice, every little hole in my scar. That’s why scars are always permanent.” Her voice roughed. She turned away a little, and I could see the reflection of the tear droplets as they caught the sunlight. She gave a hasty wipe to her eyes, and took a deep breath, and climbed somewhat clumsily to the oxen. In a shaky voice she said to me, not looking back, “Rest. I’ll go… tend the oxen.” And she left me there, lying in sadness, wallowing in depression, as I looked across the wagon, and saw the mirror, broken in half, lying by my feet. I felt like crying too, but tears don’t come easily to men. 


I saw the imprints of sadness as she turned her back on me, and the earth wailed for her grief. She left me here. She left me in this cold, gloomy wagon  I drifted slowly into oblivion, and entered the realm of dreams. My dreams were dreams of – 


7. Four Witches


Four witches, maidens dressed in clad white, appeared before me. They were strikingly beautiful, even through the dark and blurry mist of dreams. The air was cool but the earth beneath my feet was warm. I could not see their faces, only the various positions in which they stood. They were stoic, like stone. Therefore, I was a bit startled when one of them spoke.


“About time you came here.” The voice was soft, but penetrating; screeching, but pitching, and it showed an undertone of anger; annoyance; and impatience. . It came from the first witch on the left, if one counted them abreast. She stood stolid, with her face hidden in the mist. Her tone was angry, almost caustic. 


Another voice came, and I twisted my head. There was no pause. She said, “Time enough for light conversation, though it has been a long time.” It was the third witch, from the left. She crouched, legs extending in a comfortable position away from her. Her voice was high-pitched and slightly mild, and filled with the joyous tones of summer. Her words were filled with a careless and blithe tone. It filled me with bliss and joy.


I didn’t have enough time to ponder, however, as the next voice followed almost immediately. “Death. I see much death here. Your delay may prove fatal for yourself. O, woe for us!” It was a wail, an intermittent and most depressing deliverance. It was the second witch from the left. She sat also, head clutched in arms. The voice bit deep into me, and erased all traces of bliss and blithe from my heart, and replaced it with dead black dread. 


It took a pause for the next voice to reach me, and not much was said. “What-ever.” The voice rang like a silver bell. It was high pitched and monotonous, a voice of the utmost nonchalance. “What-ever will be, - will – be.” The syllables were stretched, and a distinct ringing sound was heard. It came form the last maiden, the fourth maiden. She stood carelessly. Her head was twisted to the horizon, and there she stared, carefree, nonchalant, at the sky. All my emotions were purged, as I slowly relaxed, and toned in with her voice.


“Who are you?” I asked, for that was the question one asked in dreams. The response came almost immediately, starting from the left and continued, as if in one voice, consecutively toward the right.


“Our names…”


“Matter little…”


“We are…”


“Whi – tches”


I stood, dumbfounded, for that was the way one stood in dreams. The voice cycled back to the first witch.


“Dee dee.”


“Han.”


“Dar.”


“Jo – oh – Jo – oh”


It was their names, I realized, without even thinking, for that was the way matter were made sense in dreams.


“We are…”


“Elements…”


“Of the…”


“Mor – tal so – ol”


The voices ringed, each with a different quality, like striking different keys on an Xylophone, and the play was made with my emotions. That was the way voices were interpreted in dreams.


“Anger.”


“Sadness.”


“Blithe”


“Ob – Li – Vion”


It was strange, how those voices played my emotions like a keyboard. I waited, silently, as I could neither find the words nor the gestures to speak. That was what one did when no other things could be done. The first witch, Dee dee, spoke first again.


“You were sent here...”


“By our late calling…”


“Late but sufficient…”


“To – Jo- In – Us”, and the hiss rang throughout.


The voices recycled back to Dee dee the witch, and I tracked the voices back and forth, for these matters were clearer in dreams.


“Find us fast…”


“Though the journey be hopeless”


“But you’re strong…”


“Fi – End – The – Me – Hiss – Sa”


My head swooned. In and instant all land dropped out below me, and here I was, standing at the top of a blacked mesa, atop a shadowy mountain. It was how I knew I was in a dream.


“You’ll be making two choices…”


“No doubt you will go with the smiths…”


“But we trust you will find us first…”


“Choo – se – why – zz – ly. Choo – se.”, with that, she let out a long hiss which lingered for a few seconds.


Something told me they were not done. Premonition was a gift in dreams.


“Go with the smiths…”


“And die in the girdle…”


“Come with us…”


“We sho – ow – you – the – li – ai – te”


The voices continued, without a pause.


“Don’t trust the girl…”


“He can’t…”


“He loves her…”


“For – get - Her”

The voice spoke vague. Where was I? Not in a dream. Not in a conventional dream. This is no dream. Wake up! But I couldn’t.


“Find us here, in this dreaded isle of Ceylon…”


“And die in the sea…”


“And find the light…”


“An – D – Fi – end – the – gi – ft – of – Ob- Li – Vion.” Her voice faded, disappearing into oblivion whence her mood bore.


With that, they were gone. My heart stilled, but only for a second, for with a jolt of my arm, I pulled myself up, to life, to light, to reality. Sweat showered my back, and my robe was drenched in the musty liquid. Every detail of that dream leaped into my head, and it was frightening. Li had told me of witches before. They manipulated bonds just as mages do, only with no regards to overall equilibrium. 


I knew they were witches, for witches were the only women to wear white. It was dark. The wagon stood stagnant. It was night. Sleep was gone from my eyes, and I felt my strength rejuvenate. Where was Li? Where was my companion? I slowly clambered out of the wagon, and saw the smothered fire below it. Next to it was a human body. Her body was in a fetal position with her arm pillowing her head.


She must have fallen asleep while keeping vigilant watch. For me, I thought. I crouched down, and saw the reflection her face in the dying fire. She was tired. She was dreadfully tired. I’ve been putting the weight of responsibilities on her for the past four or even five days. There was a distinct ring of redness around her eyes, and the sight of them pained me. She shivered. It was slight, almost unnoticeable, but not much escaped my eyes. She was cold. 


I bent down, and picked her up, cradling her head in my left elbow. I gently pushed my left leg downwards, and elevated her face closer to mine. There I stopped. Her face looked so serene, so peaceful, so amiable. The scar, that long, crimson line of fury dabbed across her face, like a scratch in glass, sent pain and grief into my emotions. The words of the witch echoed in my ears. “For – get -  her”, the forlorn echo murmured. I will never forget this, I thought, never. 


I could look at a face forever, I thought, but I moved on. I took three ardent steps toward the wagon, and reached the edge. I gently lowered her bodice on to the wagon floor. She stirred. I froze. Her eyelashes twitched. I froze. Then, ever so gently, I laid her down, until her back touched the canvas coverings and her legs stretched. At last, I retracted my arm and gently laid her head on soft hay. 


I backed up, and walked away from her in the direction of the smothered fire. My sight never left her face. I sat down. Her back faced me. I looked away. For the rest of the night, I thought, about the witches, about my collar, about my goal, and most of all, about that beautiful goddess in deep slumber before me. Her scar appeared vividly before my face, and I silently vowed to myself that I would erase that scar from her ivory flesh. Four days I slept without food, and yet I felt no hunger, for one did not consume energy in slumber. I spent the night in peace, and in honor of my companion, who sacrificed herself, amidst her grief, to stand vigilant watch over me.


8. City of the Sun


City of the Sun, a city of towers and chateaus, loomed before us. It was the last leg of our journey together. We spoke no more of that night with the brigands, and I never told her my dream. Instead, we spoke of magery and the faction of the Spiritual Hammer Smiths. She was a student there, studying the craft, and she’s going back to finish her apprenticeship, by becoming an apprentice for a renowned mage for a year. Our trails will split there, she said, and we will go our separate ways. It brought an aura of sadness to both of us.


The city was ancient. Two large poles supported the gate, and across the topmost slab it showed a picture of the Sun God Dace in all his glory. The city was renowned for the largest, and most spectacular temple of Dace anywhere in the continent. The city borders a large lake, aptly called mirror of dace. Dace was a benevolent god, always portrayed as showing enlightenment to his worshippers. Three stolid towers rise from the east, covered in a layer of gold. That was the Temple of Dace, even though the majority of the temple was constructed purely of glass. The second most significant structure in the city was the pitch-black dome that emerged from the west. 


It was the local citadel of the Smiths, and a place of gathering for mages along the Great Plains. Our wagon was parked near the gate, and we dismounted. Li threw some coins into the gatekeeper’s hands, and we were off, in the direction of the dome. She narrowly navigated the streets of Dace, and we were upon the main gates of the citadel in an instant. The door opened with a creak. It was a dark room, lighted only by the shadow of the light through the door, which disappeared as soon as Li closed it behind her, and the flaming glory of seven scented candles positioned equidistant from the center. 


She made a “hush” gesture, and took me alongside the altar of candles, past it, and into a small wooden door. Behind the door was another altar, and behind the altar was a man. The room was well lighted, by a tall lantern the size of a small bush. The man before me was dressed in a dark robe. On the fabric of the robe there was a design, the design of a hammer, the same design on Li’s dagger. The man dressed with the hood down, and signs of aging were obvious on his dark, humorless face. His hands were invisible through the overly long sleeves dangling from his wrists. Everything about him was a mystery. His neck was the only part of him visible, and it was bony and thin. There was a small figurine standing in the middle of that altar. It was a copper figure of a emaciated maiden standing with a scroll in one hand and a hammer in the other. She was Axum, the deity of Reason and Logic.


The man looked up, and the hood trembled behind him. He saw Li, and with a flick of his hand, he showed his bony fingers to the air. With a gentle but agonizingly slow twist, he pointed to the door behind him. His arm remained here, wishing us to proceed through the door. I looked at my companion, who nodded, and sifted her feet toward the door. I followed. The door opened with a rusty creak to our presence, and gave away.


Behind it lay a long and dark corridor, of which there was no light at the end; none visible anyways. She stepped through without the slightest sign of qualm, and I followed, hesitating slightly. I brought my head close to hers, and whispered, “Who are we going to see?”


“Archmage Patience.” was her answer.


The corridor was long, but it had an end. The end was another steel door. Li opened it without the slightest hesitation. Small candle light streamed through the door, and as the crack widened, the light intensified. The room behind it was another small one. The walls were lined with candelabras that were lit bright. In the middle of the room was another altar, and on the altar laid a man. 


He was an old man, clothed in a blue robe that seemed to glow with the intensity of the candelabras. It was bright, and beautiful, and made the man look like a saint. He has a long, prudent beard of silvery tone. It made him look wise, and deserving of the title archmage. His eyes were gentle, and closed. Around his neck laid a necklace, with a circular pendant of gold with a tail that seemed to once belong to a staff. 


I stepped closer. He coughed. The sound startled me, and I took a step back. His eyes sprung open, and were upon me in a second. Li leaned closer, without fear, but with care and love. She sighed. It was a longing sigh. Her soft pitched voice ringed in the small room, “Archmage Patience, what happened to you?”


The mage coughed. He looked at me. In a gruff but wise voice, like the voice of a shaman in lore, he said to me, “You came too late.”


I responded, in an almost silent voice, as if I’ve known him all my life, “Why?”


He turned his head, and faced the ceiling. His beard shifted. He was tired. “Archmages three,” said he, “Patience, Hope, and Practical.” His eye rolled toward my companion, then to me. “Served a single demi-mage.” His eyes shone. “A gamble was made.” His arm flickered, but didn’t find the strength to rise. In the most sensitive and longing tone he could manage, he whispered a penetrating word, “You.”


He coughed violently. I leaned closer. Li said nothing, simply watching the archmage with longing and silent respect. “I lost.” he said, “You woke too late. I waited too long. I will die now, and leave your path unguided.” His shoulder shivered, and stopped. “There are choices,” he said, “choices which I was suppose to make for you.” His eyes dimmed. “But that’s impossible now. I see how Axum works in nature. You must make that choice, and make it alone.” He gave another violent cough, this time some blood surfaced.


I slid my hand along his forehead, and said, “Sleep now, Master Patience, we may talk another time.” 


He pulled my arm away. It wonders me how this man who was so reluctant to die could die. He served a greater purpose than himself. He served reason. He continued, “The eternal struggle between emotion and reason are not always easy to explained by a dying man. Four witches there are to the west. They serve emotion. They are emotion.” His head swayed again, as if trying to find a comfortable position. “You have to make a choice; to serve reason, for surrender to emotion.” He paused. “One lies west, on the isle of Ceylon, and the other lie north, in the Citadel of Axum, the Citadel of reason, the Citadel of Eng.” He coughed. I had questions, but they were better left not to ask a dying man.


He continued, in a slightly weaker tone, “Both take courage, and eventually, sacrifice.” The candelabras dimmed. “On my neck is a pendant; the headpiece of the Staff of Reason. It is the only object capable of deflecting emotion. Take it after my death, and join it with the other two pieces, in the hands of the other two archmages.” He gave a slight sigh. “The bond on your neck is not a prison. It is a guide. It will be your only light in a path of darkness. Heed to it.” The candelabras flickered. “Upon my death the circlet will be weakened. You will be able to use the arts again. You have many questions. Seek the answers. Both choices will give different ones. Seek the path that satisfies you.” 


The candelabra above his head was suddenly extinguished., and one by one the fires were snuffed out, in a clockwise fashion. His time was short. He turned to Li this time, and said, with the last gasp of his breath, “Go with him my dear, be his apprentice. He will be a more powerful mage than any that have walked the fields of Nordisterra.” The last candelabra extinguished, as the last breath of the Archmage was expelled. He lay dead. The room was left in total darkness.


Suddenly the altar blazed with fire, and the room flooded with a deluge of fiery light. I watched was Archmage Patience’s corpse burned until there was nothing left, but a pendant, connected to a chain. I reached for it. It was ice cold to my touch, an antithesis to the burning infernal surrounding it. We walked out, and didn’t look back. 


The faint light of the main hall greeted our eyes. I turned my head, and looked at my companion. She was sad. She wore a depressing frown and even more depressing was the tear that hung below her misty eyes. In a cracking tone she turned to the statue of Axum, and knelt. There she said her prayer of Archmage Patience. At last, she added, in a faint whisper, “end it while he still loves me.” That was it, and I made my choice.


Li stood up, took a deep breath, and said to me, “Let’s go.” 


I stopped, and asked her, in almost a whisper, “What did the archmage mean when he said that you are going to be my apprentice?” 


She stopped too, tears still wet in her eyes. She looked at me, then looked away, and said, “I will accompany you further.” She said no more.


9. The Road to Eng


The road to Eng will be difficult, I have heard. There are two routes. One will take us through the Forest of Darkness on the western bank of the Northern Vein. The other will take us through a small and winding trail through the swamps on the eastern bank of the river. We will proceed by the western trail, through the Forest of Darkness. 


Our wagon was refilled, and the oxen were fed. We set off. There will be no looking back. I, for my part, was somewhat joyous. I still had my companion, though she seemed somewhat depressed, perhaps at the archmage’s death. No matter my questions, she would say nothing of her past, as an apprentice or otherwise. It didn’t trouble me much. It was the nature of things. I drifted slowly to sleep as the undulation of the wagon eased my mind.


Interlude:


It was a small stream running by a gray boulder under the broad, blue sky. The water ran clearly and purely. Crisp splashes can be heard as the stream trickled down across the bed. Clearly visible under the layered hypertension surface, small turtles the size of a fist; dressed in clad armor of orange and green swim gaily and freely through the medium that is water. 


A man of moderate size, dark and handsome, whose face radiated with dark light, stepped into the dreamlike trance. His eyes blazed. On the boulder by the stream two white clothed maidens sat. One knelt beside the stream and looked deep into the clear, moving water. Her face was vague. Her features were well laid out, and had a lean figure and stocky build. Her eyebrows slanted toward her nose, giving her an uncharacteristically strong look of anger. Her hands were dipped in the stream, and watched, with furrowed eyebrows, the translucent water ran over her milky white skin. Her blond hair draped down from her sides, and had it been for a few more finger width, touch the water surface.


The other maiden leaned against the bald boulder, and carelessly swished her bare foot back and forth among the currents. She was slightly shorter, with a somewhat shapelier figure. Her eyes dripped down, gazing into the stream, following its course care freely. Her eyes came quite close together, below her level eyebrows. Her mouth remained free with the wind. Suddenly she spoke. Her voice was cool, and monotonous. She spoke with dragging syllables.


“You – have – come.” she said, in a high - pitched tone.  


The other maiden, upon looking up at the man, formed a figure of loathing, and said, in a low – pitched and impatient tone, “The Archmage Patience is dead. We didn’t kill him fast enough.”


The other maiden continued, without a pause, “One – dead, one – buried, one – left.”


The impatient tone took shape again, “Now is when Eng is panicking. Strike them down in the name of nature, which for so long have they defiled. Only when the mages are expelled will the forest be free of their taint.”


The high pitched voice continued, “There – will – be – a – mage”


“Passing through a forest.”


“Kill – him.”


“Persuade him to join you in your cause. If he declines, then…”

“Kill – him.”


The corrupt deal was struck. The dark skinned man nodded, and disappeared. 

The impatient maiden stood up, and with a graceful swing of her legs, she too, disappeared into the mist.

The other maiden daintily dipped her hand into the stream, and gently picked up a small turtle and placed it on he palm. She looked at it adoringly for a second. She smiled. Carefully squeezing the shell between her fingers, she slowly pried her red fingernail into the crevice. With a blood-shattering yank, she pulled the shell away from the body. Her smile widened as she held the bloody flesh of what once was a graceful turtle, and watched as the blood dripped slowly into the stream. The crystal pure water turned crimson. With a wicked smile, she tossed the bloody mess onto the boulder, rubbed her fingers together, and walked away. It was a trace of cruelty among the forgiven.


Far into the mist was a figure. It was a dark and foreboding figure. It was a man with a staff. The three did not notice him. He was there. He was there, deep beyond the misty fog, standing cautiously, listening, observing. The shadow of the man bore a staff. He was a mage. He was a mage from Eng.

It was a humid day atop the shadowy and mysterious mesa, and I stood there, eyes open, senses alert. It was a dream, but dreams can grow so real. Before me are two figures. I recognized them. They were the two witches, Depression and Blithe, Han and Dhar, as they called themselves. Dhar stood, relaxed and smiling, both feet skirting the outer edges of the platform. She had a dark hue to her skin, and wore a thin sheet of white, silky robe. Her hands embraced each other, and crossed in front of her chest.

Han stood as well, planting both feet deep into the dirt. She wore a heavy white cardigan accompanied by a shadowy silver dress. She wore a frown. Her arms hang loosely. She spoke, in that low pitched tone that is her specialty, “We meet again, Daek Maelstrom.”

Her coven sister continued, “The archmage is dead. Most depressing news.”

“Another good man gone. Another wise man gone.”

“But there is hope.”

“Hope for vengeance.”

“You chose the path that you chose. We succumb.”

“We will not force you on any certain path.”

“We’re here to guide you, however hopeless that maybe.”

“Deep into the Forest of Darkness is a man.”

“He calls himself the Lord of Darkness.”


“He lives in the name of nature.”

“He has defiled it.”

“He killed the archmage.”

“And he will kill us.”

“He owns many mercenaries.”

“We stand no chance.”

“Help us!”

“Please!”

“He plans to attack the Fortress of Eng.”

“Agree with him.”

“Stop him some way.”

“He plans to kill you.”

“Perhaps in your sleep.”

“When you least expect it.”

“Be careful.”

“Kill him before he kills you.”

“You must leave now.”

“There is no time.”

“Farewell…” The word echoed, and I woke.

Part 2: Of Reasons Three and Emotions Four

1. Of Power and Symbolling

My eyes sprang open. I looked about me. The oxen still sauntered among the carpet of mildewed grass that caught my eyes before my dream. Time stood still during that surrealistic trance. The sweet scented summer air filled my nostrils, as I took a deep, relaxed breath. The dream troubled me. What troubled me the most was their candor; their warning not in riddles but plain words; the clear – cut admonishment of an upcoming plot of my assassination. I looked around, and saw nothing but green; heard nothing but the song of the birds; conveyed nothing but words of peace. It was a warning well taken, and I reminded myself of it constantly.

I relished this moment. I saw truly the innocence of nature, and the coup – de – grace that was played out before my eyes. Most of all, I relished the companionship of my friend. She did not talk much. She was depressed, most likely from the archmage’s death. As for me, I felt no loss for the man. He died with satisfaction, knowing the true path of reason, and walked it. I knew this for I saw his bond, his lifeline. I saw it as it blazed briefly, before it dimmed, and at last, broken; a man could not wish for a better death. He died with accomplishment; he died with grace; he died with the spring as it gave away to summer; he died as his name bore, with patience, and ultimately, with logical justice, into the bosom of Axum.

I laughed. It was a hearty laugh. I felt a tap, and turned around. 

Li’s head appeared behind the metal rod supporting the canvas, “The oxen are tired. It is noon. Let’s rest here, and allow them to drink from that stream.” She pointed to the thin, silvery, snaky, string of water beyond a large, charred blackened tree. Her eyes were swollen and red. I nodded, and started unhitching the wagon. 

It was hot, and it was humid. The oxen stopped. I slowly climbed off the burning metal seat, and released the little lock that kept the wagon to the oxen. The wagon dipped, and stopped. I took the reins and led the four oxen near the stream. I turned around, and saw Li carry a basket of food while sauntering toward the burnt tree. She walked as if the basket weighed more than her. She still wore a frown, and her eyes still downcast. Her dress undulated to the rhythm of the breeze, an ironic antithesis of her mood. 

I knelt beside the stream, and ever so slowly dipped my canteen with the opening pointed upstream. I filled Li’s canteen as well. The oxen grazed freely, and my mood corroborated. I walked back to the tree, and saw Li leaned against it. I sat beside her. She ate, slowly, as if relishing each bite of the hardened and dry bread. I handed her a canteen, and sat beside her. It was not until I started leaning on the tree that I noticed its peculiarity. 

The bark was cold. It was dead cold. It gave me a shock. I glanced at my companion, who did not seem to mind, wallowing in depression. I gazed into the tree, and saw something strange. The bonds were scattered. The tree was cut off from its surroundings. It was separated from nature. It most likely was struck by lightning, and te energy sundered its roots. Even here I could sense its distress, like having its soul ripped from it. The tree was sundered from nature, the single envelope that gave it life and trust. Now it is gone. The tree stood alone. It was a large tree, thrice my height, with a base so large and wide that I could not encompass it between my arms. It could not even die, for nothing would decompose it. 

I stood up, and backed a few paces away from it, and as a first test of my inner strength, I carefully re-attached the sundered bonds, one by one, ever so slowly. Something strange happened. Every time I attached a bond, the tree shrunk in size. By the time I attached half the bonds, the tree thinned itself, and decreased dramatically in height. I took a deep breath; I was beginning to tire. I paused. I saw Li backing up, standing along side me, her eyes in awe. 

I continued, pulling more bonds together. The tree shrunk again, its roots raking across the earth, leaving centrifugal marks upon the dirt. I gripped more bonds, and pulled them together, only a few more to go. At last, I connected the last of the bonds, and the tree became a staff. It was of a murky color, the latter half buried deep into the ground. I walked up to it, my palm sweating from over exertion. I grabbed the staff, which fit perfectly, and pulled it. It wouldn’t budge. It still bore the weight of an ancient tree, which I judged to be at least several tons. 

The tree, or what was a tree, was still anchored in limbo, disconnected from nature. I did only half the healing, but not even the power of all the mages in Nordisterra can reconnect it with nature. If you cannot return to nature, then come to me, I thought. I slowly and painstakingly forged a bond between it and me, giving it my life force, to share, to tap, to live. I had no idea how long the forging took, but at last, it was done. By the time I returned to reality, the sky was crimson, and the horizon echoed a deep red. With a careful lift, the staff was unearthed, and its weight that of a candle wick. 

The weight was not lost, I knew, and that if I were to let it go, it would sink halfway into the earth and no one but me would be able to cajole it from that position. It was part of me, part of my will, and each time I swung the staff, all air fearfully stood aside, as the overbearing weight whistled loudly in my ears. The staff was no longer cold, but warm, fueled by the might of my inner will. I held it high across my chest, and with a push of my inner will, the staff blazed with reckoning white light. It sung to my will, it lit to my strength, and it responded, to my calling. 

“A fitting staff, for a fitting man.” I turned around, oblivious in my revel, and saw Li, in her same depressing mood, standing with her hands behind her back. I saw something different in her, something that wasn’t there before, it was an aura of regret, it was an aura of remorse. She slowly ran her finger along the pale green texture of the staff, and marveled at its beauty. “A fitting staff indeed.” She muttered, and returned to the wagon. 


We re –embarked on our journey, and Li continued her sullen mood. We ran along the Northern Vein, uneventfully, until trees grew denser, and the figure of a foreboding forest enveloped in an atmosphere of darkness loomed over our lone of sight. It was the forest – the infamous Forest of Darkness. To enter, it was rumored, one must have a pure heart, and utmost respect for nature, or one might never return. One who designates himself as the Lord of Darkness; a crusader; an advocate of nature; a being who was rumored to be an extension of nature himself governed the forest. I took into my heart the words of the witches, and erected an inner guard.


The forest loomed ahead, and thin strands of mist floated in wisps of hair-like breaths before my eyes. It  radiated a sense of closure; like a sanctuary amidst a raging sea. “Only those of pure heart can enter,” I muttered, between breaths of mist and squints of my eyes. The oxen were reluctant to pull into the deep mist, but a gentle coax from the lips of my companion urged them on. 


The mist was no longer a mist, but a full enveloping fog, blanketing my vision, my thoughts, and perhaps most impacting of all, my metaphysical sensory. The oxen wallowed through the fog, and my staff grew heavier in my hands. My gentle and sometime almost breathtakingly beautiful companion still kept her lips shut, but her senses were open. She was aware of every aspect of our environment, from the gentle passing of every shrub to every pit the hooves of the oxen made in the marshy earth. Without knowing it, my sensed became acutely strong as well. At last, a shadow of a man loomed before me, and immediately I knew him, to be the Lord of Darkness.


2. Of Mice and of Men


“Greetings, on behalf of mother nature, I welcome you to this forest.” The man was alone. He bore a staff, somewhat shorter, and nowhere as heavy, as mine. 

Li’s eye’s flared, and replied, in a not so gentle tone, “Must be a bright day in the cause of nature for the Lord of Darkness himself to greet his guests, which must pass by the millions, and caravans of hundreds every year.”

The shrewd man thought upon this matter, and replied, politely, “There be no more visitors, my lady. The forest is closed. Nature has been defiled enough by the presence of layman.”  He paused, eyeing my staff quite rigorously, “That is why I’m here to inform you, personally, that you must turn back now, and leave the forest to the music of birds and the humming of bees.”

 I flayed back my hood, dismounted from the wagon, and said, in a carefully trained tone, “We are visitors, Lord, and mean no harm to the greeneries which you so dearly try to protect.”

The man, still gazing at my staff, said, suddenly in a tone more hostile than I had liked, “Be you mages? Mages of Eng?” His voice quavered, and immediately I saw the flashing of steel through the forest. 

I could not lie, and it was not a lie, and so I replied, in a most crafty manner, “No, we’re not mages of Eng.” 

I could see the man thinking about the matter, and made his eyes roam, first to my staff, then to my chest, and last, to my neck. The sight of my silver collar startled him, and his face lightened. “I know of only one manufacturer of your prison.” He paused, and looked closer at the collar. I leaned back, and lifted my head, surrendering my collar to his analysis. “Yes,” he continued, “I’m informed that this collar is quite painful.” His face wore a smile now, and continued, in an almost cheery tone, “Classically speaking, being the enemy of our enemy, you would be made as a friend.” He stepped back, extended his hand toward the mist before me, and said, “The forest welcomes you.” He took a few steps, and from somewhere inside the mist he added, “Friend.”

With a grim and serious face I took Li by her hand, and helped her off the wagon. She consented, clambered off, and still quiet without a word. Her face seemed more alert, and all drowsiness from her eyes was gone. The wagon had to stay, while we plodded slowly into the mist. It took about five minutes of walking, but soon, the most cleared and gave away to cleanness and the silent voices of the forest. The first intimation that dawned was the shallow and transient shade of green among the bland, toneless silver fog.

Trees, one by one, loomed up upon me, and darkness took my eyes. It was a forest. The canopy of leaves and thick branches the size of a man’s arm completely shunned the sunlight, taking it only for themselves, oblivious of its visitors. The forest was quiet; it was unnaturally quiet. I looked for my host, and found him standing still along side a tall oak. Li’s face darkened, and through the shrapnel of sunlight, I saw her mouth twist and she took a sudden breath. I squeezed her hand. She exhaled, and continued her somber attitude. 

The Lord stopped, came to me, and said, in his sharp and quick paced voice, “Look around you,” He said, and without waiting for me to do so, he continued, “These woods were once alive, never silent, with the chirping of birds, prattling of hares, and croaking of grasshoppers.” His face writhed, utterly devoid of the nonchalance that it held before, and he continued, face twisting even more, “But now look at this!” He cried, and he pointed, and he raged, “There be nothing here now! The mages have taken it all away! They hunt here, with no respect for nature, and at last, every last critter is dead. My forest gone. Mother nature distressed.” His voice calmed, and resumed his usual calm tone, “The mages of Eng have gone too far this time.” His tone became more resolute, “I have decided to assault the fortress of Eng in the name of Nature.”

I listened, and showed no emotions of any kind. I simply stood, and allowed the Lord to make his own judgments. I didn’t care about nature, only about getting to Eng; but if what this man says is true, then Eng is about to be attacked. I cannot allow Eng to fall, not before I find my answers. This was a plot, a plot which I plan to see through. The Lord of Darkness eyed my staff, and gently said to me, in a meek and soft attitude, “Might I see that staff? It is most queer.”

I agreed. He slid his right hand alongside the staff, and felt carefully its texture. He looked up again, and said, “Might I try to hold it?”

I lifted the corner of my mouth, and with a smirk, said, “Would you wish me to let go?” 


He nodded. My hand loosened, and with a thud, the bottom half of the staff sunk into the soft earth. His hands were flung back, and he stared at the staff in awe. I gripped the staff, and effortlessly lifted it in my hands. The “Lord”, wearing a white face, nodded, extended his left hand, and said, in an almost quivering voice, “This way.” I followed, and Li walked behind me, utterly disinterested. We walked through the dense denizens of the forest, and came to a clearing; a clearing of only tree stumps and brusque men busy with their martial tasks. They are preparing war.


The sun shined unobtrusively down at the expanse of land; sanctuary from prying eyes. There were at least a thousand men here, all dressed in some type of armor. Occasionally fearsome siege machines that resembled catapults or siege ladders rolled by on enormous wooden wheels. Our host livened up again, pointed at the sight, and said, “In over five hundred years Eng has stood resolute, surviving the rains of sieges that its walls have seen. But now, now it will fall. Of the three archmages, only one remain to defend Eng. Power has weakened. Its walls will fall.”


I looked at his haughty face, and saw more than a trace of arrogance on his smiling face. It was not the mages that destroyed the forest, it was his men, that destroyed the trees to construct their machines. I kept silent, but instead, said, “One archmage? Do you not mean two?”


His smile disappeared, his face writhed, and I could see his desperate attempts to take back into his mouth what he had said. “Two. Yes. Two guard the city of Eng.” He paused, trying to change the conversational thread, and said, would you wish for a place to stay, or would you like to see some more?”


“Neither,” I said, “I would like to cross the forest and be on my way.” 


He rubbed his bald chin, looked up, and said, “I’m afraid that’s not possible. You either help us, or we will kill you here for knowing our surprise assault.” His eyes gleamed in hostility, and several soldiers parted from their work and turned around. 


Amused, I said, “Death or the companion of the forest?” I gave a slender smile, and gave myself the answer, “I’ll stay.” I laughed.


He laughed. 


Li stayed silent, studying our surroundings, taking every tree, every grass, every leaf into her mind. 


“Come then,” he said, “this way.” He started to walk toward the depth of the forest in large strides, and I followed. He turned around, found me behind him, and said, “What is your name, friend?”


I replied, “Daek.” I paused, contemplating as whether or not I should use Iannis. The thought was over. “Maelstrom.” 


He nodded, and said, in a good-natured way, “Good to meet you, Daek, and who’s your companion?” 


I started to speak, when I heard Li’s voice behind me, “Alicia.” I walked on.


“Well met, Daek and Alicia,” he once again nodded and spoke. The men and their busy preparations for war were behind us, and greeted by another myriad of tall trees, with wooden housed mounted on each one, bolts driven straight into the heart of the trees. “Here we are,” He said, and pointing to a wooden tree house that’s slightly longer than I was tall, and wider than half that. A small and modest opening was all that could be described. Ladders woven together with saps served as means of getting inside. “I shall have food delivered to you. And do not worry, your wagons will be taken care of.”


With that, he left, and left me with a vague impression of a fleeting mouse stealing a piece of cheese from an overgrown house cat. These were not men, I thought, these were cowardly mice who fought for an ideal but believed in gaining power. Arch-mage Patience’s pendant grew cool against my clammy neck, and I began to climb up… and up… And up… And with every step I take, I knew that Li was not far behind me, and that reassured me.


3. Of Dragons and of Wyverns


The treetop cottage was surprisingly comfortable. There was a small table in the middle, and two low-lying stools on either side. I sat on one end, and Li sat on the other. I carefully made sure that my hands touched the staff at all times, or it might go crashing through the floor. The weather was fine, though a bit moist. Through the dragging wisps of aerial movement, I can seldom spot a shimmering of gossamer wings; those of a dragonfly. The tree creaked and groaned as I shifted my stool and faced Li, who sat, legs close together in front of her, and saw the subtle shades of somberness drift away, melding into one with the greenery that surrounded us. Her face lightened, and as a draft of mid summer breeze lanced through her translucently dark hair, strands of it lifted, as by an invisible finger, and flowed with the invisible carrion. 


Through the silence naught was heard; no chirping of exotic and carefree birds; no growling of the hungry predators that preyed; not even the mewling of innocent younglings crawling out from their chrysalis and receiving their first eyeful of green light. No, the forest was silent of the stolid pizzicato of a stringed qing, and the fast faced allegro of the harp that is nature. All that penetrated the mysterious wall of impenetrable shield of silence was the grunting of men and the thuds of falling trees from whence the axes fell. It was an irrelevant irony in and of itself. The sounds were loud, obnoxious, and boisterous as gigantic wheels of a catapult creaked across the hallow land that once belonged to all things green, and ultimately, alive. The noise stung, like the caustic venom of a bee, that in its last brinks of life, daftly charge at its enemy, committing seppuku with a katana that went through the enemy as well as itself. It was brutal; it was the destruction of an ideal, fueled by hypocritical hate and billowed by furious winds of greed. 

I turned around, and looked Li, who did not seem to take into the picture as much as I did. I thought back to that first day on our journey together, and a thought surfaced into my mind, I asked her, “How do you weave fire by simply manipulating bonds?” It was an easy question; one that certainly pertains to my rediscovered arts, for if I needed martial skills, snapping bonds of life did not seem too efficient and practical.

Her eyes shifted to me, and with a bland look, she said, in a tone that was somewhat bleak, and somewhat encouraging at the same time, “You can’t”. It was that simple. It was that elegant. It was the earnest words from an earnest throat. She went on, however, and continued her explanation, “Bonds are how we mages define our power; it is like the alphabet. The first mages were linguists, discovering how to most effectively change bonds. Later, mages placed those letters together and made words; spells that required a certain combination of snapping or creating bonds.” She paused, and said again, “Spells were based on how everything worked, not just how they worked here, in this world, but in a much smaller world where everything is governed by the tiniest of the tiniest particles held together by bonds, or tiers.” 

I nodded, contemplating everything that she said, and asked her for a demonstration.

She pointed down, below the tree house. I looked in that direction, and saw nothing but a patch of earth with no life scurrying to and fro. “See that dirt down there?” she asked. I nodded. With a glow from her finger, she traced in midair, and below, to my horrific surprise, the design that she traced in the air became etched like ink on paper upon the patch of earth below. Her finger trembled, and she stopped. I turned my head, and saw the crude design below. It was a vague impression of her name, Li. I awaited patiently for further explanation. I received some. “You might think I somehow scooped away some of the dirt. No. It’s still there. All I did was loosed some of the bonds in that shape below the top soil, so that the hardened layer of sediments loosed and became as loose as the topsoil.” She paused, and continued, “There was a spell that was forgotten, but it was based on the theory that all cities sat on gigantic plates below us, that floated upon liquid fire, and that when two plates collided, mountains were born.” She thought earnestly for a moment, “And with enough strength, one can loosen the bond between the two plates, and create artificial mountains as tall as the sky, or a thin wall of earth of any height one wanted.” I could feel her thinking, and hopelessly trying to cast it. She had no strength, for her will was weaker than mine. 

I looked at the earth below, and with another gallant push of my will, and a blinding blaze of my staff, I broke all bonds in a circular fashion below that patch of dirt which her name was inscribed. I felt the pressure as each bond was snapped, and with a quaking effort, the liquid fire pushed into Li’s “plates”, and the patch of earth rose. The ground shook. The column of earth rose higher, and higher, and higher, until it was abrest with our humble tree dwelling. With a snap of my mind, I let it go, rebuilding the bonds which I snapped. It was harder than snapping them, for I had to push the earth down against the pressure below. My staff dimmed, and my will weakened, but with another push of it, I forced the earth down, and the only evidence left of that extravagant show was a mound of earth slightly higher than the rest. It was a hard effort, but nothing like the snapping of the life of three men who did not wished to die. 

Li sat there, nonchalantly, not showing a speck of interest. At last, she said to me, “I will tell you no more.” And she closed her eyes, and leaned back against the wooden wall, and slept. I imitated the same, putting out of my mind the Lord’s coercion and the witches’ prophesy. 

I did not know how long I spent in that semi – conscious limbo better known as sleep, but I was alert and awoken by the subtle disturbance of the tree. Someone was climbing up the stairs. I became full alert and practical, and my staff responded with a surge of shallow light. I sat up erect, and locked my eyes upon the small opening. A hand appeared, and upon its palm was a bowl of some type of stew. Moments later, the scene played itself out. It was a young girl, of about fourteen, balancing two bowls of stew delicately upon her two hands while climbing up here.

Her figure was delicate and fragile, and was dressed in a bright red tunic with a green layer of some type of dress underneath. She was a beautiful child, with a carefully arranged face and a slightly pout nose that made her face look so robust and appealing. Her eyes were large and set slightly farther apart than the width of her lips, which shined with a glossy layer of moisture. The only word that could possibly define her was innocence; she seemed carefree, with no taint of the world’s evils in her eyes. 

Her eyes blackened, and she expelled a pleasurably smelling and curiously strong fresh breath. She carefully set aside her two bowls of stew, and using both her hands and legs; she came into a stooping position beside me, and her large eyes spun as she examined me. With a charming and immature voice, she gently whispered, “You’re not as tall as I imagined, and not nearly as handsome.” She paused, carefully lifted her hand, and hovered over my neck, near the pendant, but didn’t dare to touch it. She whispered something, but I could not discern the words. Her hands retracted, and shifted into a more comfortable position. 

Li looked out of the corner of her eye, and with a haughty look, scorned the little girl. The girl didn’t look at her, but at me. I saw the two bowls that she brought up, and reached for them. With a merciless slap, she knocked my hands away. She held her forefinger to her crimson lips, and motioned for me to watch. With a gentle and crisp pull, she reached to her hair, and pulled out a silver hairpin. She reached for the bowl closest to her, and carefully emerged the tip of the silver pin into the thick stew.

The stew smelled strongly of delectable nourishments, somewhat unnaturally strong. I squinted my eyes, and saw what I was supposed to see. At first, it was the tip of the pin that touched the murky medium. But soon, the blackness spread, and soon, the entire pin was darkened with the taint. It was as if two asps crawled up a charmer’s flute. She lifted the pin, and with a slick motion, threw it away. 

I sucked in a mouthful of cold air, and whispered, to the girl, “Poisoned?”

She nodded, and threw the two bowls off the tree. I heard the shattering sound as they spattered down below. Li became intensely interested, and in the matter-of-fact tone that I so loved and used to hear, she said cleanly, “We have to go. They’ll openly kill us when they find out we’re dead.”

I nodded, turned to the girl, and asked, “Who are you?”

Her black intelligent and deeply intelligent eyes shifted, and slowly lifted her hand. She prodded the pendant around my neck, and replied, “Her daughter.” 

I gave a short and caustic gasp. The surprise disintegrated in a moment, and my mind was set to practical. “Your name?” I whispered.

Her head cocked to her right side, and started climbing down the ladder. Halfway down, she said, before her face disappeared from my view, “Oana.” An echo, not so loud as gentle, resonated below, “Oana, of the Trif estate, after my father. But you can call me Fluturel, I like that name better.” 

“Fluterel,” I whispered, and the sight of butterflies came to my mind. It was in a deep field that my memory took me. It was shallow summer, and that bright golden butterfly flew before my eyes. I was young then. It rested on my hand, and it was breathtakingly majestic. My emotions toyed with me. Suddenly, my mind turned black, and with a waving of its wings, the butterfly, Fluterel, as their kind was called in the south, twitched, and became a woman before me. She was beautiful, with a face that so resembled Li’s. She wore white, such a dazzling white, such a biting white, stinging white, arid, dry, scathing white that stung my eyes so. She extended her hand, and smiled. It was an aesthetic smile, a diamond in a sea of blistering pearls. But she changed. Her face smirked, grinned, her corners bent, and deathly lust shone in her eyes. With lunge she charged toward me, and I felt the searing pain as her teeth sunk deep into the flesh behind my neck… 

“Daek… Daek…” she whispered, sensuously in my ears, and then a sudden cry, “Are you coming or not!” My eyes opened. Before me was Li’s face, half way down the tree house. It was an illusion, nothing but a dream, perchance a reflection of waken memories. I grabbed fast my staff, and followed. 

“We need our wagon and supplies.” Li whispered to Fluterel and I, “It’s still two months travels to Eng. We’ll never make it without the supplies.”

“No time.” Oana whispered. “Your wagon’s likely pillaged and the oxen slaughtered.” She paused, as we ducked and proceeded, “I came from Eng. I hired myself to them as a servant girl. I’m not alone here. We’ll make it.”

I had no reason to trust her, and I saw the light of distrust in Li’s pupils as well, but she seemed to follow on unquestionably. I had a plan of my own, to escape this forest, but that involved too many variables, and like Oana said, she was not alone. So it was that we proceeded further into the dank forest, away from the noise and ramblings. The forest became thicker, and the mist that first welcomed my eyes reappeared, with a vengeance. It was a good place to stop.

Li’s lips straightened, and she licked them slowly with her tongue. She was thinking. I could tell. Her eyes spun, and she said, more to herself than to us, “We’ll never last without food here…”

Oana motioned silence. We obeyed. Her senses heightened, and she listened for something. I heard it too. Gentle footsteps, like paws of cats falling down on flour. The sound heightened. They were looking for us. There were voices of men, and distinctly the howling of bloodhounds. This is escape. The sound died down, and my heart started beating again. 

Suddenly, the noise reappeared, much closer this time. Just footsteps. No howling of dogs. No gossiping among men. I froze, knowing that running would only reveal our position. There was a shrill call of an owl, as if heralding our death, or capture, whichever one our enemies preferred. 

Oana’s face grew suddenly bright red, and a ray of hope dawned upon her. With two of her fingered wet inside her mouth, she imitated the shrill whistle of the owl, and seconds later, the call was returned. The footsteps grew louder, and a man, in their soldier’s red uniform appeared, six men dressed likewise behind him. What trickery or betrayal was this? 

My question was soon answered, for with a silent but piercingly joyful shout of “Uncle Estrel!” Oana ran to the man, and the man, brusque looking, but in all mannered reflected an able leader, look Oana in his arms. I stood; hands steady upon my staff, still making my judgment. The man disengaged from Oana, and looked to me. We locked gaze, and in that instant, we shared our respect. He was wise, and held a strong bond between himself and Oana, and oddly enough, to me. I nodded, and he likewise. We’re not enemies, but at that moment, we became friends, for his life was one a faith, and mine, of reason. 

He wasted no time. He knelt down so that his head was level with Oana’s, and with a deeply resonating voice that heroes used, he said, looking straight into Oana’s eyes, “There are four teams of six looking for you. Fashioned so that you’ll never get out  of this forest without meeting one of them. There is no way out of this but violence.” He gave a longing sigh, while Oana stood, erect, listening intently, “I do not wish for you to be subjected to this. You’re too young. But the mission is important. The demi-mage must be brought to Eng, and it is Eng that I serve. I can spare one man to journey with you, one as loyal as I and will never betray your trust.”

This man named Estrel turned and called to the six men standing patiently behind him, “Lord Nalia,” and a middle-aged muscular man with a smooth chin stood forward, arms taut and head straight. Estrel turned to Oana, and continued, “Lord Nalia is the sole heir of the Dessia Estate in Ramalat, and he has risked his life to be with me, seeking to complete this important mission. He is a skilled ranger, and will aid you in your quest. Your quest is simple, to reach Eng, alive.” It was strange that with the eight robust men and one strong women here, Estrel chose to speak to the fourteen year old girl. He spoke, however, so that we could all hear him. 

 He pulled from his back a strange looking machinery of some sorts, and a quill of bolts, and laid them beside Oana. He leaned close to her, and gave her a gentle kiss on her forehead, and whispered, “Go well, my little Fluterel, we shall meet again, in Eng. And tell the archmage that the enemy will be striking from the North, so fortify that wall. ” With that, he stood up, and with a flick of his wrist to his men; he was gone, as mysterious as he came. Lord Nalia stood with us, however, and did not depart. I nodded, and he nodded back. Our journey was just beginning, and stakes grew like maggots in rank meat.

4. Of Honor and of Faith


So the four of us stood there, and our minds gathered. There was only one goal – to survive to Eng. Li walked to the lightweight machine on the floor, and picked it up. It turned out to be an oddly designed crossbow, Engish design, of course. The crossbow had one oddity on it, it had a rack extruding below it to fit five missiles, able to fire them off consecutively in rapid sequence. Oana was too young; I had my staff; Lord Nalia apparently used a sharp edged scimitar, which he called the Ceremonial Blade of Axum, given to his great-grand father by Eng. Li was therefore the natural wielder of the Engish crossbow, seldom seen outside the girdle of Eng, the birthplace of reason and the center of innovations.


Oana was silent for a minute, then motioned for us to sit down. Lord Nalia took off his pack, and revealed bits of dried way bread. I took the nourishment with great pleasure. Lord Nalia then, with the point of his blade, drew three circles of different sizes on the ground before us, and then inscribed them in a fourth large circle. 


He pointed to the medium sized one, and said, “The forest here is divided into three factions. The smaller one serves as an army-gathering place. The largest serves as a storage area for siege machines. We are here, the middle one, which serves no purpose as a hunting ground for the troops. Food will be easy to get here, but getting out of the large circle all together will be hard, as tree are patrols that redouble every four days.” He paused, chewed adoringly on a piece of bread, and continued, “There are six patrols and four hunting teams that are crawling all over where we are looking for us. If we alert one, we alert all of them, hence our dilemma.”


The problem was made well known, and so we plodded on, toward the edge of the forest. Two days we plodded through the thick vegetation, the sun seldom in our eyes. The game was scarce, but with Lord Nalia’s hunting skills, food was not a problem, though lighting a fire was dangerous and we seldom did it. Sometimes we could hear the barking of hounds and the scattering of footsteps, but those forays were getting rarer and with our ranger’s guidance we soon learned how to best avoid those short forays. With a grim determination and a stolid will, we walked on, toward light, and Eng, for they are one, the same.


It was in the middle of two tall birches that Lord Nalia came to me, and he said, in a curious yet striking voice, “Who are you?”


It was a humorous question, had it been asked of anyone else, but I did not laugh. After all, he has been in my company for about sixteen hours. Yet he was always reserved, keeping whatever judgments he had to himself. I glanced at him curiously, and said, “My name is Daek Maelstrom, friend.”


His face shifted. He raised his left brow, and looked away from me. “And my name is Nalia Dessia.” He said, slowing his pace, “I am the twelfth lord of the grand city of Ramalat. I will aid you in your quest to Eng.”


There was an understanding, between two heroes. It was electric, and unmistakable. At that moment, we realized that our lives, upon that moment, had been owed to the other. Neither one of us spoke any more that day.


As we neared the edge of the forest, Lord Nalia tensed up, for it was here that we must be careful. Graceful as a bat, the lord sheathed his curved weapon, and half – leapt half – crawled up a tall oak. His face turned bland white, and with an adroit motion, he shimmered down the tree. With a twist of his wrist he drew down before us, and whispered, “Two miles out, there’s a camp.”


I nodded. This meant we had to skirt around. Rangers always had a sense of direction, and this was the fourth time we’ve seen the enemy in two days. Always we’ve managed to detour around them. We changed our heading, and proceeded west, instead of directly north, toward the campfire. Another mile or so, Lord Nalia took his bearings again, and hopped up another tree. He came down, face grave. His swept the dirt with his sight, and looked up, into my eyes. “They’re not moving.” Was all he said, before he stooped down, and entered a deep train of thought. 


Oana relinquished the grasp of my hand, and with both her hands and feet, she climbed up the tree. She fanned her hand out above her forehead, and scanned the forest where Lord Nalia looked before. She came down, her face also grave. “They’re staying in one place.” She whispered, “Four camps, in a line. Lean-toes, four of them, covering the border.” Her head shook.


Li slowly unstrapped her crossbow, and laid it before her feet. In her matter-of-fact manner she said, “That’s a damn blockade if I’ve ever seen one. Can’t get to the river without being noticed by one of ‘em. That’s three…” Her eyes shifted to my collar, and corrected herself, “Two, against six of ‘em.”


With a spring of his feet, Lord Nalia bounced deftly to his toes. He slowly unsheathed his blade from his waist. The friction between the sullen blade and the dark sheath made a high-pitched singing sound. With a suave determination in his voice, he said, to all of us, “Let’s go.”


Oana shook her head, “No. Impossible. There are twenty four of them, and only four of us.” 


“No”, said Li, “Six, if I can take out the lieutenant before he gets a chance to signal.”


I leaned heavily on my staff, and feeling more tired than I have ever felt, I said, “What if you don’t?”


Lord Nalia turned to me, and said, in a shadowy and transient voice, as if it was not really him speaking, “Then I’ll run east, drawing them away so that you can get to the river.”


I looked at him, and said, “I can’t ask you to do that.”


His black eyes blazed with resolution, and replied to me, “I have spent much time in the forest of Ramalat to earn the title of ranger,” he said, “I shall lose these false hypocrites in their own tracks in an instant.” He paused, eyes ablaze, “Do you doubt me?”


His influence swept over me, and almost submissively, I said, “I hope it will never come to that.” He nodded, and all four of our senses alert, we proceeded toward the easternmost camp. 


Through the clearing we could see the sparing light of the camp, and its devilish warmth scathing through my staff. We stopped. They were no more than a hundred paces away. From here three men were visible, sitting cross-legged around the small fire. None of us dared to breath. Slowly, Li crouched down, and laid the loaded crossbow before her. Her eyes shifted to her target, a tall man of about my height, who wore around his neck a whistle. She took the butt of the crossbow, and laid it against her chest. With a straining grunt, she pulled the tether back over the trigger. 


She looked at us, and motioned for us to get ready. This was not the Li I knew, who handled the crossbow as an extension of herself. Lord Nalia seemed not surprised, and silently paces himself toward the camp, eyes locked upon the fire like a hawk upon its prey. I retreated; taking Oana’s hand, back a hundred paces, until the camp was not visible anymore. I made a gesture, and whispered, “Stay here.”


Her face showed a fierce disapproval, and reaching into her waist, she pulled out shining dagger with a curved and well-honed edge. She threw it up a couple of paces in the air, and caught it deftly by the handle, pointed upwards. “I can handle myself.” 


She was young, a girl of but fifteen, and her burning stare gave a more humorous effect than anything else. I laid my hand on her shoulder, and in a cold and stern voice, I said, “No. Stay here.” I turned away from her, and ran back to Li. I stopped, feeling Oana’s presence behind me. I gave an exasperated sigh, and went on. 


I arrived just in time to see Li rail the base of the bow upon her shoulder, and took aim. Her posture was that of an excellent marksman, her hand neither flinching nor shaking. She made the process seem simple and natural, when the truth was the crossbow was almost a quarter of her weight. Her hair flayed disheveled behind her head, and she turned, ever so carefully, ever so gracefully, toward her prey. 


She released the five asps with a click, one after another. The five poison tipped asps ran toward their target, giving a gentle whistle through the shivering air. Along side the serpents charged a cougar, wielding a curved talon with an iron will. Behind them was a sniper, who was already loading up another batch of death. The lieutenant fell face-first into the fire with no more reaction than a gurgle, as the five bolts found their mark, penetrating his neck one after the other. 


His two companions were startled, and immediately reached for their long swords. The blade flashed, and in an instant, severed the sword-arm of the soldier. With a backhand slash, Lord Nalia severed the neck, which snapped cleanly in half. My collar made me sick at the sight of the slaughter, though it was not me who participated. A small pain was sent down my spine. Oana’s face was flush of blood, and white, as the man’s head rolled off his shouldered, and fell where his right arm was. I gently pulled her back, and looked away myself. 


The other soldier was ready, and parried Lord Nalia’s blow. The door of the lean-to creaked open, and out came the other three men, swords in hand. I heard a soft click, and one of the three fell, with five bolts protruding from his head. It was one versus three now. The odds were still against Lord Nalia, for all he tried to do now was defend himself, seldom striking his opponents. The three thin silver reeds danced aggressively against the golden tiger, who fought defensively and bravely, but hopelessly out numbered. His opponents were no layman in the skill of fencing, but neither was he. 

 
Beads of sweat trickled down the lord’s face as his opponents gained the offensive hand. I grew impatient and worried, for there were eighteen other soldiers sitting guard around us, ears alert for that single ear-piercing scream of the whistle. That whistle never came. I heard a crack before me, and Li cussed. She broke the tether on the crossbow. The magazine cracked in half and the five loaded bolts spilled onto the earth. She felt around her waist for her dagger, but it wasn’t there, instead in the wagon that we left behind. I had to do something, some action that would give the lord a winning chance. I could cave one of the soldier’s skull in with my staff, but even as I thought about that, the cursed collar reacted by stinging my spine with pain. I calmed myself, and thought. An idea came to me, but the success of it depended completely upon my psyche. I acted. Making myself clearly visible, I marched toward the camp, and drew attention to myself. The fighters glanced at me, but kept on sparring, for a single distraction could mean their death. I calmed myself, and withdrew my attention from everything around me. I closed my eyes, and with a gentle twist of my wrist, I tossed the staff toward the fighters, ever so gently, like a game with a willow tree branch. The staff, bearing the vengeance of a thousand thorns, collided into the brute. He fell. With a sharp ringing Lord Nalia’s blade sang, and found its mark. I leapt away from the battle, and watched. The odds were two against one now. 


The man on the left faltered, and immediately received a lateral wound across the kneecap. His partner glanced at him, and with fear, leapt aside, and ran. Hope was drained from his face as he saw the shadow of his once friend, and death pursued, relentlessly. Lord Nalia straightened himself, and with a mighty swing, sent the blade streaking across the blooded plain like an owl upon a mouse, ringing with its battle tune, toward the coward. His wounds bled, and his vision faltered, and distressingly, the scimitar fell but a few pace behind its prey. The coward’s shadow ran deep into the trees, and at last, disappeared. 


All was silent, except the soft ringing of the scimitar as it rocked back and forth with its tip planted deep inside the earth, as if shaking its head distressingly. Li, with Oana’s silvery white hand in hers, walked up to us, and nodded. Lord Nalia lifted his head, and with a decisive step, started his journey toward his blade, and his journey of his word. He was wounded in two places, a gash across his left leg, and a puncture marked his right shoulder. Without a word, he lifted his sword, the whistle around the lieutenant’s neck, and ran deeper into the forest, where we just came, carried by his honor and his belief. 



Oana held tight Li’s hand, and watched, as the shadow of the most courageous man she ever saw, disappeared behind that last tree marking the passing of that great man. It was not until then, that the seventeen-year-old butterfly understood, at the first glimpse, the power of the will. She never released a tear. She looked at me, eye to eye, her brazen blackened ashen pupils to mine, and whispered, in an ashen tone, “Let’s go, and finish his legacy.” I nodded, and started once again, upon this journey centered on me, but controlled by others.


A shrill whistle was heard, seven minutes into our journey, and we at once knew its origin, Lord Nalia, leading the hunting groups away from us. He spoke no more than four phrases in our acquaintance, and yet, I felt as if I’ve traded thousands of words with that man. Oana’s young and maturing body tensed up, and drew from her pocket a small disc, and stared intently at the needle fixed on the pin. It was something of Engish design. She looked to where the needle was pointing, and said, “This way.” Briskly she started walking, and we followed our guide unquestionably, whether to death or salvation. The forest marched on, oblivious of the bloodshed and the passing of a man’s honor, as if nothing had occurred. The birds sang their merry tune; the crickets chirped their rhythmic beatings; and the foxes crooned their guttural mating calls. The leaves rustled occasionally around us, mourning perhaps, for their brethrens now part of a war. Still, we moved on, knowing that every step we now take is a step brought in blood. I comforted myself that Lord Nalia will survive with his ranger skills, even with an injury in his leg. In the end, I knew it was nothing more than a mirage, a cozy lie. I felt Li’s hand interlocking with mine, and the grasp felt moist. Was it my hand or hers that was sweating so profusely, out of fear or mourning? And then I felt a bead of sweat drawing a vertical line through my scar, and that answered my question. 


The clearing before us revealed the way to freedom, a drop of light so pure and so hopeful that it seemed so close, yet still thousand pace away, but there, the reflection of the river caught on, flowing freely under the sun.


5. Of Venom and of Despair


He ran. He ran like a death-defying man performing his last task without a purpose, biting down hard on the wooden whistle in his mouth. It was his only relief from the throbbing pain inflicted upon his left knee. It sent up piercing pain shooting upward through his heart. Every step took a bite of his mortality. He threw away all his training as a ranger and all his affinity with nature, and ran. He left tracks as clear as a trail of blood upon a white parchment. Good, he thought, the clearer my tracks, the more chance of them chasing me than them. Them. Who were they? He had known them for no more than a day, and yet, he was now risking his life for their sake. It was for a greater good, he told himself, that he should trade his life for the triumph of reason. That day, he looked out of his glorious tower of jade in the center of Ramalat, and surveyed all that belonged to him, the glorious city of Ramalat, the greatest of all cities dedicated to Elisym, the goddess of nature. 


It was there as he perched upon his fortress that he saw the black robed Chancellor Estrel, the most famous envoy of Eng, walking towards him. It was the same Estrel who stopped the Everlasting War between the seven houses of Mor with but one word, “truce”. Of course he was well welcomed and given the best courtesy Ramalat could offer, and of course, at the mention of the stopping of an assault against Eng, Lord Nalia gladly accepted. For what? Did he even at once ask about what the risk of his life would do for him personally? Never. 


He ran faster, half limping, half swinging his way south. Why? The answer was clear to him now. It was the girl, Fluterel, that he was doing this for. He couldn’t really give a damn about the welfare of Eng or the triumph of reason, all he cared was that little girl which Estrel brought into his court. Perhaps it was out of the fact that he couldn’t father any children of his own due to certain disabilities that his love for this little butterfly grew. At first she was like any other young girl going through puberty, lively, flamboyant, and insatiably curious. She would ask him questions, about his or that, about the forest goddess and about every pot of flower in his castle. He would answer her questions, patient and impassionate at first, but quickly grew to long and enthusiastic explanations and philosophical lectures.


The girl, Oana was her name, liked to argue for the sake of argument, always finding someway to refute his explanations. Her love for plants and flowers quickly became obvious, and a word of flattery or a hint of curiosity was all that was needed to fuel on his passion for her. He would take her out to his garden, and point to every plant and gave a long explanation about it. He taught her how to loosen the soil and extend the taproot. He taught her how to adjust the rate of growth for certain trees so that they don’t grow too cumbersome. She absorbed all this knowledge with zeal. He talked to her like he talked to no one for no one shared his passion for nature like she did. He spent more time with her than with Chancellor Estrel, who tolerated his absence with a smile. 


One day he took Oana for a routine walk around his garden, and she suddenly gasped at the sight at the sight of three butterflies, parked in perfect radial symmetry around a single bud of a flower. 

“That’s a butterfly flower,” he explained, “Fluterel, they were called in the eastern mountains where they grew, named aptly so because they attract butterflies with their peculiar nectar.” 

It was from then on that she gave herself the nickname Fluterel, for she said to him, “It was the most beautiful creation on this world.”

 “No”, he quipped, and carefully brushing aside her hair above her eyes, and said, “you are.”

She came with Estrel, and naturally, he came with her, and every second was bliss. It must be how all fathers felt, he thought, with their children. Every blood he bled was, he knew, one more step that his dear Fluterel would take to sanctuary. So he ran faster, never looking back. But he was, after all, a mortal, and his stamina soon started to drop. He bit down again, hard on the wooden mouthpiece of the whistle, and it cracked, filling his mouth with splinters. He urged his numbing legs once more, but they disobeyed. Finally, with a push on a tree, he stopped himself from falling. His back slid down along the trunk, and felt the cool relief as his buttocks touched the soft soil. He opened his mouth in pain. He had never been so tired in his life, not even when he outran a pack of gray wolves during his ranger training.

His wound bled even more now, and his shoulders felt the sharp pain of muscle tear. He reached for his scimitar, and unsheathed it with a soft ring. Its edge was unsullied, ready to perform his one last task. The bastards would not get the pleasure of torturing him, not if he could help it. His hand trembled as he lifted the heavy handle, feeling for the first time the weight of the weapon, and without hesitation, wiped his neck with it. 

His eyes closed, the anticipation of eternal oblivion grasping at his throat, tighter, and tighter, choking him, creating a vacuum beneath his lungs, pulling them down, lower, lower. His heart thudded with the last beat, crashing against his ribcage. His eyes flickered, and his chest tightened, but he welcomed the relishing on coming of the wave of darkness, soon to blanket him. Onward, he thought, death is not feared, for with his death, the price for Oana’s life shall be brought. 

He was so wrong.

His hand shook, and the scimitar was plucked so violently out of his hand that it left a permanent scar under three of his five fingers. What took place then was difficult to describe. His eyes flittered open, and his thoughts drifted back from that void of death. Robbed of his mortality, he was naked, and at once fear arose. There came a blinding silver flash, and all breath was knocked out of him. Before him stood now, the brilliantly and extravagantly dressed maiden appearing only in tales of yore, so plain in her dressing, so banal in her clothing, so trite in her pallid gown that she seemed no different than any other beautiful maiden. But when she ostentatiously rubbed the sole of her left foot backwards, and haughtily jutted out her chest, it was more effective than the brittle adornment of a thousand jewels. 

She was standing alone. Her face was bland, and utterly devoid of expression. Her posture was ever so casual and carefree that she seemed to sway with the wind. Her aura of authority smothered his face, pressing fear and utter denunciation deep into him. Was this Elisyme, the protectorate of nature? She lowered her head, and he knew then he was mistaken. Her lips curled into a smirk, and her brows shifted, and formed a grotesque and sick smile imaginable only in nightmares. 

She looked into his eyes, and with words like corrosive poison, she spat them, one or two syllables at a time, in a tone so different than her words, “So – we have – here – a – all- the- way from – Ra- ma- lat, yes?” Her brows rose, and her words were delivered with a stuttering rhythm, making them all the more fearful. He dared not to give even a shadow of a reply. 

Her eyes moved about him, scanning every crevice on his body, like a predator scrutinizing its prey, and said, her words much smoother now, “And so the – lord of Ramalat himself- must think my – petty ventures are quite – childish, no?”

He blinked, and courage gathered within him, and unprecedented calm washed over him. When a man cares not about his own life, he thought, he is invincible. With his somber aching hand, he briskly swept away the dirt on his cheek, and with a push of strength, gave a wan smile. He looked up at the witch, without fear, without intimidation, without the faintest acknowledgement of his numbing leg, a sign that he will never again stand up, and said, in the most confident tone as he could manage, “You know you will never succeed in toppling Eng. Your soldiers are but flesh and blood, with no choice but to succumb to the might of bolts and blades of Eng.”

Her smile widened, showing lines of perfectly white teeth, sharp and straight, and replied, “So what if I lose? Look around you ranger, I’ve already done more damage to - Eng than any army could accomplish.” He knew she was right. Trees were killed, animals skinned and eaten, the forest lay dead with a mortal wound. Soon the soil will loosen and Eng’s only source of water will soon turn yellow as soil is slowly washed away, a permanent scar across the land.

Her face beamed with pride, and haughtily, she said again, “I know what you’re thinking ranger.” She paused, and continued, “You’re thinking that I’m doomed to failure. You think I don’t know about you and your little plot with Estrel.”

He winced, slightly, and fear slowly made its way into his throat. He said nothing, tasting the bile behind his tongue. Her face shone, and snickered, “My little pet here..” Her voice dropped away, and with a swirl of her hand, a distinct figure of a man walked up from behind her. It was the so-called Lord of Darkness, the guardian of the forest for sixteen years. She laughed. The guardian said nothing, his face twisted in an expression of pain. “Kneel!” She commanded. The guardian’s kneecaps protruded, and he fell, prostrated upon the soft soil. She laughed again. “Bend over and act like the dog you are!” Her eyes blazed with pleasure as the guardian slowly bent down, and let loose his tongue. It hung there. “Bark!” She roared, “Bark like dog.” What came out were feeble whimpers. 

Lord Nalia did not laugh, but was horrified by this act of total domination. With another swivel of her hand, the guardian stood, and disappeared behind her shadow. She turned back to him, and said, “So one day my pet comes and reports to me of the day’s events. He told me how a group voluntarily joined my quest for battle. Of course I got suspicious, and everything was revealed in due time.” She dropped the smile, and in a sudden rush, spat again the venom carried by her saliva, “I fed them all poison!” She screeched, and her eyes darkened with razor sharp calamity. “I fed them all slow, harsh, incurable poison! They will all die within six days, so as to convey those important yet ever so false words, ‘they come from the north’ to those damn bastards of sickly reason inside their little sanctuary!”

His face went bleak. The words struck deeply into his heart, and pierced his confidence. His wan expression turned soon into drastic horror. She enjoyed it, he thought, she enjoyed watching his expression change. Her twisted face of pure darkness opened, with the roaring rage of a sadistic beast, “Yes,” she spat, “Even that little girl of yours, you know, the one you will soon die for! She will die too! Six days from this very hour! But she will not die gently, no. First, she will have a slight fever…” Her voice pitched up at the word slight, and continued, “Then, she will drift slowly to sleep. She will begin to hallucinate, yes? Her worst nightmares will haunt her, images of her father, perhaps, or even better, her mother!” A jet of saliva shot out from between her teeth, and caught him between his eyes. He never blinked. “Then, she will scream in agony as every shred of her dignity is stripped away, and eventually, die, by asphyxiation, and fall, flat, on the floor, twitching and twisting. They’ll try to save her, of course, with their herbs and medicine, but the best thing to do, in my humble opinion, is to kill her straight away, and save her of the agony.”

His mouth hung open, and two beads of tears drifted slowly down his cheeks. She spoke the truth, he knew. Her eyes turned bright red, and stared into his, with all her pride and causticity. He sobbed, inhaling rapidly sorrow with every breath he took. He screamed, “Bitch!”, and rammed his head square into her stomach, biting and scratching, throwing away all his dignity, all his fears, all his hope. There will be no retribution for him, for he had failed. All his agony, all his pride, all his glory, turned to dust, sliding beneath his feet. She is dead to him…

Killing this madman turned out to be easier than she thought, a mere slice below the neck did job. She hated it to do it. There goes another honorable man, she thought. Had this been anyone else, she would have avoided such a neat and clean death, as a slitting of the throat, but there was something to this man, this Lord; nobility, perhaps, that she admired. Her heart wasn’t at all peaceful, as she had thought, at the killing of this man. It beat incessantly in her bosom. Her breath fell short, and before her came the image that dominated her dreams ever since that fateful night among her sisters, his picture. Had that man lived longer, she thought, he would see that bead of tear hanging below her right eyelid. I’m doing this for you, she thought, and closed her eyes. By the time they reopened, a plan to assault Eng had already been formed. 

6. Of War and Open Defiance

