
Thunder rolled across the sky and fat drops of water began to fall steadily from the Forest canopy. The plopping of the drops on the leaves drowned out the sound of footsteps in the underbrush.  Falling rain absorbed all sound, and Morag was able to travel silently through the unfamiliar wood.  Her journey had been long and arduous, crossing rugged terrain during the rainy season was never easy.  But this journey was made more difficult because she already knew what awaited her at the end.  Bracing herself against the cold wetness pressed to her soft skin, Morag began to sing a song of determination.


Let the winds come


Let the clouds rain


Let the cold in


I will get home again


Let the heat scorch


Let the sun burn


Let the earth crack


I will get what I yearn


Let the snow fall


Let the beast roar


Let the time pass


I will get what I came here for


Over and over she sang her song of determination. Suddenly, she was aware of its power—she was no longer walking under a thick canopy of trees, but passing into the Kingdom-of-the-Plains.  Morag looked skyward and calculated the time.  She had been gone for three days as of her last sleep, and if she was leaving the Kingdom-of-the-Forest, that meant she would be home in two more sleeps.  Already today she had passed three meals under this stormy sky.  It was the fastest she had ever traveled.  Ironically, it was also the time she least wanted to be making the journey.  Morag was eager to make it quickly though, because if she didn’t reach the river by morning, it might be too flooded to pass.   Then all hope would be lost, and she would have no choice but to return to the Kingdom-in-the-Caverns.


Morag reflected on this as she walked.  Was living the rest of her life in the Caverns really so bad?  Hadn’t they taken her in when she was just a child?  Hadn’t they fed her and clothed her?  Hadn’t they trained her in magic?  What more could she ask for?  As if in answer, Morag’s back twisted in spasm and she collapsed into the long, wet grass of the plain.


When Morag awoke, she was surrounded by Warriors-of-the-Plain.  This came as no surprise to her, a woman of her height could be seen for miles in the Plains.  She cursed herself for not taking appropriate precautions.  Fatigue and distraction had prevented her from casting a cloaking spell.  And now, lying in the grass surrounded by men with knives and arrows, she didn’t have the opportunity to rectify that mistake.  One of the warriors spoke to her in deep guttural clicks and grunts, telling her to get up, but when Morag turned to roll, her back screamed in agony.  In a soft, pained whisper, Morag tried to explain that she was unable to move.  


The older warriors moved off in the grass, clicking and grunting among themselves while the younger men kept their weapons pointed at Morag.  The rain was lighter now, more like a thick mist, and the sky was darkening fast.  The older warriors returned after only a short time, having decided to set up camp for the night.  The men took slender, leather packs off their backs and began a ritual of safety—cleaning and blessing the land.  They spread a luminescent paste in a large circle in the grass, and set up simple tents inside it.  Then some of the men disappeared into the increasing dark, while others drew a similar glowing circle around Morag and used spare blankets to construct a make-shift tent over top of her.  Morag was plagued by two things:  would the Plains Warriors hurt her? And, if she could get free, how could she possibly make it to the river before morning?  Horizons away, Rayan hurried his horse onward towards the Fire Circle near the Kingdom-of-the-Forest.  

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *


The travel worn cloak snapped and swirled behind him as he urged his horse onward.  No spurs decorated his heels, only his hands and knees guided and encouraged.  Bridle and bit were of little use to one who had ridden with the Plains Warriors.  


The sun danced at the edge of the night, sending waves of shadow across the rolling grass of the Plains.  Rayan paid little heed.  The moon would be bright, and the clouds that had threatened earlier now seemed to be drifting apart.  He took a risk, riding at night, for burrows could cripple a horse. Yet, it was a risk he must take – and that was the least of his worries.  Night on the Plains was not like that in other lands.  Evil stirred, left behind long ago by the demon wars, and those not protected by sacred circles took chances not only with their lives, but their very souls.  No demon had walked the Kingdom lands in centuries, but parts of their essence still remained, and those could swarm and kill a man before he knew that he was in danger.


Vividly, he recalled the night he became blood brother to the Warriors-of-the-Plain.  On one of his father’s hunting trips, during his twenty-first summer, he had left camp to try and pick up the trail of the stag they had wounded.  The nobles were busy vying for his father’s attention, and the guards were drunk on the watch, so it had been easy to slip away unnoticed.  He found the trail, some hours later, by the edge of the Forest, near the Kingdom-of-the-Plains, but by then night had fallen and he could follow no more.  He had turned back, regretful that the animal should suffer, when he heard a cry of fear.  Instinctively, he ran towards it.  The sight that greeted him was one of horror.


If they straightened to their full height, they would have towered over him.  Yet they stood hunched, black claws raking the air in deadly sweeps.  Their flesh was rotten, bloody muscle exposed and sliding over white tendon.  Maggots crawled and squirmed across ridged skulls, and their eyes - their eyes gleamed with green fire.  But the worst was the howling screams.  The screams pierced his mind and filled him with a terror so primal he could barely move, reduced to a shivering child lost in the night’s fears.  Legend had it that if the demon spawn drew your blood, even a scratch, they would steal your soul.    


He still didn’t know what drove him forward.  His body seemed to move of its own accord, without conscious thought.  Later his father would yell at him, about how stupid it was to join battle with demon spawn, his father’s face red in anger, fear and incredulity at the fact he did so armed with only a hunting dagger.  


When it was over, he found a Plains Warrior, about his own age, lying on the ground and clutching at the body of a woman.  She had been his Shield, the magical counterpart to his Blade.  And he had loved her, as is sometimes wont to happen between a Blade and Shield.  Rayan spent the night, and helped him build a pyre.  The Warriors-of-the-Plain burned their dead, for things buried in the earth sometimes returned on the Plains.  They became brothers that night, bound in grief and deed.  In the years to follow he spent many summers roaming the Kingdom-of-the-Plains, welcomed and called Demon-Bane by the tribes, although he grew embarrassed when the stories of the fight spread.


Now he returned to the Plains, although for a different cause, and one that could brook no delay.  The Fire Circle was gathering.  Every five years the tribes would gather at the Fire Circle to choose a new War Chief, decided by combat.  The War Chief held final word on any decision that affected all of the tribes, especially those pertaining to war.  Usually the honor was given to both a Blade and Shield, though they were treated as one.  Forces were moving, and Rayan had little choice in the decisions he made.  Sometimes the journey chooses you, he reflected.  Although everyone had hopes and fears of what the outcome may be, Rayan took pride in the journey itself.  As long as he made the choices that were true to him, he could face the next choice with equal determination and honor.  He must lay claim; the consequences of not doing so would be unforgivable.  


Night fell swiftly.  Rayan’s eyes remained fixed on the path ahead.  Sometimes he wished that magic was not just the domain of women.  Imagine if one could command both steel and magic, with no dependence on another.  It grated on him to rely on someone else.  He had tried to work with a Shield, not so long ago.  It didn’t work.  While they got along fine as friends, their personalities clashed and rang discordant during the heat of battle.  They could not mesh the steel and magic, though they tried. 


A faint sense then, in the corner of his mind.  Rayan dove from the horse, coming to his feet in an eye-blink.  There were four of them, rushing soundlessly towards him through the long grass.  They were almost upon him, and then he moved.  The sanctified sword blade flashed silver in the darkness, dealing final death to the creatures made of nightmare.  He flowed harmlessly through the ripping claws, passing so close, yet they had no hope of reaching him.  The blade was music in the air, faint, yet unmistakable in its passing.


He looked up at the stars as he ran the blade across a rag, cleaning it.  A salute to the Heavens, and he sheathed it in a smooth, practiced motion.  Yes, there was purity here, alone.  He did not need a Shield; they would only hold him back.  There could not exist one that would fit with the harmony and truth he so desired and strived for.


Rayan whistled for his horse.  The night was young, and he had not yet reached his destination.  Again, he urged the horse to a gallop, smiling in quiet confidence.  A thought crossed his mind then; would all his skill be enough to stand, alone in the Fire Circle, and face the best the tribes had to offer in Blade and Shield?  He frowned, and quickly dismissed it – he must; too much, too many, depended on it.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *


Morag tried to move to the opening of her tent to watch the Plains Warriors, but the pain was too intense.  In a huff of frustration, she resigned herself to the fact that she would have to take care of her injuries before attempting to escape.  Morag tried to concentrate on the magic lessons that Hagar had given her, but instead settled into a still sadness.  She was overwhelmed by homesickness, and as she thought about the purpose of this journey, and how difficult it had already been, she began to seriously consider giving up and heading back to the Caverns.  The Caverns were her home now.  What could she possibly do to help the Kingdom-of-the-Ridge?  Why had the elders of the Caverns asked her to help the Ridge in the challenge? 


Morag knew, of course.  Morag was actually a child of the Kingdom-of-the-Ridge.  She had been born into one of the Kingdom’s most influential families, and as a child, had been treated like a princess.  Her room decorated with the most beautiful fabrics, a magnificent collection of dolls and toys, the best tutors to ensure the best education.  Her parents had doted on their only daughter.  


Morag’s life in the Ridge had been perfect until the Fall.  Even after all this time, she did not know what had happened to her home, or how she had gotten to the Caverns.  Hagar had only ever spoken of it twice, and even then, it was discussed in a hushed and solemn tone—using only metaphor and innuendo.


Her own memories of it were weak; she was only seven when the Fall began.  The memories came in bits and pieces of muted colour and sound—somewhere between dream and reality.  They were unreliable, and frightening:

Morag, playing hide-and-go-seek with the servants in the compound of the country house, just outside the great wall of the Kingdom.  She was laughing, running, out of breath—the servants trotting around after her, poking their heads in behind bushes and around corners.  The Eastern sun shone brightly through the trees, while the Northern sun glowed in the soft blue of afternoon. The quiet of this country retreat being broken only by the calls of birds and Morag’s giggling as she burst past her pursuers trying to get to the porch and the treasure of lichen cookies. Suddenly, everything began to shake; there was the feeling of falling, the sounds of people screaming, a kaleidoscope of colours—then dark.  Only dark.  A thick, dense, solid void of light and matter and existence.  Morag’s next memory is of being in the Caverns with Hagar and his daughter Calla. 


From what Morag had been able to gather, it was a great earthquake that shook the Kingdom-of-the-Ridge that day, and changed her life forever.  An earthquake that completely destroyed the inner city of the Ridge and caused the deaths of more than half of her people.  In the Caverns, she heard whispered rumours that the earthquake was created by some unearthly force; a demon that managed to summon its minions into the Ridge, destroying all that the earthquake had left. When the people of the Caverns spoke of this demon they did so always in a Silence Circle, a magic space created that keeps secrets in, and prevents anything, even the Outer-Plane, from listening.  


The people of the Caverns lived within the earth and harnessed its energy for their magic.  They were intricately woven into the energy of the universe, and so, intuitively aware of the powers that traveled beyond their home. The elders of the Caverns gave silent warnings of the demonic essences that existed beyond their Kingdom.  The ancient barriers between the Planes were becoming so weak, that in recent times the winter solstice was passed, not in celebration, as had been the case in the Ridge, but toiling to regenerate the Cleansing Circle surrounding the Caverns.  All the people of the Caverns would gather for four days of fasting and intense meditation.  They used their minds to purify the energy in the Caverns and create a barrier to the outside world.  Morag had never been allowed to participate because, as a Ridge-dweller, her magic was not strong enough to withstand the purity and intensity of the Cleansing Circle.  Instead, during the solstice she worked to complete the daily chores of those who dedicated themselves to the Cleansing. It was while completing one of these tasks that she acquired the injury that now had her trapped inside a Protection Circle in the Plains, and prevented her from escaping.  


Morag, like most of the Ridge women, was quite tall.  In her bare feet she stood 5’8, and in the thick soled shoes of the Cavern-dwellers she reached 5’10.  There was little room for someone of her stature in the tiny tunnels of the Caverns, many of which were so small she was forced to crawl on her hands and knees.  


At first, it had seemed a wonderful game, the mysterious and miniature collection of tubes, tunnels and tangled paths.  But as Morag grew, and grew, and grew, there had been great concern about whether she would be able to continue living in the Caverns.  Hagar, the man who had taken her in as his own daughter, was especially worried about how she would fair in his small world.  He playfully teased her about her Ridge-looks, but the teasing hid his fear that someday she would have to leave the protection of his care—and the Cleansing Circle.  Morag was certainly a true Ridge dweller.  Not only was she tall, but she had a long mane of blonde hair, gold eyes and the delicate frame of her home Kingdom.  The only way in which she resembled the small, dark, rotund people of her adopted home was in her determined attitude.  It was this determined attitude that caused her, two solstices ago, to believe she could complete the digging work of Gorak, while he was in the Cleansing Circle. 


Morag had crawled through the tunnels with a proud smile, so sure that she would be able to finish the work of a grown Digger, and gain the respect and admiration of her adopted people.  The journey through the tunnels was long, and took her further away from the inner city than she had ever been.  Her back was already stiff and aching when she reached the dig site, but her determination to help her friends and contribute in some way to the Kingdom pushed her onward.  Morag climbed into the elaborate harness and firmly grasped the massive pick-fork used by Diggers to chip away at the rock walls.  She hoisted herself to the top of the open cavern and began to swing away at the ceiling.  This was to be a Great Hall and the place of the upcoming summer solstice celebration.  She giggled as she thought how pleased the Cavern-dwellers would be to finish their fasting and meditating, and find that the Great Hall had been completed.  Her giggling became laughter as she imagined how they might even have a feast here, before the summer solstice, to honour her contribution.  Unfortunately, Morag had not considered that her harness had been constructed for a Digger much smaller than herself, and as she threw her head back in laughter, the cabling holding Morag at the ceiling gave way, sending her flailing to the jagged rock floor below.


Morag lay motionless on the cold, hard floor for three days during the Cleansing Circle. When the Diggers finally returned to their work in the Great Hall they found Morag, cold and motionless. The Diggers moved her slowly back to the inner city, assuming she was already beyond help.  Hagar, received her broken body with overwhelming grief, and a stern resolution not to let her die.  He and Calla worked tirelessly two days and a night to set all of Morag’s bones, stitch the open wounds in her flesh and release the thick pressure under her scalp.  When they had tended to her body all they could, they sat on either side of her and poured their magic essence into her.  


It was weeks before Morag could open her eyes.  Weeks more before she could communicate with this family, this family that was truly her family now—having given her life, again.  By the next winter solstice, Morag had recovered as much as she would ever recover.  Pinky-purple scars are written like some strange language on her back; her spine a twisted piece of punctuation emphasizing the rise of flesh on her left side—all a linguistic lament to her laughter.  Morag lost her height and graceful walk, and since, stoops just slightly, favouring her left side.  The enduring pain not being her loss of statuesque beauty, but the muscle spasms that grip her left side and render her paralysed.  


It was her father, Hagar, who gave her life.  It was her father, Hagar, who gave her magic.  It was her father, Hagar, who helped her regain her confidence and determination.  It was his strength that led her to the elders, and it was his courage and sacrifice that sent her on this journey.  With this realization, Morag emerged from the waters of memory, and began the magic ritual that would eventually ease the muscles of her back. She began with her Song of Peace:


I am the water


I am the reed


I am the wind


I am the tree


I am the light


I am the sound


I am the rocks


I am the ground


She sang over and over her Song of Peace until her breathing slowed and she felt a wave of heat spread through her.  Once she had warmed herself, she began the difficult task of releasing the spasm in her back.  This required her to contort her body, and spread a paste of earth and oil on the mass of muscle.  The paste allowed the energy from her hands to pass more purely into her skin, and as she massaged the throbbing flesh, she chanted Hagar’s most powerful spell of Healing.  Within minutes the throbbing began to ease, and by the time the warriors returned from their hunt the tight knot of flesh had subsided. 


Now that Morag was able to move again, her attention shifted to how she was going to escape.  Morag knew that the luminescent paste of the Protection Circle was to keep out demonic energy.  While Morag didn’t know much about the Plains, she guessed that if the warriors felt the need to make the Circles, she probably wouldn’t be safe outside of them.  Looking up at the sky, Morag took notice of the fact that the rain was lifting and only one moon had risen.  That meant, if she were able to flee now, she might still make it to the river before it became impassable.  


Her first course of action was to determine if she could move through the luminescent paste.  Morag crawled slowly towards the edge of the circle and reached her hand outward.  The tips of her fingers began to get cold, and the closer they moved to the glowing substance the colder they became.  Soon, she couldn’t move her fingers at all, and the wintry paralysis began to move up her arm—but she was able to pass her hand through the Circle and out the other side.  With this in mind, Morag began to plan her escape. 


She would wait until the first moon began to set.  Night would then be at its darkest, and the Plains warriors would be full of meat and mead.  It wasn’t a very complicated plan.  Morag would quickly cast a cloaking spell and run through the Protection Circle.  She knew she could get past the Warriors-of-the-Plains, she only hoped that the cloaking spell would be able to protect her from whatever lay outside.  She might have reconsidered her plan, but time was growing short, and Ridge-dwellers, especially Morag, were not known for their patience.  She gathered her things in close around her and said a quick prayer that her back did not betray her again.  Then she began the chant that would shield her in the next stage of her journey.  


As the words left her lips for the fourth time she began to feel the familiar feeling of lightness, a weightlessness creeping over her.  As the words left her lips the tenth time, Morag jumped to her feet, sending the make-shift tent flying.  She ran from one side of the Protection Circle and leapt through the other.  The feeling was one of intense cold and it froze her down to her very bones.  She collapsed on the ground outside the Circle, stunned and shivering.  Morag knew she must flee, and so forced herself to her feet.  Already, Plains warriors were collecting their weapons and heading in her direction.  Morag began to run in the direction of the river, using long, silent strides.  When she finally looked back the Protection Circles were just a faint green glow on the horizon and the night was silent around her.  Morag was confident that she had escaped the Warriors-of-the-Plains, but her cloaking spell was wearing off and she was less certain of peril that lay in front of her.  Morag was sure she heard hoof beats in the distance.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

Hawkshadow was aptly named.  He floated across the grass, swift and silent, as he ran.  Other shadows flanked him, fanned out to his sides, all of them easily keeping pace in the darkness.  His Talisman was warm against his chest as it picked apart the cloaking magic, allowing him to hear the crashing of uneven footfalls ahead.  His Hunt-Brothers were relying on his guidance, for their Talismans were not similarly enchanted.  Hawkshadow gripped his spear nervously, taking comfort in the familiar weight.  He could smell the stench on the breeze, the sickening odor of decay, as the demon spawn moved in on the woman.  Her cloaking spell was beginning to fade, and there would be no stopping them.  

The mysterious woman had arrived exactly where the Shaman had said she would.  Protect her against the night, but do not stand in her way.  The Shaman had been very explicit in that, glaring about as if they were children.  No one asked why; they had learnt long before to never ask why.  Hawkshadow wore the Talisman that he had been given, he followed at the proper distance, and he wondered why he did not question the fact that he was running to his death.  To venture into the night when neither of the Twins graced the sky was foolishness.  They were only one Hunt-Pack, five of them, against the burgeoning demon spawn in the darkest hour.  Hawkshadow had dared to question the wisdom of that choice, but the Shaman only looked at him with an amused glint in his eyes, and actually giggled as he turned and walked away. 

He thought he heard hoof beats ahead, but dismissed it as malevolent trickery.  The woman was on foot and no one would be riding at night.  He wondered if the woman ahead of him realized what she was doing.  Not only does she invite the demon spawn with that noisy gait, she runs into the Shifting-of-the-River.  The Twins played havoc with the waters at certain times of the days and years.  Maybe she is a fish, he fantasized.  The old tales spoke of that.  Maybe she needs to get to the River before dawn or she’ll flop around in the grass until she dies.  He wondered if she would mind if they ate her.  

A howling scream turned his stomach to water.  All thoughts of fish and rivers fled his mind as he signaled his Hunt-Brothers.  They come.

The woman stood alone in the wet grass, hunched slightly, but her head was raised in defiance.   She is too far, his mind screamed.  His daydreaming had caused him to lag behind further than he should have ever been.   He saw them then, and knew that she was dead; and it would not have mattered if they had been closer.  So many – why are there so many?  He saw the woman start to trace a Circle, but she would never finish it in time.  

They came clawing at each other’s backs.  Rotting flesh hung in strips from their jagged frames, and their horrifying screams tore at the air.  Frighteningly eerie how they descended only on her, ignoring the rapidly approaching Plains Warriors.  Amazingly she continued to draw the Circle, even as the first swung ravenous claws towards her back.  Resolute, I’ll grant her that.  It was then that he saw that they were not alone in the fight.

The dark form crashed into the crouching woman, sending them both flying away from the grazing swipe of the claws – and a completed sacred Circle now blazing with silver light.  The demon spawn backed away quickly from the light, but regrouped again to rush the man standing over the sprawled woman.   Hawkshadow didn’t see him draw the sword.  One instant the man was calmly standing, waiting, and the next he was a blur of motion.  He moved like a rainbow on the Plains – you never let your eyes off it, but once you get to where you thought it was it’s somewhere else entirely, forever out of reach.  I only know one man who can move like that.  

They came at the pair from all sides in dark waves of fury, ripping and gouging the earth in their haste to reach the woman.  But the tide was stemmed, the boundary explicitly defined in a curtain of flashing steel.  

Hawkshadow’s Hunt-Brothers gathered around him.  He hadn’t realized that he had stopped running, hadn’t realized the feeling of relief that now spread across his skin.  It was over quickly.  He imagined that the nearby sacred Circle had slowed the demon spawn, weakened them.  It wouldn’t have mattered, he realized.  The outcome would have been the same regardless.  

He walked forward to welcome his Brother-in-Blood.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

Rayan stood with his head bowed, his tangled hair casting a shadow across his eyes in the silver light.  The feeling of serenity drifted away, becoming all the more elusive as he struggled to maintain it.  It was always thus, after a fight, but it seemed to fade more quickly lately, as if something lurked inside him that shunned and despised it.  He noted, distantly, that his arms were covered in gore.  The smell of his surroundings invaded him suddenly, and he was snapped back to reality.  His lip curled in disgust as he cleaned and sheathed his blade.  I’ll need a swim after this night is done.

The girl at his feet stirred.  What lack-wit would be out on such a night?  He reached down to grab her arm, with the intent of hauling her to her feet. “What sort of fool stunt…” – he never finished.  Pain exploded through his hand and up his arm, and inexplicably he was lying on the ground, gazing up at the stars.

“Don’t touch me”, the girl hissed.  Her face was a torrent of rage, eyes drawn to slits.  He heard a guffaw from the Plains Warrior – Hawkshadow, what is he doing here?  

Anger surged through him then, deep and forbidding.  He snarled, and exploded to his feet, hand reaching for his sword.  A strong hand gripped his own before he could draw, and he swung his free hand in a fatal blow to the attacker’s throat.

“Demon-Bane”, the cry pierced his clouded mind and he blinked, feeling something dissipate.  His hand stopped, barely touching the rapidly beating vein on Hawkshadow’s neck.  They stood frozen, and he gazed into his Brother’s eyes, two pools of astonishment and fear.

“Hawkshadow.” The killing hand turned to welcoming, and embraced him.  They shared forced laughter, and thudded each other’s backs. “Sorry Brother, I… I don’t know what came over me.  The fight has not completely left me.”

Hawkshadow nodded, a worried and pensive look quickly passing across his brow.  “It has been a long time, Brother.  You travel at night on the Plains?  It is a danger – even for you.”

Rayan straightened his cloak and gestured at the nearby horse, “Ride swiftly enough and the demon spawn cannot track you… or most of them at least,” he smiled wryly.  “It was chance that I came upon you.  You would think that some would be more thankful.”  His eyes swung around to the girl, who still had her hands clenched at her sides.  

Silhouetted by the light of the Circle beyond, her hair danced like silver fire around her shadowed face.  She stood slightly hunched and crooked, favoring her left side.  Old injury, Rayan quickly determined, his keen fighter senses easily noting how she would move, how she would be hampered. Old injury, but it pains her now, and she strains not to show it.

“Thankful? Thankful?” her voice raised several octaves and shook with anger.  “I didn’t need your help!  I certainly did not need your oafish parody of a rescue!”  She advanced on him, raising her hand to poke her finger into his chest.  “Your stupidity almost got me killed, are you pleased about that?” 

Rayan stared at her as she continued her rant, continually emphasizing her words with her finger jabbing.  Her face was vaguely familiar, and it tugged at the corners of his mind.  He could see that she had been beautiful once, and one side of her face still was.  Her elegant features were almost surreal; a delicate and angelic crafting disfigured by an ugly purple scar that lay furrowed from her temple to the base of her chin.  Golden, almond shaped eyes spat angry fire at him, but he could see the fear that threatened behind it.  Her hand was shaking.  Her entire body was trembling, caught between the two powerful emotions.


“Are you listening to me?” she screamed.  Rayan said nothing.  She noticed her shaking hand then, and looked at it momentarily as if betrayed.  A sob escaped her lips, and she folded her hands close to her chest.

The Plains Warriors moved uncomfortably, and Hawkshadow seemed stricken.

“Enough girl.” Rayan spoke finally.  He ignored her renewed glare.  “That demon spawn was already through your Circle.  Even if, by some miracle of the Twins, you finished the Circle in time, it never would have withstood the onslaught of so many.”

Her eyes narrowed, obviously doubting his intelligence.  Rayan gestured to the Plains Warriors, “And what of them?  You would have left them to die, while you watched, safe inside your sacred Circle?”

“I didn’t know they were there,” she whispered, wringing her hands.  

Rayan felt a stab of compassion, but his face remained empty, and he turned away.  I believe her too, he thought.  He had seen her drawing the Circle, unflinching as the demonic horde swept down on her.  There is steel inside her.   She would not have left the others to die had she known.     

Hawkshadow cleared his throat.  “Demon-Bane…  why are you here?”

I could ask the same of you, my Brother.  Rayan paused and considered.  And why did the demon spawn only go for the girl?  He answered softly.  “There has been a coup.”

Hawkshadow was stunned.  “Your father?  Is he…”

“Aye.  He is dead.” Rayan pushed down the grief; burying it in the depths.  Father, the name echoed in a thousand memories.  “They now control the Ridge.”  

The girl stiffened at that, but he figured nothing of it.  She was certainly one of his people; it wasn’t hard to see that.  She must be just returning from some journey and hadn’t heard the news.  Welcome home.

The Plains Warriors moved closer as he continued.  “The demonic spirits have grown stronger in the Inner City.  We knew that they established a presence there during the Fall, and we kept our distance.  We rebuilt Ridge Keep on the far side, against the mountains, thinking ourselves safe with the Runes of Protection we scribed on the Inner City walls.”  And we were fools, he lamented.  They should have been renewed each year, but we grew complacent in the end.  

“And we were safe – physically.  There were no demon spawn roaming the Ridge; it is too insidious for that.”  

Hawkshadow’s eyebrows rose in silent question.  

​​

“The Demon – a true one.  The one that orchestrated the Fall.”  Rayan gestured helplessly.  “It stole our dreams during the night; we didn’t notice until too late.  By day it crept into our thoughts, our feelings, our souls, twisting our words and turning us on each other.”  He looked away, into the night.  “It corrupted only a few at the start; a carefully selected few.  It was enough.”

The girl was staring at him now, devouring his every word.  Her eyes seemed to look inside him, and he lost his next thought, stumbling over the words.  Idiot, he berated himself.  You’ve never let that happen before.

“The entire High Council plotted against my father and I.  At first it was little things, shifting the trust of the people.  Then they took a heavier hand.”  Devrin, you bastard.  I don’t care if it was demon influence; you were always a snake.  Rage swelled, and then subsided.

“Four nights past they moved against us.”  He remembered waking to the sound of his father’s shouts, and then stumbling, naked, into the hallway in time to see him cut down.  In the red haze that followed he dimly remembered Devrin standing at the back of the group, yelling and directing the murder.  Rayan had no weapons; he had forgotten them in his haste – so he used his hands.  If they had been normal men, they would have died in that hallway, but they were not.  They ignored his blows, advancing with broken necks, arms hanging limply from their sockets.  Devrin laughed at him, and the laughter followed him as he ran back to his room and bolted the door.  Opening the window shutters, he could hear the sounds of battle throughout the entire Keep.  The dying screams of his men would haunt him forever.

“There were too many,” he whispered hoarsely.  His hands clenched with the memory of sheer helplessness.  “I don’t know where they got those… those creatures.  They were a perversion, caught between demon and man.  People have been going missing for some time, and we could find no trace, they must have…” he choked.  “I don’t know, I don’t pretend to know.  But they look like men, and they control the Keep – soon the entire Kingdom-of-the-Ridge.  My people know nothing, they think my father betrayed them.”  And that hurt the most.

Hawkshadow leaned forward. “They have to be stopped, they will spread like a blight on the land.  If a Demon is behind this working then it will not be satisfied with only one Kingdom.”

“I know,” Rayan met Hawkshadow’s gaze.  “That’s why I travel at night on the Plains – and I have tarried here too long.”  He whistled for his horse.

Hawkshadow frowned in puzzlement. “But why…” Rayan saw the realization flood his Brother’s face, and then saw bewilderment war with indignation.  I will use everything at my disposal, Brother.

Rayan leapt onto his horse, and it stomped the wet grass in anticipation.  “I ride for the Fire Circle,” he looked around and his gaze landed on the girl, still standing silently.  “I don’t know where you are headed, but I’d suggest leaving soon.”  He nodded at the now muddy ground.  “Once the Twin-of-Fate reaches her height, you’ll be standing in the middle of the River.”

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

Morag stood, silent and still, watching the dark warrior mount, and prepare to ride.  A thousand questions swam in her mind.  What were those things that attacked?  And why did they attack only me?  Who is this man that saved my life? And why does he seem so familiar? How were the Plains Warriors able to track me? What will they do with me now? And what of the Ridge?  She was at a loss and she felt that loss as a profound sense of helplessness and exhaustion.  The elders of the Caverns had seen something, a vision, a prophesy.  The elders, the whole Kingdom-of-the-Caverns, were relying on her.  Relying on her to do what?  Morag knew she was to play a part in a story larger than herself, but she had no idea what that story was.  All the elders had told her was that she must reach the Ridge before it was too late.  She reflected on the dark warrior’s tale.  I think it is too late.  Morag considered her situation.  She was a woman, alone, in the Plains; something was trying to kill her, and if she didn’t move quickly, she would soon drown in the middle of a river that did not currently exist.  Against her better judgement, she intuitively knew what her next course of action had to be.

“Wait!” Morag called.  The Hunt-Brothers, having been ordered to protect this strange woman, readied themselves, but the dark warrior leaned forwarded and spurred his horse to gallop.  “Stop!”  With an awkward jerk, Morag lunged in front of the anxious beast.  Horse and rider, in perfect harmony, moved to avoid her. By the time Morag regained her balance and swung around, the rider and his mount were out of the range of her demands.  She threw her head back and cursed the man that had left her here in the mud.  She cursed the men who had captured her.  She cursed the men who had sent her on this journey.  Then Morag dropped her gaze and stared in hatred at the men who surrounded her.

“What is to happen now?” she asked in an accusing tone.  “Am I to be your prsioner again?”  As she spoke she deftly reached behind her and felt for the one weapon of steel that she carried.  I will no longer be at the mercy of men, and if I have to kill all of you to prove that, then so be it.

To her surprise, the five great Warriors-of-the-Plain that stood around her, towering over her with blades and shields and spears, laid down those weapons and bowed before her.  Morag did not know how to react.  Some instinct unfamiliar to her told her to kill them while they laid themselves vulnerable.  But as she stared at the tops of their heads and their bare backs, she sensed she had nothing to fear from these men.  She was however, very uncomfortable with their prostrating.  “Please.  You don’t have to….I mean, I’m just…..please, stand up.”


As she searched the faces of the men in front of her, she could tell they were here because they had to be, and that they felt no particular attachment to her.  All that is, except one.  When the men did not speak, she addressed the man who was friends with the dark warrior.  “What is your name?”

“Hawkshadow,” came the firm reply.

“Why are you here?  What do you want from me? And who was that man?”
*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

The old Shaman breathed in the Dream-Smoke that filled the small tent.  Long, cleansing breaths.  The return to his physical body was always a shock; the constant pains in his joints and the laboring of his heart were not welcome companions.  Even the memories that were so clear outside his body faded as he merged his spirit.  Men were not meant for magic.  It had taken him over three years of constant training to be able to leave his body and enter the Spirit-Plane, something that a girl child of five years could do without thinking. 

His tribe had been hit hard over the years, much worse than the other tribes.  All of their Shields were dead.  Not only dead – their souls raped and stolen into the demonic Outer-Plane, preventing them from joining with the ancestors.  They were culling them.  The demon spawn would always rush the Shields first, ignoring the Blades, even if it meant that most of the creatures perished.  They had a purpose in mind, driven by some force.  It was frightening – the demon spawn had always been mindless before.

Since his tribe needed some way to Commune with the others, he had been chosen as Shaman.  He was chosen for his age and his wisdom, although they proved to be of little help.  It would be years yet before any of the girls in the tribe were ready to become Shields, and not all women chose that life or were suited for it.  Difficult times loomed ahead.

He reached out with his mind and sent a silent calling.  He didn’t have the power to go to them, but he could call the Elder-Shields of the Tribes to him.  He felt their presence then, light touches of welcome in his spirit.

SwiftWolf, what news do you have for us? They spoke with one voice, into the back of his mind where normally only his own silent thoughts dwelt.

She has met the Ridge, he replied and sent his memories of the encounter.  He could sense that they were both pleased and amused by it.  

All is well then, the chorus of voices returned.  The most difficult parts are yet remaining; we must be ready.  

He hesitated.  His hovering spirit had seen things not normally seen by human eyes.  I am concerned about the Ridge… there is darkness growing inside him.  She may not be strong enough. 

The voices withdrew slightly and discussed amongst themselves.  He felt like a child, sitting in his tent while his parents talked of matters beyond him.  They returned, gently stroking his mind.  Do not worry about the woman, SwiftWolf.  She has been trained even beyond our ken, by the Kingdom-of-the-Caverns, and she has the iron of the mountains in her blood now.  

He had never left the Plains, and in general the Kingdom-of-the-Plains was not concerned about the other Kingdoms.  The Caverns were only a legend to him.  What of the…?   

The Ridge will be tested at the Fire Circle – they will both be tested.  All paths lead to the Fire Circle.  The Elders of the Caverns have already spoken to the woman; she knows of the challenge.  Hawkshadow will lead her – he has his own role to play there as well.  They spoke with dread certainty, and he felt like a leaf caught in the winds of a storm.

Will the Tribes allow the Ridge to join the challenge? He wondered.  It went against all traditions, the Tribes would be outraged; but he was Brother-in-Blood to Hawkshadow, and thus a member of the tribe.  And what role did Hawkshadow have in all of this?  He remembered Hawkshadow had visited with another tribe, speaking with a Shield there.  Did they mean to join the challenge?  His mind raced through all the possibilities. 

That is part of the test.  He had a sense that the Commune was over.  Journey to the Fire Circle, SwiftWolf.  We will meet you there.  And then they were gone.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

CHAPTER TWO

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *


Morag and the Hunt-Brothers passed two nights and three days in silent journey.  In the lead, Morag set a brisk pace, trying to cover as much ground as possible while the two suns moved overhead.  The Hunt-Brothers followed at a distance, keenly aware of every shift in the wind and the movement of the twins, dark and bright, across the sky.

Moving in long meditative strides, Hawkshadow considered all that had happened since he left the tribe.  Over and over he reflected on the the fate of the Kingdom-of-the-Ridge, the story that Rayan had told and the upcoming challenge at the Fire Circle. “It stole our dreams during the night; we didn’t notice until too late.”  When they had attacked the woman, Rayan had quelled the demon spawn with ease.  His speed and reflexes had not dulled with time, and were not dampened by the grief he must carry of the death of his father and the collapse of the Kingdom.  “By day it crept into our thoughts, our feelings, our souls, twisting our words and turning us on each other.”  Rayan was alert, aware of his surroundings, “Sorry Brother, I… I don’t know what came over me.  The fight has not completely left me.”  Or was he?  “Rayan had looked away. “It corrupted only a few at the start; a carefully selected few.”  If Rayan had been affected by a true Demon, then he was riding to his death in the Fire Circle.  And I must make sure the woman gets to him, before he reaches the tribal gathering.

As the second sun, a pale blue orb, dripped below the horizon, a flood of dark tumbled behind it.   Morag stopped in her tracks and turned to face Hawkshadow.  Her face, a question looking for an answer.  Hawkshadow nodded his approval; they would stop here for the night.  Without speaking, the Hunt-Brothers gathered together in a circle, their backs to each other, each facing in a different direction.  Hawkshadow followed Morag close, so close he could hear her laboured breathing, as she traced out a Circle-of-Protection around the weary Warriors.  After these days together, he was attuned to the changes in her body.  Hawkshadow had studied her lilted gait, measured the rise and fall of her shoulders as she struggled for breath, and watched the sweat as it dampened her lip, her forehead, her neck, her hair.  It had begun as a defensive exercise, was this woman a strength or a weakness to the Brothers?  Morag’s physical weaknesses were obvious, but in the end, Hawkshadow had to acknowledge that she was a strength to the group.  Her stamina and perseverence, and magic, had allowed the Hunt-Brothers to move quickly these last days.  Because of Morag, Hawkshadow was hopeful they would reach his Blood Brother in time.  In time for what?
*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

