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      The evening was perfect.  I sat atop a comfortable bench among the beautiful gardens of Tristan’s estate.  Not a breeze stirred the blooming flowers nor did a cloud mar the sky that was soon to twinkle with countless stars.

      But the evening was marred, and by the small book that lay in my lap.  The journal of Lord Archibald Blisse.

      I opened the pages to that most important of pages and read over the details:

      

      “I am called Shadow by some, and Dark Twilight by others,” he told me.

      That title, too, was familiar to me, and I found myself shuddering.  Shall I relate it to you, journal?  That long ago, as a student who sought to learn magic as well as alchemy, I learned of a creature born of the darkness that would cast a shadow over the world.  That shadow would engulf the light and leave nothing but misery.

      

      “Shadow. . .” I whispered.

      “You rang?” a voice piped up, and Gwill popped out of nowhere in front of me with a Cheshire grin on his face.

      I slammed the book shut and shook my head.  “I-it’s nothing.”

      His eyes flickered between the book and my face.  “That’s a lot of red cheeks for nothing.”

      I bowed my head and bit my lower lip.  “It’s. . .it’s just-”

      “Tristan,” he finished for me as he floated around me.  “Even after all you’ve been through you’re still a bad liar.”

      I frowned up at him.  “I wasn’t trying to lie.  I just-”

      “Then what?” he persisted.

      I brushed my hand over the cover.  “Do you. . .do you know anything about Tristan from a long time ago?  When he was born?”

      Gwill scoffed.  “A dierth isn’t born, they just start existing.”

      “But something must have happened to make Tristan exist,” I insisted.  “Something that brought him to life, and maybe-” I balled my hands into fists atop the cover.  “Maybe gave him some purpose.”

      Gwill floated down and took a seat beside me.  “Something happened at the city that you’re not telling us?  Something besides Tristan turning into his dark self.”

      I raised my eyes to him and searched his shadowy face.  “Do you think that’s what he is?  Some shadowy creature that only does harm?”

      “Do you think that’s what he is?” Gwill countered.

      I looked away and shook my head.  “No.  I can’t believe it.  He’s too kind.”

      “Maybe that’s hiding the unkindness,” Gwill pointed out.

      I grasped the top edges of the old book and frowned at the cover.  “I know I don’t know him as well as anyone else, but I just can’t believe it.”

      “Good.”  I looked up and found Gwill smiling at me.

      “You think it’s true, too?” I asked him.

      He floated up and crossed his legs beneath him.  “Let’s just say I want to believe the same thing you do, and who knows.”  He shrugged.  “A few of us believing it may be enough to-” He froze and whipped his head behind us.

      “What is it?” I asked him as I followed his gaze.

      My heart caught in my throat when I saw what was headed from the road toward the estate line.  It was a huge monstrosity of a creature, like a minotaur but with the head of an eagle and a tail like a scorpion.  The creature lumbered toward us, uprooting any tree or bush that barred its way.

      “What in all the hells?” I heard Gwill snap before he flew toward the border.

      I untied my magicum from my hip and hurried after him.

      The creature reached the fence that surrounded the property and smashed its giant fist downward onto the boards.  The wood splintered like pretzel sticks and flew in all directions.  I flung up my arms to block the bits of sharp wood, but a wall of shadows flew up in front of me.  I looked in awe and relief at the wall as Tristan came up to my side.  His eyes were ever on the monstrous beast that continued to pound the fence to sawdust.

      “What is it?” I asked him.

      “A chimera of a most horrible kind that lurks only in the deepest pits of the world,” he told me.

      Gwill floated back in line with us and shook his head.  “I haven’t seen something this ugly since Chloe knit that sweater for you.”

      “What’s it doing here?” I asked them.

      Gwill rolled up his nonexistent sleeves.  “I don’t know, but I say we send it back.”

      He clapped his hands and sharp vines sprang up from the ground beneath the beast.  They wrapped around the monster’s arms and legs, and pinned it in place.  The creature screeched like a bird and thrashed in the hold of the vines.  The plants snapped and the chimera stumbled forward before it fell onto the flower beds.

      Tristan raised his ringed hand and stretched out his palm.  The earth trembled and a crack formed beneath the creature.  Dark tendrils reached out and grabbed the struggling creature.  With one last screech it was dragged down into the abyss and the hole snapped shut.

      Gwill wrinkled his nose.  “That was easy.”

      “Too easy for such a creature,” Tristan added.

      Gwill folded his arms and grinned.  “Maybe we’re just that-” He froze again and his eyes widened.  “There’s someone in the house!”  He whipped his head to Tristan.  “In the library!”

      Tristan spun around and hurried toward the house.  Gwill followed and I stumbled after them.  They reached the doors before me and flung them open.  The door to the library stood ajar and Chloe’s crumpled form lay in the center of the hall.

      “Chloe!” Gwill shouted as he floated over to her side.

      My eyes settled on a dark, furry shape closer to the library doors.  “Alex!” I yelled as I hurried over to his still form.  I set my hands on his body and started back when they came away covered in warm, sticky blood.  He had been stabbed repeatedly in the side.

      He lifted his head and nodded at the doors.  “She’s. . .she’s in there.  Hurry.”  He grimaced and dropped his head back to the floor.

      “Don’t worry, Alex, you’ll be fine,” I assured him.

      The tension was broken by Tristan’s firm steps as he strode over to the doors.  He flung them open and revealed the large library.  A figure stood in front of a window opposite the entrance.  The last light of the setting sun shone on them and cast them in shadow, but the next moment the light vanished and revealed their true form.

      My eyes widened as I beheld the woman I’d seen twice before.  “You!”

      She held an large, open tome on one hand and casually flipped the pages with the other.  At my exclamation she looked up and smiled.  “Good evening.  My, this is an interesting book.”

      Tristan settled his gaze on the tome and his eyes widened before they narrowed at our intruder.  “The chimera was a distraction.”

      The woman laughed and shut the tome.  “A very poor distraction.  I thought to be gone before you finished it off.”

      “Hand over the tome and explain yourself,” Tristan demanded.

      The woman put her finger to her lower lip and lifted her chin in thought.  “Hand over the tome?  Explain myself?”  She dropped her hand and grinned at us.  “I think not, Lord Dierth.  I would much rather have fun with this-” She held up the tome.  “We shall call this a gift, from one family member to another.”

      “I have no family,” Tristan argued.

      She threw her head back and laughed.  “How very amusing!  And so very wrong!  But I haven’t time to stay, dear cousin.”

      “You will!” Tristan demanded as he threw out his ringed hand and a dozen shadow tendrils flew out at the woman.  She raised her own hand and created a round shield of darkness that deflected the tendrils.  As she lowered her shield she revealed a pair of soft, golden eyes that glowed in the dim light.

      “That isn’t very nice of you,” she cooed as those terrible eyes fell on me.  She drew her arm back and smiled.  “I think I’ll just test out one of these spells and see how well they work.”

      She threw her arm forward and something shot out from her hand.  Tristan leapt in front of me, but the tiny object flew past him and struck me in the arm.  I gasped and looked down.  A small dart stuck out of my arm.  The feathery end was covered in a strange dark mist.  I grabbed the dart and yanked it out, but it left a large hole that was surrounded by a blotchy black spot of flesh.

      She wiggled her fingers at us.  “Have fun with that.”  A mist of shadows floated up from her feet and engulfed her body.  The next moment the darkness lifted, and she was gone.

      A sharp pain ran up my arm.  I gasped and grabbed my limb as Tristan came up to me and knelt beside me.  He studied the mark for a moment before he looked into my eyes.

      “Is it bad?” I asked him.

      “You have been marked for death.”
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      “Again?” Gwill quipped.

      “Summon Maddock,” Tristan commanded him as he lifted me into his arms.  He strode toward the stairs with a grim face as Gwill disappeared.  “He may perhaps have a cure for this poison.”

      “What kind of poison is it?” Chloe asked as she hurried along beside us.

      “That remains to be seen,” Tristan replied.

      I rubbed the black spot.  The dart hadn’t left so much as a bruise.  “Then maybe it isn’t that bad.”

      “The shadows around the feathers bore the magic of a dark elfennau,” he told me.

      “You mean like one for night?” I guessed.

      He shook his head.  “No.  The elfennau of the shadows.  My elfennau.”

      “Can you not reverse the effects, My Lord?” Chloe pleaded.

      “I would need to know what spell was cast over the dart,” he replied.

      We reached my room and Gwill poked his head out of the nearby wall.  “I don’t know how, but she’s gone without a trace.”  He floated out and crossed his legs beneath him.  His face was a picture of confusion and frustration.  “I couldn’t follow her at all.  I couldn’t even be sure she was gone except that her footsteps led to the road.”

      “She no doubt took a carriage,” Tristan surmised as he lay me on my bed and stepped back.  “I will inquire in the village and woods whether anyone saw the vehicle.”

      “What about that high and fancy fae queen?” Gwill suggested.  “Maybe she knows how to get rid of something like this.”

      “Perhaps, but the chance of that is very unlikely,” Tristan warned him.

      “Why?” I asked him.

      “If she found the spell in the tome, then Rhia may not know the reverse spell,” he explained.  “There are few even among the immortals who know them.”

      “But it’s still worth a try, isn’t it?” Chloe pleaded with him.

      He studied me for a long time before he gave a nod.  “Yes, it’s worth the try.”

      “And when that door opens at midnight tonight I’m going with you,” I told him.

      He shook his head.  “You should rest.”

      “I feel a little tired, that’s it, and that might’ve been from the excitement,” I pointed out.

      “Do you know how the curse is supposed to affect her?” Chloe wondered.

      He sighed.  “If my guess is correct then the curse drains your life force as the last one did, but in a different and more painful manner.”

      The color drained from my face.  “What do you mean?”

      “The drained life force is transferred to another, reinvigorating them as a vampyre would be replenished by the blood of their victim,” he explained.  “The extraction is akin to a piece of you being torn away.”

      “How long does she have?” Chloe asked him.

      He shook his head.  “There is no telling.  The spell depends on the power of the thief, and the distance they are from their victim.  Should they remain at your side and have a great deal of power then you would be drained in a day.”

      “Then can’t we just take her far away?” Chloe suggested.

      “The curse would take longer, and the pain be prolonged,” he pointed out.

      “And I don’t think that woman’s going to be very far away,” I added.

      Tristan arched an eyebrow.  “Why do you say that?”

      “I’ve seen that woman before.  Twice before,” I revealed as I nodded in the direction of the road.  “Once after we destroyed the cursed chest, and again at the Casino Crag after we stopped Mottershead.  I think she was somehow connected to both troubles because she didn’t look too happy either time.”

      “That curse must be eating at your mind already if you think someone’s still connected to that chest,” Gwill spoke up.  “Since you’ve forgotten, I’ll remind you that it was given to that girl’s family over two hundred years ago.”

      Tristan folded his arms over his chest and cupped his chin in one hand.  “And yet that would explain their desire to steal the book with such a life-thieving spell.  Perhaps this woman has stolen life for that long, and the cursed chest was merely one source of food for her.”

      Chloe’s hand flew to her mouth.  “That’s terrible!  How could someone torture Alex for so long?”

      I looked to my feline friend.  He had limped into the room and sat down beside the bed.  “You remember that woman who captured your soul, don’t you?”

      He nodded.  “Like it was yesterday.  She was soft-spoken, but her voice gave me chills.”

      I raised my eyes to Tristan and noticed his eyes had a faraway look in them.  “What’s wrong?”

      “You’re thinking about what she said with that family stuff, aren’t you?” Gwill guessed.

      “She must have been attempting to confuse me,” Tristan surmised.

      “You’re sure you don’t have any family?” I asked him.

      He shook his head.  “I came from the darkness and knew only darkness for a great many years.  If shadows have family then I am unaware of them.”

      Alex set his head on the bed and closed his eyes.  “I’m sorry.  I should have protected you.”

      I smiled and stroked his head.  “It’s not your fault.  How could any of us have known someone was breaking in when even Gwill didn’t?”

      Chloe turned to the floating shadow and frowned at him.  “How come you didn’t feel her when she came onto the property?  Or even into the house?”

      Gwill shrugged.  “How should I know.  The grounds are attuned to intruders and nothing more dangerous than a fly should be able to pass through the boundaries without me knowing.”

      “How are the boundaries attuned?” Alex questioned him.

      Gwill nodded at Tristan who had stepped away from us and into the far corner.  “We have an arrangement where I use his magic to strengthen my powers and I protect the place with that, and in return I get some nice magic to feed on.”

      Alex furrowed his furry brow.  “So it’s attuned to Tristan’s magic, so what if someone who had Tristan’s magic came in?”

      My eyes widened.  “Like a relative!”

      “An intriguing idea, but there must be a more plausible explanation,” Tristan insisted as he turned to face us.  “We shall wait for Maddock to arrive on the morrow, and tonight we shall speak with Rhia.”  He marched through our number and out of the bedroom.

      Chloe blinked at him before she looked up at Gwill.  “I have never seen him so stiff and cold.  Did we say something wrong?”

      He nodded.  “Yeah, we mentioned family.  It’s not his favorite topic.”

      I shook my head.  “I don’t understand.  Shouldn’t he be happy to know he might have family?”

      Gwill opened his mouth, but paused and snapped it shut.  His face drooped and his lips turned down in a scowl.  “No, but that’s his problem to tell you.”  He floated through the walls before we could question him further.

      “Wait a sec!” I shouted, but he didn’t pop back out.  I dropped my hand onto the sheets and sighed.  “Why do those two do that?”

      “They don’t mean anything by it,” Chloe assured me as she fluffed the pillows behind me.  “It’s just-well, they’re used to not talking about themselves. And Lord Tristan has been alone for so long that I don’t think he believes there’s hope that anyone knows who he really is.”  My face fell and I turned away from her.  She smiled and set a hand on my shoulder.  “At least, that’s what I thought until you came, Chris.  I think you know him better than even Gwill now, and maybe that scares him a little.”

      I grasped her comforting hand and smiled up at her.  “Thanks.  I really needed that.”  Alex nuzzled my free hand with his soft, cold nose.  I laughed and scratched the top of his head.  “We’re just going to have to get him out of his shell, aren’t we?”

      Alex blinked up at me.  “He has a shell now?”

      I snorted.  “No, it’s just a figure of speech, silly.  It means we’re just going to have to show him that-” A sharp pain shot up my marked arm.  I winced and clutched my limb.

      Alex put his two front paws on the bed beside me and looked between my arm and my tense face.  “What is it?”

      The pain passed as soon as it had come.  I dropped my clutching hand and smiled at him.  “It’s nothing.  Just a little bit of pain leftover from that dart.”

      Alex frowned.  “That looked like more than a little bit of pain.”

      “I’m fine,” I insisted, but I couldn’t help but be reminded that Tristan had said the same thing to me not too long ago.  He hadn’t been fine, and as I looked down at my bruised arm, I wondered if I wasn’t lying to myself, too.
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      Midnight came not a moment too soon, and Tristan, Alex, and I set off into Harlipren to speak with the ellyll royalty, Rhia and her husband Pen.  The woods were dark and quiet, but I couldn’t help but notice that Tristan’s back was tense as we walked along the path to the familiar small meadow with its ancient, hollowed out trunk.

      “You’re here!” a voice squealed, and Drysi flew out of the woods.  The small ellyll fluttered around me with a bright smile and clasped hands.  “You’ve come to play with me, haven’t you?  Perhaps a game of tag or-” The ellyll’s eyes settled on my arm, covered as it was in my sleeve, and its eyes widened.  Drysi whipped its head up to Tristan and glared at him.  “What have you done to her?”

      I shook my head.  “It wasn’t him, it was-”

      Drysi flew between Tristan and me and scowled at my dragon shifter.  “I won’t let you harm another hair on her-”

      “Drysi,” I spoke up as I tugged on the little ellyll’s leg.  “It was a woman who did this to me.”

      Drysi turned to me with a frown.  “Woman?  What woman?”

      I shrugged.  “We don’t know.  We were hoping maybe Lady Rhia could help us find her.”

      “Then what are we waiting for?” Drysi shouted as the ellyll grabbed my hand and tugged me toward the trunk.  “Let’s go!  Let’s go!”

      Drysi dragged me through the portal, and Tristan and Alex followed.  The beautiful land of the ellyll was awash in luscious green foliage and alive with mythical creatures that walked, and sometimes trotted, up and down the huge roots that wound through the tall trees.

      I couldn’t help but notice, however, that much of the foliage was damaged.  Large leaves were broken from their stems and lay in piles swept off the paths.  Some of the trunks bore long, deep gashes that marred the brown beauty.

      I glanced at Tristan.  “What happened here?”

      He shook his head.  “I don’t know.”

      We were met with the usual curious gazes, but more than one pair of eyes settled on my arm.  Some recoiled while others gaped at my limb.  I shrank beneath those strange gazes, but I felt better after Tristan and Alex flanked me.

      Tristan, however, bore the brunt of the looks, and they weren’t at all friendly.  I understood he wasn’t popular among the ellyll, but the looks they gave him now were as cold as ice and as dark as the night that surrounded the forest.

      “They look like they want to jump you,” Alex whispered.

      Tristan shook his head.  “I cannot understand why.”

      “Hurry along!” Drysi piped up as the ellyll gave a hard tug.  “Faster!  We must have you see My Lady!”

      Drysi pulled me through the city of the ellyll and to the very meadow in which stood the thrones of the rulers of Anwyn.  However, we were barred from entering by a pair of tall fae ellyll who stepped into our path and brandished their halberd.

      “What do you mean by barging in here?” one of them snapped.

      Drysi glared at him.  “We’re hear to see our Lord and Lady.  What’s it to you?”

      The guard scowled back at my little guide.  “None are allowed to see them at the moment.  You know that.”

      “Why not?” Alex spoke up.

      Our antagonist turned his nose up at my feline familiar.  “That is not for mortals to know.”

      Alex lifted his nose to the air and sniffed.  “This mortal can smell that something’s wrong.”

      One of the guards took a step toward us and tightened his grip on his halberd.  “That is enough.  Leave now or-”

      “A moment,” a sweet, soft voice spoke up, and the Lady Rhia herself appeared from behind them.  She offered us a sweet smile as she set her hand on the long stem of the halberd and lowered the pointed end to the ground.  “I would like to speak with these travelers.  Only urgent business would bring them here uninvited.”

      “I invited them!” Drysi spoke up as she flitted around me.  “Something’s wrong with Chris!”

      Rhia’s gaze fell on me and a touch of sadness marred her beautiful eyes.  “I see.  Please come in.”

      We passed by the guards and entered the throne meadow of the Lord and Lady of Anwyn.  Unlike our previous visit, there were no well-dressed ellyll folk to make the meadow sparkle with their gossamer attire and glittering jewels.  In fact, there was no one at all save for Lord Pen seated on his throne with a bored expression on his face.

      Pen perked up at our coming and leapt to his hoofed feet.  He opened his arms wide and gave us an even wider grin.  “Welcome, friends!”  He bounded down to us and clasped one of Tristan’s hands in his own.  “What a pleasant surprise to relieve this boredom!  I have not been this dulled since the sleepy mushroom people invited us to their banquet several centuries ago!”

      Rhia walked up to her husband’s side and set a hand on his shoulder.  “Dear, they have come on urgent business.”

      His eyebrows shot up.  “Have they?  Then they know of our plight?”

      “We have our own troubles without getting into yours,” Alex spoke up as he nodded at me.  “Chris has been cursed again.”

      Pen shook his head and clicked his tongue.  “You find all the worst troubles, adorable little athrylis.”

      “Can anything be done?” Tristan spoke up.

      Rhia walked around her husband and over to me.  She grasped my hands and studied me with a soft, crestfallen look.  “I fear not, Little Shadow, and what is more, I believe our troubles are connected.”

      Tristan arched an eyebrow.  “How so?”

      Rhia grasped my arm and drew my sleeve up to reveal the black mark.  “The shadow magic that commands this curse is like your own, is it not?”

      He nodded.  “It is.”

      “That same magic broke the seal on the entrance and commanded a herd of chimera to attack our land,” Rhia revealed.

      Tristan frowned.  “Did you see the athrylis?”

      “It was a beautiful young woman,” Pen spoke up as he nodded at me.  “Much like Chris, but with a nasty look in her eyes.  There was nothing in them but darkness.”

      “What happened to her?” Alex spoke up.

      Rhia sighed.  “We caught only a glimpse of her before she vanished into the shadows where we dare not tread.”

      Pen crossed his arms over his chest and frowned.  “And she took my horn of plenty with her.”

      “I believe your thief also stole a valuable tome from me, and cursed Chris, as well,” Tristan told them.

      “Surely something can be done about the curse!” Drysi pleaded.

      “There’s got to be a way to keep Chris from dying,” Alex chimed in.

      Rhia closed her eyes and shook her head.  “Though I do not know the exact curse placed on her, the effects will not mean her death.”

      Tristan started back.  “What do you mean?  Won’t the darkness swallow and destroy her?”

      Rhia lifted her eyes to him.  “The darkness will swallow her, but not to destroy.  I sense shadows taking hold of her soul and changing her into a shade of her self, and perhaps even a wraith.”

      My blood ran cold at her words.  I whetted my dry lips with my tongue, but my voice came out in a hoarse whisper.  “What’s that?”

      “A creature of shadow that lurks just at the edges of light,” Rhia told me.  “They feed off the darkness in mortal hearts, and the more powerful ones are even capable of attacking we immortals.”

      Tristan stepped toward her and I couldn’t help but notice that his hand shook a little.  “You must be mistaken.  No one is capable of casting such a spell but an immortal.”

      Rhia studied him with a careful look.  “I see.  The tome that was stolen was the Eventide, what we ellyll call Imeacht.”

      “How bad is that?” I asked her.

      Rhia shot a frown at Tristan, and the scolding look would have withered a lesser man.  It reminded me that he was not a man.  “Have you not told her?”

      “Her safety is of the greatest concern to me now,” he countered.

      She sighed like one who was dealing with a silly but well-meaning child.  “Her safety depends upon the return of that book, and the horn that belongs to my husband.”

      “That thing is not just some nice-looking horn,” Pen piped up as he danced from one hoofed foot to another.  “You can do a lot of magic in that thing, and I am not just talking about the food.”

      Tristan cupped his chin in one hand and furrowed his brow.  “Great magic and the Eventide.  We can only deduce that the woman intends to
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