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Sam watched the antics of Harlan Illusion as the slender stallion excitedly bounced between the middle of the yard and the road that led out beyond the stables. Each time he raced down the road only to screech to a halt, dig his hooves into the ground, throw himself around, and trot back to the yard head held high and proud, mane and tail streaming behind him. 

He looked very pleased with himself, Sam thought. Though, if running had been all the trias had been doing, Sam would have been a lot happier. 

Keeping his distance, not wanting an errant flying hoof to his head​[*], the tall, slender, Seranthiem said out loud what he’d until now had kept to himself. 

‘Are you absolutely certain Harlan’s not actually a dog that was accidentally transformed into the shape of a horse?’ he asked. 

Rather than getting offended, Erina merely let out the closest thing he’d ever heard to a “guffaw”. Turning her attention away from the red, black, and white horse she threw some of the empty grain sacks over her shoulder. 

‘Sam. Dear Sam. This is Darklight Valley. I’m not sure about anything!’

Tugging at the end of his ponytail, Seranthiem stifled a sigh. She had him there. This was Darklight Valley. The place was as unpredictable as the deep ocean and, occasionally, just as volatile. 

Much like the weather this time of the year it seemed. Spring had arrived, bringing with it both warmer weather as well as the promise of five seasons every hour, on the hour. 

It had also brought him. Well, technically speaking Seranthiem had brought himself, but the new employment contract he’d signed a few months back might have had something to do with the why. 

The how was a very different question. Sam still wasn’t entirely clear on that part. Wave Rock, his trusty dun, had carried him here, yes. But entering the Valley had hardly been straight forward. In fact, thinking back on it, it was difficult to define when exactly they’d stopped being where they’d been and had come to be where they were. 

Normally, Sam’s was proud of his memory. It served him well. 

Of course ­“normal” was perhaps not the word he’d attribute to anything that had happened to him since that day. When he’d first heard of Darklight Valley, back at Epsilon Court, going there had promised to be a welcome break to the monotony of, well, everything. 

Currently his life was anything but monotonous. It seemed the Universe had a sense of humour and had decided to make up for all those years of very little excitement all at once. 

At least, some days that’s certainly what it felt like. And it hadn’t even been a month since he’d arrived. 

Though that might have a little something to do with that Darklight Valley was actually a mesa of sorts. It certainly wasn’t the word he’d chose to describe a towering slab of rock reaching so far up into the atmosphere that, by any scientific measurement, rhyme, or reason, nothing up here should have been able to breathe. Partly because of the lack of oxygen, but also because anyone roaming about at these heights should have been frozen solid​[†]. 

This didn’t stop Sam from being here, obviously. And, judging by what he’d seen over the last couple of weeks since he’d arrived, it clearly hadn’t stopped anyone else in the Valley, either. If anything, the wildlife here positively thrived. It was so natural it had to be, he thought, unnatural. Though the how for that continued to remain as elusive as the first one. 

One thing was certain: his new employer fitted right in, contradictions and all. He didn’t feel he did. Not yet. 

Maybe that would come. He’d have to get used to this strange land first. As he continued walking through the yard of the small stable​[‡], Sam let the tiniest frown caress his brow. Currently, the afternoon breeze was filled with the scent of warm grass with a heavy side-note of horse. 

While it felt pleasant on his soft skin, he forced himself to contain the grumbles as, for the umpteenth time since this morning, he tucked a few strands of long silver hair behind an ear. Every morning he put his hair up in a simple, serviceable, high ponytail. Every day, it strained, one strand at a time, to escape it. 

He didn’t have to walk far to get from one end of the stable to the other, so you’d think the wind had less opportunity to mess around. But he spent far more time outdoors than in the house and far more time working than preening — not that anyone would have guessed by looking at him. 

The main house, a sturdy construction made largely from grey rocks and plaster, as well as most of the outbuildings, including the actual stables, were nestled among green, verdant, fields. Here and there trees, alone or in small clusters, dotted the immediate area leading up to leafy, airy, woods that brought welcome shade during the middle of the day. 

It was the sort of picture postcard where you expected to hear an eagle, or a hawk, cry out above you as you looked up. Idyllic, that was the word he was looking for. 

He really hoped that this new employer of his, Erina Darklight, had been joking when she’d warned him about him possibly getting eaten if he strayed too far from the main compound.

It might have been a joke, but, just in case it wasn’t, Sam had kept his guard up when out and about. There was a great deal of that here. In fact, the entire Valley mostly consisted of out and about. From the rolling hills to ancient forests and mountains that reached the sky. 

The stables were, in comparison, minuscule. Actually, looking around, it had to be the smallest place he’d ever worked at. 

Sam wasn’t going to let that little fact fool him. There was a reason he’d accepted this job. There were a lot of rumours about High Fyelds and if even a third of those were halfway true... Well, how could he say no?

How did the old saying go? Curiosity killed the cat? 

Sam felt a small smile tug at the corners of his lips. ‘Good thing I’m not a cat then,’ he murmured. 

‘Hmm, what was that?’ the only other person around asked. 

‘Nothing, My Lady,’ Sam quickly replied. 

Brought out of his reverie by a small moving cloud of dust and the thunder of hooves, Seranthiem casually flowed out of the way as, again, Harlan Illusion came flying past him. 

‘You’d think he’d never been able to run, the way he’s carrying on,’ Erina said, shaking her head at the sight. ‘I mean, it must have been a whole hour since we got back.’

Sam refrained from any direct comments. The foraging trip this morning had been, largely, successful ... as long as you didn’t count having disturbed a very angry red kelpie. 

You’d think, spending almost all their life in water, they’d be slow on land. Not even a little. This one had weaved in and out among the trees with the grace of a trained ballet dancer, their elongated jaws snapping and clicking at their heels.  

It was times like those that made Sam wonder why anyone would want to make a place like this into their home when they had the option to leave. Only for his brain to immediately remind him of that the person in question was Erina and suddenly it all made sense. 

Which was impressive, because so far, that was about the only thing that did. 

Maybe he was just holding on to hope that there would one day be a rational explanation for everything the same way a man drowning in a stormy sea desperately clung on to the nearest piece of flotsam? In the meantime he tried to not let the constant barrage of surprises that this place — and his new boss — threw at him, show. 

Besides, who was he to judge? Erina was hardly the first person to find a refuge away from, well, everything and everyone. After all, he was here, too. 

Mind you, he usually preferred his chosen sanctum to come with a few more amenities; like working electricity and hot showers. Not to mention a lot more books. 

Not that you couldn’t get hot water here. It was just a lot of extra work and, most of the time, not really worth it in his mind. If there was a secret to do it another way, he hadn’t found it yet.

It was things like these that reminded Seranthiem of the simple, but rather important factor, that nothing — and he’d only recently started appreciating just how extensive that nothing really was — could enter Darklight Valley without permission​[§]. 

That was a comforting thought for someone who disliked unexpected visitors and surprises, for all that he was a lot better about dealing with either than Erina was. 

He’d certainly never threatened to bite someone’s head off if they showed up without an invitation. Very undignified. Also, apparently, very effective, from what he’d seen of the reactions to when Erina skipped diplomacy and went straight for the jugular when she’d had enough.

Sam suspected that this ability to flick a switch was perhaps one of the reason she’d been so highly sought after in her old job as a Cognitor. Not that he was familiar with her past beyond what little official details he’d been able to gleam from his diom before accepting this job. It wasn’t like Erina ever volunteered to share. 

Her past stayed just that, the past. But you were hardly successful in that line of work she’d been in by being absentminded and walking into walls a lot, which was the side of her he was more familiar with. 

Now that he thought about it, it also begged the question of who — or what — was choosing who could enter and exit the Valley. When they could enter. Was it a person? An unknown entity? A natural phenomenon? 

Judging by Erina’s grumblings about it, it certainly wasn’t her. Another thing which had taken Sam by surprise. He felt he was storing those up. Surprises that was. He hoped they wouldn’t all burst out from behind a mental dam one day when the pressure simply became too much. 

Most of the time Sam could dismiss it all to the unplumbed depths of lost thoughts. Sometimes, though, after a particularly strong surprise, it left behind an uncomfortable knot of worry gnawing on his insides. 

Just what had he gotten himself into?

Well, aside from dodging overenthusiastic and excited horses gambolling around the grounds like there was no tomorrow while he was trying to work, that was.

––––––––
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IN COMPARISON TO, ALMOST, every afternoon, mornings around the stable were quiet affairs. 

‘And a good morning to you, too,’ Sam said as the red, white, and black, painted trias trotted over from the far end of the field, ears pricked forward, the moment he’d heard the front door to the main house open. 

He reached out and rubbed the inquisitive bald face right between the eyes. Harlan nickered in turn.  

‘Yes, yes, I’ll give you a good brushing, I promise. Later,’ Sam said. ‘You too, Wave,’ he added as the dun nuzzled him from the side, lipping the sleeve of his shirt.

Wave Rock was always happy to see him. But the first few days after Sam had arrived, this morning routine had been one of disappointment for Harlan. It wasn’t “his person” who’d miraculously awoken shortly after sunrise. 

It hadn’t, however, taken long before the fact that Sam waking up early also meant he got breakfast early had firmly entrenched the silver haired man as Harlan’s second favourite person. Now he greeted him with almost as much enthusiasm. At least in the morning. 

He would, of course, repeat the process when his actual person finally dragged themselves out of slumberland. There was always the possibility that the early morning zombie would run entirely on routine and then he’d have a second breakfast on his hands. Well, hooves. 

And if not, he was content with making do with some treats, pets, and a promise to “head out” a bit later. 

Finishing up a few more chores to the trilling morning songs of birds he didn’t yet know the names of, Sam eventually glanced up at the suns and decided that enough of the day had passed already. Pulling off the thick leather gloves he’d been wearing he carefully put the iron tools back into place. Drawing some clean water from the well in the centre of the yard he had a quick wash before heading back into the main building. It was time to make an early lunch. 

The horses had eaten hours ago. So had he. There was, however, one at High Fyelds for whom mornings, and even more so, breakfast, was an alien concept. 

Sam rapped his knuckles lightly on the wooden door to the master bedroom. When there was no answer, he simply counted to ten, then repeated the process. 

There came an incoherent set of grumbles from the other side of the thick, knotted, wood. The grunts were a direct response to the, very light, rapping but they didn’t sound quite human. 

‘My Lady, brunch is ready,’ Sam said. 

There was another set of unintelligible, but louder, noises from the room beyond. Annoyed ones. 

Sam sighed. 

It was the same nearly every morning. Though, personally, he was loathe to even call this time of day morning. He’d already been up for many hours. Enough that he’d gotten half a day’s chores done. 

Sam enjoyed the early hours. Watching the sun rise, bringing light to a dark world. It always made him feel hopeful towards what the new day would bring. 

Erina ... did not. 

As she appeared, hunched over, bleary eyed, and with her hair in that fashionable birdsnest-never-seen-a-hairbrush style, she narrowly stopped herself from walking into the hallway wall. Brown eyes barely able to focus, she shot Sam a look of absolute disgust.

‘Head’s rolling,’ Erina mumbled. 

It was never quite clear if that was meant to be a threat or merely the current state of things. 

Sam wondered if she’d happily lop someone’s head off for forcing her to be awake at this hour if it wasn’t legally, and morally, wrong. He hoped not. 

‘Good Morning, My Lady,’ he said placidly. 

The response was far from coherent.  

‘I really wish you’d just make food for you and let me sleep,’ Erina grumbled as she sat down at the stout wooden table in the kitchen. 

It had been a bit of a shock the first time. Breakfast, that was. Up until that point she hadn’t even known Sam could cook. It hadn’t been on his resume and he’d never mentioned it at the interview. 

Brunch wasn’t all that high on her list of times to enjoy food, but at least it was better than breakfast. A word that should, by all rights, be excised.

Today, as had become customary, several dishes were on offer. At any other hour of the day the scents drifting up would have made her salivate. Right now she had a hard time remembering how to hold a fork. 

‘Not everyone is suited to live off a meal served only when they remember to eat,’ Sam pointed out as he deftly shifted some of the plates around. 

Or live on grilled meat. The stables grew carrots, but he was pretty sure the vegetable plot for those was mostly for Harlan’s benefit. 

‘Not everyone can survive on the idea of sleep rather than sleep itself,’ Erina retorted. 

Sam slid one of the plates over as, eyelids drooping, the four pronged piece of cutlery in Erina’s hand rebounded from the table top. She sleepily managed to stab her fork into the smoked fish on the second try. 

‘Horrid invention, mornings,’ she grumbled. 

‘Duly noted, My Lady,’ Sam replied. ‘May I tempt you to another fried potato?’

‘Mhm... maybe just one. We still need to go up the moors today. Think you’re up for the ride? It’s a tricky one.’

Sam gave an affirmative nod. ‘Of course, My Lady,’ he said. ‘Shall I saddle the horses?’

Erina ignore the question or, perhaps, she had never heard it. ‘That’s settled then,’ she said. ‘Just ... let me wake up first.’

That was, probably, the safer option, Sam admitted. While he trusted Wave Rock implicitly, trusting the Valley was a different thing entirely. He’d learnt that the hard way. 

As it had turned out, Erina hadn’t been joking about the warning she’d given him earlier. Sometimes, the fauna considering you a tasty snack was the least of your problems. In some places it was the landscape that you had to look out for. And not for such obvious reasons as loose rocks, falling trees, or walking into a bog. 

As such, he’d only recently started making larger circles around the stables. The immediate surroundings didn’t seem to hold anything too dangerous. Certainly no unexpected fields of live geysers or rocks that sank beneath your feet as you traversed what you’d thought was a natural bridge across a lake. 

The latter had happened to Erina ... once. One of the many examples she’d shared with him about what could go wrong if you, or, more accurately, he, strayed from the, well, not path exactly, but certainly the better known areas. 

It hadn’t gone unnoticed by him that this was not advice she seemed to adhere to herself. 

While this place didn’t seem to follow any rules Sam could pinpoint, it wasn’t as if he wasn’t familiar with the idea. As an entire solar system’s worth of planets, this one was nice enough, but by its very nature it was hardly what you would deem safe. 

The world of Casticia was one where you quickly learned to expect the unexpected from a very young age. Here, in the Valley, there was simply a lot less space between, well, everything. 

Most of the time. 

Since the newly minted DragonCorps had taken up surveying, it had proven without a shadow of a doubt that while the satellites did show all the planet​[**] they didn’t show all the planet. 

Sometimes they didn’t even show the same thing as another satellite. Same with the drones. What the individual dragons and riders brought back tales of were, while coming in at a slower rate, at least consistent. 

Personally, Erina hadn’t been the least bit surprised when this had started happening. By then she’d had plenty of experiences with places that were but wasn’t.  
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It was called High Fyelds Stables, right? For something like that, there weren’t exactly a whole lot of horses — or even other animals — here. That was something that still surprised Sam. 

Before he’d arrived, and brought Wave Rock with him, there had, in fact, been a total of one horse at the stable. Sam didn’t count all the ones running wild in the Valley itself. And while Harlan was a nice enough horse, it was still a bit odd in his eyes. 

He’d have thought that Erina would have had the sense to at least have a couple of other horses. If for no other reason than that Harlan was hardly built to handle all types of duties equally. Having a team to pull the hay wagon would have been so much easier. 

But then, the entire place had also contained the entirety of one person. What did she do when she was the one that got injured?

To be honest, when High Fyelds had been described as a “small” stable, he hadn’t imagined it was the actual number of box stalls they’d been talking about. Or the amount of people “working” here. 

Priorities, that’s what Erina called it. Sam wasn’t so sure. It hadn’t taken him long to realize that Erina got along far better with critters than she did with people. Which made the lack of domestic ones around even more surprising. You’d have thought she’d wanted the extra help. 

If he ever needed to bring up an example of someone who wasn’t a people-person in the future, Erina would be exhibit A front and centre. 

A very diplomatic one — when necessary — but a non-people person nonetheless. Though he’d soon learnt to recognize the glint in her eyes that betrayed her “I would like the wring your intestines into pretzels and then pull them out of your nose” inner monologue. So far he’d only seen that expression directed at pieces of paper. Correspondence from outside the Valley picked up ... actually, he didn’t know how or when they were collected. 

Sam sighed. The lack of “proper” communication was becoming a nuisance. He’d never thought he’d miss his diom so much. 

At the moment he was leaning on a partly built fence, made out of what must have been entwined young saplings, while questioning his life’s choices. Or, at least, this choice. 

Not the one about deciding to accept this job. Nor the one about coming along — as if he’d had a choice —today, up to the “machine park” as Erina called it. 

No. Sam winced. The reason was far more mundane. Moss green was simply not a good colour on Harlan. The new halter was clashing terribly with the red, white, and black of his painted coat. 

But his usual one had broken and, Erina, having been in a hurry, had simply grabbed one from a barrel filled with pieces of “spare” tack. Most of it was in a state of disrepair. Hence why it had been consigned to the barrel in the tack room, he presumed. 

The halter was very visible, he had to admit that. From what he’d seen around the stable so far, fashion was not the reason behind any choices made here. While Sam prescribed to the adage of utility as much as the next person, that wasn’t the only consideration he took into account when picking one thing over the other. Especially not when it came to accessories. 

Even his “hardwearing” working clothes​[††] were chosen deliberately and carefully. He liked taking his time. He tried to put the same care and attention to everything he did.   

The same could not be said about the only other person present. He glanced over to where Erina was standing. So far he hadn’t seen any evidence of that she paid any attention at all — if seeing her in the same clothes three days in a row was anything to judge by. 

Or maybe she had picked out the best options already and now simply had ten copies of the exact same shirt and trousers? How would he tell? They all looked the same. The fact that they were all — if indeed there were a “them” — a sort of faded black didn’t help. 

Mismatched as they were, the two of them watched as Harlan dashed back and forth in the field they were in trying to entice Wave Rock to play with him. Even with the “contraptions” that lined the stream running through the area there was more than enough space until the trees of the forest truly began to encroach on the open territory once more. 

Sam imagined that in high summer the tall grasses would make it look more like a couple of acres of farmland, golden wheat axes rippling in the wind, than the sprightly young green shoots that were currently growing almost as enthusiastically as the animals cavorting through them. 

‘At least they haven’t run straight into the machinery,’ Erina pointed out, shaking her head at the sight. 

Break time over, they returned to stacking the hay wagon. Over half of the bales still sat where the machine had spat them out. 

‘Never considered a dog?’ Sam asked, seemingly out of the blue. To him High Fyelds seemed like the kind of place that would have at least one dog, probably more. Both for companionship and protection. 

‘Considered, yes,’ Erina replied as her fingers tried to dig into the bale she’d been trying to shift from where it had wedged itself sideways on top of another. It refused to budge. 

Only being the second layer, she still had to stand on tip-toe to have any chance to move it. 

‘Good thing we didn’t stack them any higher,’ Erina gave the bale another, heavy, tug. 

She gritted her teeth as Seranthiem took a couple of steps over and pushed
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