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Usendra was that place between the stars, that place between dreaming and waking, where the dead and the living could meet across the endless void, and by Acara’s mercy, could find each other for a split second in time. Upon waking, the living would never remember. But Cricket . . . she could never forget. 



− Pagemaster Diary, Dated 1000 A.N. (After Nineveh), 500 B.C. (Before Ciric Empire)




Cricket wandered slowly across the twilight space, small and lost, drifting in the mist, calling for someone, anyone, but there was no one and she was alone. Each time she spoke, her voice echoed back at her, and because she knew that eyes always watched in that realm, she felt as if her voice were being used to mock her while unseen specters snickered from the shadows. 

There was no ground beneath her feet, no clouds, no birds singing the day to a close. Cricket’s bare feet touched nothing. With each step, she thought she would fall away into the bottomless purple sky. 

The air was hot with the feverish swirling of the mist. It leapt and dropped, opening before Cricket and closing again, as if taunting her, trapping her. But she knew there was a way out. She knew if she could make it back through the fog, she could wake up. 

As Cricket walked, Not Pa appeared on her left, the grumpy old elven sorcerer who’d raised her for seven years. He stood straight and proud as ever, his face hard, his long gray hair falling around him in a matted veil. He was wrapped in a white coat made of wolf fur, as he had been in life. But now in death, his cheeks were gaunt, there were circles under his eyes, and he glowed with a soft white fire. He looked at Cricket sternly and pointed ahead.

Cricket nodded in silent gratitude and went in the direction Not Pa had indicated. She hadn’t wandered far when another ghost appeared. She paused and smiled sadly. It was Kind Sister. Like Not Pa, she was tall and slender, and death had left her cheeks gaunt and her eyes shadowed. Her round face was soft with an expression of gentle compassion. She wore pants made of animal skins and boots wrapped with furs, and a furry poncho made of white wolf skin hung fluffy around her shoulders. Her black hair was long and tangled and framed her loving expression. It lifted in the wind as she raised her hand and pointed in the same direction Not Pa had, the furry poncho draping from her arm like a wing.

Cricket smiled, silently thanking Kind Sister as she moved on. She had never been able to say the names of her adopted parents, as many elven names were difficult to pronounce and quite long. 

Not Pa’s real name was actually Attukakilli, which he had chosen for his magick prowess. He was a great sorcerer who wielded his power with temperance and wisdom, and for that reason, had been elevated to leader and protector of Clan Ciine. When Cricket, yearning to belong in his family, attempted to call him her father, he firmly told her he was not her father and that he had every intention of returning her to her own people one day. Very hurt, she took to calling him “Not Pa,” which in Minvec meant “not my sire.”

Kind Sister was much younger than Not Pa. Her actual name was Koliehenkiana, and meant something along the lines of “sweet spirit.” Not Pa had often expressed the hope that his sister would never let the reign of dragons sour her compassionate and optimistic nature. Cricket sadly reflected that Kind Sister was going to stay sweet forever now. 

As Cricket walked on, she wondered if she would see Halima, a girl who she’d befriended while living among Clan Ciine. She felt an acute relief when she never encountered Halima’s spirit, for it meant the girl might be alive still.

Cricket’s relief was short-lived. She could feel herself slipping in and out, as if her form would soon become permanent and not merely that of a visitor in the dreamscape. Sensing this, she walked faster, her back stiff, as if death were some bristly black monster quietly creeping after her through the fog. Something cold touched the back of her neck, and then with a start she was running, her long white hair whipping back, her hazel eyes wide. 

As Cricket ran, she could see doors opening, and through each one there appeared people who took no notice of her as she passed. Through one door, she saw a tall elven sorcerer battling a stone golem with fire from his hands; through another, she saw a woman, an elven warrior, looking out over a cliff at a blue mountain range; and through yet another, she saw two young women locked in an eager kiss. One of the women had hair black as night and was wearing a beautiful white gown, while the other had white hair and was . . . hauntingly familiar.

The doors opened either side Cricket in a sudden ripple, one after another, as if tempting her to enter, but she ignored them and ran on until she could see a figure in the distance. The figure lifted one hand in a friendly gesture. Cricket plunged toward it and skidded to a stop, peering up in open-mouthed surprise at the tall woman who stood before her. 

The woman’s face was twisted with scars, and sharp ears pointed from her long black hair. She wore a simple green bandeau and a long loincloth, both skimpy garments Cricket had never seen in her world of fur, skins, and snow. The woman was relaxed and her hands were in the pockets of her bearskin jacket. She smiled sadly, and when she tilted her head, a lick of hair tumbled in her brilliant lizard eyes. 

“Hey, Cricket,” the woman said, her voice echoing in the stillness. 

“. . . Neferre?” Cricket whimpered.

The woman nodded, her eyes soft with affection. She stepped aside, revealing a tall doorway, through which Cricket could see herself lying on a bed of furs, coughing and sobbing as people pressed around her. 

Cricket stared at her dying self and felt a chill. 

“Go on, lla o,” the woman said, jerking her head at the door. She smiled. “Live. Live like hell.”

Cricket smiled goofily and stepped into the light. 
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The first time I saw Cricket, I loved her. Little did I know that skinny, goofy girl would one day grow up to be a great dragon slayer. I would have pegged her for a shoemaker.



− Pagemaster Diary, Dated 1000 A.N. (After Nineveh), 500 B.C. (Before Ciric Empire)




Cricket coughed. She could taste a bitter medicine on her lips and vaguely recalled someone drip-feeding it to her. She winced as she became dismally aware of the many little aches and pains that pulsed through her body, but the pain was fading away, and she could feel her breathless heart ticking slower. 

“That’s it, child,” said a soothing voice, clicking with a strange accent Cricket did not recognize. “Come to me . . . Open those eyes . . . Let’s see those pretty eyes.”

Cricket moaned, and as her drowsy eyes opened, she could see faces leaning over her either side. The face on the left was a woman’s face, wreathed in a splendid cloud of feathers. Cricket blinked as she realized the feathers were actually growing out of the woman’s head like hair. Each one was a bright and brilliant jade tipped in gold. Her pointed ears jutted long from them, both pierced with three silver rings, and her skin was smooth and red-brown, her round eyes were piercing and buttery-bright as yellow candle flame. Her nose was slightly hooked and long, and her mouth was thin and serious. Her features gave her the appearance of someone who was likely quite severe, but Cricket could see the softness in her eyes. She was gently dabbing Cricket’s face with a cloth and smiled to see she had come around. 

“There,” the woman said with approval. She looked at the person standing opposite her and frowned, speaking a twittering language Cricket didn’t understand. The only word she caught was “Owlli.” 

Cricket’s drowsy eyes drifted lazily to the right, and she noticed the second person was actually a child. A girl stood on the right side of the bed, dressed in a fur vest and pants. Like the woman, feathers grew in a thick mane from her head like hair. Her feathers were tawny brown and tipped white, and her skin was a soft brown that almost matched her mane. Her nose was sharp as a beak, and her round eyes were like small crumbs of gold as she peered over her large spectacles at Cricket with eager curiosity. She was very short and very thin, and was practically craning her long neck to look at Cricket where she lay. When she realized Cricket was looking back, she took a staggering step from the bed and hit a shelf, her feathers tumbling in her eyes. 

“Owlli,” repeated the woman crossly. 

The girl extended her thin arms to keep everything on the shelf behind her, and when it seemed like nothing would fall, she let go, pushing her feathers back from her face with a wince. She apologetically dropped her gaze, but she smiled at Cricket before running off.

“I apologize for Owllwin,” sighed the woman, her accent clicking yet again as she spoke Minvec with eloquent perfection. “She has never seen a human before.” She wrung the cloth out over a bowl and shook her head. “She’s also a bit clumsy. If she comes back, I suggest holding on to your valuables.”

Cricket watched the woman curiously. “Where . . .?” she tried and her voice cracked to silence. A veil of tears rose to blind her: it hurt to talk. 

“Relax, child,” said the woman gently. “You are safe and no one can harm you here. I will tell you everything you likely wish to know.” She continued wringing out the cloth, then set it on the nightstand beside the basin. 

Cricket glanced over and could see a tray of glass vials and bowls of crushed powder on the nightstand. The woman was seated on a weathered wooden chair beside Cricket’s bed, and behind her, more beds lined the wall. Every other bed contained a groaning sick person, and Cricket realized with a jolt that the bed behind the woman was occupied by a handsome young elf. The elf was looking at Cricket curiously, but when she met his eye, he scowled and looked away. 

“I am Mother Eagllin,” said the woman, serenely drying her long hands on a towel, “and you are in my hospice. Welcome to Zerc, the last stop before the end of the world.”

Cricket frowned. 

“Ah,” said the woman and folded her hands in her lap, “you’ve never heard of Zerc, have you? That is a good thing, though the fact that you know of us now is some cause for concern. Perhaps it was chance that your wolf stumbled upon us then.” 

Wolf? Cricket glanced around. The last thing she remembered was the wall of frozen people, gaping at nothing in their eternal horror. Then darkness enfolded her as she collapsed on the snow. She thought she remembered a wet nose prodding her and how she trembled in terror that she was going to be eaten, but after that, she remembered nothing else. 

“I see the worry in your face,” said the woman, “but your wolf is just outside. He hasn’t abandoned you.” She smiled. “Not that we could stop him. You, however . . . There is no leaving once a person has entered this place. I’m afraid you are stuck here, my girl.”

Cricket didn’t know how to feel about that. It wasn’t like she had anywhere else to go. She glanced around and could see a fire blazing on a nearby hearth. Children were sitting on the floor near the fire, hugging little stuffed toys, their feather-manes falling down their backs in great plumes as they giggled and whispered. Every now and then, they stole amazed glances at Cricket. Realizing she was awake, they gasped and ran giggling in excitement from the room.

Most of the beds seemed to be filled with children, while more children ran back and forth, always playing and laughing and bright-eyed, their little feet pattering across the floor.

Aside from the children, there were also adults. The birdlike men and women presided with loving care over other patients, walked back and forth with trays, huddled together and spoke in soft voices while drying their long-fingered hands on aprons. A weary older woman struggled to juggle a towering pile of firewood toward the hearth and was met with an overwhelming crowd of children and adults eager to assist her.

Smiling faces were everywhere, and Cricket could smell fish cooking. The scent made her stomach growl, and Mother Eagllin smiled in approval. 

“As for where we are, we are far removed from your people and the wildlands. We have to be.” Mother Eagllin lowered her voice and whispered somberly, “If the dragons knew we were here, they would destroy us. My people are known as the ericine. In our true form, we are great birds.” 

Cricket looked out the window, and her lips parted in surprise when she saw a group of the feather-haired people suddenly burst into birds and fly away into the sky.

“We once had a mighty empire that spanned the width of Telvaldia,” Mother Eagllin said wistfully. “The empire’s capital was known as Azord, and its ruins still sit on a great cliff overlooking the edge of the world. It was destroyed when the sky people came. Many of my people escaped. We built Zerc and hid here, trying to rebuild. Our only protection is the great wall . . .” Her eyes drifted to the window, and Cricket followed her gaze. 

Outside, Cricket could see children with feather-manes running back and forth across the snow, but the snow was very thin, even melting as red grass poked sharp from it. Behind the running children were many houses, all pressed together in neat squares with shaggy roofs made of the same red grass. The houses were simple and crude, as if the ericine feared drawing attention, and yet there stood a great clock tower in the midst of the humble homes, evidence that the people of Zerc simply couldn’t resist building something. Smoke puffed across the sky, and beyond the rows of buildings and their cone-shaped roofs, Cricket could see a towering wall made of solid ice. Beyond it, a forest of dark green alders cloaked the settlement, barring the white wall from view.

“The wall is enchanted,” Mother Eagllin said quietly. “Though the dominion of dragons darkens the sky above, the wall has closed the eyes of dragons to our existence. The moment it is shattered,” she said, trembling fear in her voice, “our comfortable lives here will end.” She fell silent, staring in grim meditation at the wall. Then she took a breath and smiled abruptly, as if she feared she had worried Cricket. “Apparently,” she said with flat laugh, “your wolf can walk through the wall. It is how he brought you here. He is free to leave. Wolves can only speak to humans, and humans are no threat to us. Humans are small in number, and other races avoid them. But you . . .” She frowned apologetically. “You are more than human. You speak the language of the elves in your sleep.” She frowned. “Perhaps you speak the language of the dragons.”

Cricket frantically shook her head, wishing she could speak at all in that moment. She wanted to try, but her throat still burned.

“ ‘Neferre’ is a dragon name,” the woman said coldly. “You realize this, of course.”

Cricket did realize it, but she shook her head again, her eyes wide.

“Whatever the case,” said Mother Eagllin, looking away, “you can not leave, my dear.”

Cricket frowned. 

“The secrecy of our existence is crucial to our survival,” Mother Eagllin insisted regrettably. “Living here won’t be so bad,” she said with a smile. “We will feed you and clothe you, and we have medicine here that exists no where else in Telvaldia. You are sick and we can not cure you,” she frowned sadly, “but we can treat you, ease your pain. This hospice is the best place for you to be. Your wolf may have saved your life.” 

Cricket stared out the window, silently agreeing, though she wished Mother Eagllin would stop calling the wolf “her wolf,” as if it were a pet. Her body felt energetic and whole, her heart was pumping with life. Whatever they’d given her, she didn’t think she was going to be sick for quite a long time. 

“You can have a pleasant life here,” went on Mother Eagllin with gentle assurance. “We always welcome outsiders as our own. You’ll be able to take up a trade, make a life for yourself, perhaps marry.”

Cricket made a sour face.

“Don’t like boys yet, hmm?” chuckled Mother Eagllin. She rose to her feet. “You may call me ‘Maw,’ by the way. All the children do. It is a Sollin​ word that means ‘Mother.’ Supper is at seven. One of the other children will show you to the great dining hall. I will send someone along to check on you later before bed. I expect you will not have another fever for a week at least, though.” She smiled warmly. “Welcome, little one. I look forward to learning your name.”

As Mother Eagllin left with her hands folded beneath her poncho, Cricket stared at the ceiling. She lay there for a long while, letting the reality of her sheer luck fall over her. If the wolf hadn’t known about the ericine, she would be dead. She could feel Neferre’s lucky gold coin in her pocket and wondered if the coin had something to do with it. 

Cricket was in too much pain to explore, though she ached to be up and about. She lay in her bed and stared out the window for a long time, listening to the children outside as they laughed and played in the sunlight. Eventually, her aches and pains receded completely, even the burning in her throat, and she carefully and slowly sat up against her pillows. She could feel someone’s eyes on her and looked quickly at the bed to her left. The handsome elven boy was looking at her again, only this time, he didn’t look away. 

If Cricket had to guess, the boy was probably an adolescent in human years, several decades in elven years. Elves always aged physically much slower than humans, but they matured emotionally much faster. His eyes were dark as wet earth and were slanted and wreathed in black lashes. All over his body had been etched bright blue tattoos, in the color and style of the haemor. 

Cricket thought it was strange for an elven boy to have haemor tattoos, but she reminded herself that she was human, and yet her haemor friend, Falki, had dyed her nails blue, tattooed her cheeks with blue swirls, and given her blue obsidian plugs for her stretched earlobes. 

The boy even had haemor earplugs: in his earlobes were blue obsidian plugs not unlike Cricket’s, and his jet-black hair was a thick mane falling beautifully around his soft, appealing features. Pointed ears stood sharp either side his curious expression, and Cricket noticed the soft flesh near the points had been pierced with three rings, not unlike Mother Eagllin’s. The elven boy must have been living there a long time if he’d submitted to ericine piercing customs.

The serious-eyed boy stared at Cricket intently. “What’s your name?” he asked quietly. He was speaking a haemor dialect, the one Falki had spoken. 

“. . . My name’s Cricket,” Cricket answered as best she could in Zu Tei.

The boy blinked, clearly pleased that she spoke his language, but he reflected a moment and snorted at her name. “Humans always have foolish names.”

Cricket made a face. “Oh yeah? What’s your name? It’s probably something long and confusing, like ‘Amminiboob’ or something.” 

She was surprised when the boy laughed. He looked at her fondly and said softly, “My name is Enkai.” 

“Your name should be Rude,” Cricket said, but she looked at the boy curiously. “Why are you here? Are you sick?” She frowned sadly. 

“Yes,” the boy answered hoarsely. 

Cricket thought he looked thin and weak. His cheeks were gaunt, and it made his face look longer than it actually was. He was lying under sheepskins and furs, but he was so tall, his long feet poked from under, wrapped in patched socks. Cricket knew that if he were to stand, he would be incredibly tall. Pillows were propping him up, and he had an open book in his lap. 

“My bones,” the boy said in a weak whisper. “Everyday the cold causes me great pain. Sometimes I have to lie down all day and read. It’s not so bad, I guess. It could be worse.” He smiled, and his pale, discolored lips cracked.

Cricket looked at him in sympathy. “How’d you get here?”

The boy looked away, and Cricket knew she had prodded a wound. She watched guiltily as he lifted his book and went back to reading. “I’m real tired now,” he said. “Maybe we can talk later.”

Cricket nodded apologetically. She ripped the blankets back and hopped off her bed. Enkai snorted out a laugh, and it took her a moment to realize she wasn’t wearing pants.
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