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​​Within A Dream
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Rysk's pale light drifted through the stately pines, dressing them in shades ofblue. A ghostly breeze tickled across the last of the snowbanks, spraying the watcher with icy pinpricks. Amber eyes closed and turned away from the breeze. The scent it carried with it, laced with frost, took him by surprise. Turning back into the wind, he scented it deliberately. His fur ruffled, standing on end as the coppery, meat-taste of blood rode the air.

Oracle started awake. He lay still, heart pounding, staring up into the darkness, and listened to the room around him for a moment before closing his eyes once more. He focused on his breathing, waiting for his heart to slow. Consciously, he ran through the dream, committing it to memory. Only once he was sure it was solid in his mind did he rise from the feather bed. He stretched his feet and toes, his claws clicking on the marble floor as he stood.

Reciting the story of the dream under his breath, keeping it fresh in his mind, he pulled his cloak from the back of his chair and slipped it over his shoulders. Yawning, Oracle left the room and padded quietly down the hall, reaching the stairs before meeting a guard. "Seer Oracle," the guard greeted. She bowed low, her pale, elfin skin glowing in the darkness. A powerful crossbow rode high on her back and she wore three white feathers in her black cap.

"High ranking for a night guard," he noted, "but none of my business," he thought before adding aloud, "Do you know of Palo?"

The guard studied him, staring hard into his glowing amber eyes. "I believe he is asleep," she replied. "It is the middle of the night."

"I will wake him," Oracle rumbled. The guard bowed, allowing him past. Oracle drifted down the stone steps, his wolf feet carrying him silently through the shadows, the few people he passed in the branching hallways, casting curious glances at him but saying nothing. He opened the large door at the base of the tower and stepped out onto the deserted plaza before the Dome of Gaity.

The late winter wind swirled around him. It brought the dream back to the front of his mind. He half-expected to scent blood on the wind and he lifted his nose to the burning stars in the sky, waiting for it. Of course, there was no blood on this wind. Chiding himself silently, he started off again toward the dome and Palo's quarters.

"Good evening, Seer Oracle," a thrumming voice greeted him as he moved away from the tower. Oracle turned to the Semian behind him. Pyko's eyes glittered in the darkness. His tiger features dominated his body, though not as completely as Oracle's own wolf features dominated his—with no hint of human, Oracle was a rarity among the Semians, from his shaggy ears to the tip of his bushy tail, he was a wolf. Though he would never admit it, he even preferred to move about on all fours. Pyko, the black tiger-man, wore a Potent uniform, tight black leather from head to toe with a small black cap between his ears, three blood-red feathers stuck in its band to denote his rank. Like most feline-Semian Mages, he had an affinity for Water. "High Water Mage," Oracle greeted, bowing his head.

"What disturbs your sleep?" Pyko asked.

Oracle studied him closely, drawing his white cloak around himself, covering his unclothed wolf body. "I don't feel you need to know," he replied shortly, his voice a deep rough growl.

Pyko blinked at him then smiled bemusedly. "Of course not, Seer, I am merely making conversation." With a bow, the black tiger-man turned and walked away, his white ear-spots aglow in the darkness, returning to his patrol of the grounds.

With an inward sigh, Oracle watched him for a moment, trying to decide if setting Pyko's mind at ease would be easier than letting the gossipy high mage jump to his own conclusions. Dismissing the worry with a shake of his head, Oracle started across the stone plaza toward the dome once more. There, a pair of stag-Semians guarded the door. Their forms were human except for the antlers that grew from their heads, above their eyes and the distinctive deer-like facial features. Their black caps sat back on their heads, their double white feathers nearly lost behind their antlers. "Seer," they chorused as he reached them. Oracle stepped between them and entered the dome without stopping, waving away their concerns regarding Palo being asleep.

A diffuse glow lit the corridor beyond as if it had been bathed in moonlight, despite the darkness outside. Oracle padded along it to the central chamber where a domed ceiling arched high above a sandy floor. Seats lined the lower walls of the dome broken only by the occasional stairway that climbed upward from the sand toward the metal girding. This was The Pit, the home of Fanterra's government. During the day, the suns' light fanned out through the glass and metal dome above, lending warmth to the proceedings. Syraes from all over the peninsula came here to argue and occasionally govern. Oracle's eyes drifted toward the top of the dome. The buttresses came together up there, forming a complex, interlaced web of stone. Though he couldn't see it from here, he knew that a gateway was there, a focal point for the magical energy that coursed across the planet. As magic flowed from source points to focal points it formed forcelines. Some, like Air, meandered sluggishly, almost seeming not to move at all. Others, like Earth, formed rivers and lines that crisscrossed the world, yet were only visible from the Mage Realm, another plain of existence. This particular gateway was the World Gate and it gathered magic from the Sea of Eternity, the Wild Woods, and the Dragon Hills. One of the strongest forcelines on the planet was the Earth current that flowed from Dragon Ridge Fortress' Tower of Elements to the World Gate at the top of the Dome of Gaity, forming an invisible maelstrom at the World Gate before it bled out into the Void.

Oracle shuffled across the sandy floor. He knew where the levers and ropes were that lowered the World Gate to the ground. He remembered the last time it had touched the ground. He hurriedly shoved the unpleasant memory away, though not before the remembered pleading scream in his head echoed through his soul. Reaching a plain glass door across from the entrance, Oracle finally hesitated. There were no guards here, before Palo's personal residence. "I ought to knock," he thought but he'd never known Palo to answer the door so with a shrug he let himself in. The first area he entered, all white marble and gold veins, served as an audience chamber. A dais rose in the center of the room and upon it sat an empty settee. Palo, Grand Syra and leader of the Fanterra Plain, often lounged atop it, dispensing languid advice and commands that people obeyed out of habit. Oracle moved on around the dais to the other door that led from the room. This one he did knock on. "Palo, it's me," he called out. Then he opened the door and stepped inside.

The room beyond was close and dark but a hint of movement drew his eyes to the shadowed bed. "Oracle?" Palo asked from the shadows.

"Yes," he answered. Lamps came to life around the room, lit by Fire magic, and Palo sat up. He was also a feline-Semian, a snow leopard, rather than a tiger, his face round and open, covered in velvet fur, splotched with gray and black. His gold-green eyes held concern, "What is it?" he whispered.

"Something is wrong," Oracle answered.

Palo blinked at him. "I hate it when you say things like that," he replied, motioning for the seer to continue, his hands, human in form, were covered in short velvety fur, save for where thick black pads formed on his palms, and retractable claws replaced fingernails.

"I need to return to the Sea of Dreams," Oracle continued.

Palo let the words die away before speaking, "Now?" Oracle nodded. "But it's the middle of the night."

"This is why I need your permission for the ferry."

Palo sighed. "Please tell me it isn't another Greater Daemon," he said, gathering up a paper and stylus from the bedside table.

"I don't know, Palo. That's why I must return to Hawkethorne Valley."

Palo scribbled a note on the paper and handed it to the seer. "Here," he said. His long tail twitched nervously. "Let me know what you find," he added.

"I will." Oracle bowed low to Palo then turned and left. He retraced his steps out onto the plaza then turned to the stables at the back of the palace grounds.

"Good morning," the stable hand said when he entered.

"I need a horse and supplies enough to reach Hawkethorne," he replied.

"Of course, Seer Oracle," the stable hand turned and disappeared into the musty interior. He returned leading a large Palace Black; a breed imported long ago from the northern cities. Oracle took the reins and thanked the human before leading the horse away, across the plaza again and out the palace gates.

The island city of Gaity slept around him. Neat, single-story houses and businesses lined the cobblestone streets. The horse's hooves clicked on the stones as they walked, and the sound echoed hollowly off the walls and tile roofs. Without a word, city guards opened the gates before him, letting him out into the frosty pine forest that lined the island's shore. The trees provided little barrier between the rocky beach and the city walls and the bitter cold of the ocean air engulfed him as he left the walled city. The path Oracle followed to the water's edge fell swiftly between the trees to a large cut in the cliffs overlooking the channel between the island and the mainland. Oracle led the horse through the cut, down the steep path and toward the silent pier and nearest ferry. The long, flat boats rode high upon the dark water, tied securely in their berths, waiting for dawn.

A goblin guard rose and stood in the center of the pier, folding his long arms across his chest, waiting for Oracle to approach. "Greetings, Seer Oracle," he rumbled, his black eyes were lost in the night's lingering shadows, but his bulk was obvious, and his stance warned he would have no nonsense from anyone. Oracle held out the note from Palo without a word. The goblin took it in his black-taloned hands and crossed to a nearby torch where the firelight drove away the shadows, bathing his long black hair in a sickly yellow light, turning his brown skin sallow and twinkling off the chainmail the goblin wore. He looked up at the seer after reading and said, "I'll have to wake a Potent for the crossing, Seer. Wait a moment." He disappeared into the nearby guard shack.

Oracle led the horse down the pier and onto a ferry. He stood, staring out across the deep channel that separated Master Island from the mainland, while he waited for the crew to join him. Torchlight flickered invitingly in the windows of the inns of Gaity Banks, the small settlement across the water. Over there, people were beginning their day. Deep down, under the water, red sparks of daemon-fire flickered as aquatic daemon-spawn continued hunting.

Footsteps echoed down the pier and a young stag-Semian Potent appeared beside him. "Greetings Seer Oracle, I am Colin." Oracle returned the bow she gave. Four rowers and the goblin guard followed her to the ferry.

"Safe journey, Seer Oracle," the guard said, returning Palo's note to him. Oracle took the paper and nodded his thanks as the rowers boarded. The goblin untied the mooring line and Colin took up a position at the bow as the boat drifted away from the pier and the crew bent to their work, readying their oars.

They moved swiftly out into the inky water. Oracle felt the mage move the forcelines around them. "An Earth endowment for the ship's hull and a wall of Water to deter the daemon-spawn from approaching," he guessed. Oracle closed his eyes and sighed, turning his thoughts inward, remembering the dream that had pulled him from his bed. "Where was I?" he wondered. The pale blue light of Rysk nagged at him. "It means something," he thought.

"A successful crossing, Seer," Colin called from her position at the bow. Oracle opened his eyes. They had reached the shallow, sloping banks of the mainland. A curious elfin guard greeted them, helping to tie up the ferry.

"Thank you, Potent," Oracle rumbled as the gangplank was passed across to the elf. "And thank you," he said, giving the crew an appreciative glance, "brave ferrymen. I wish equal speed and safety back to your beds." They bowed to him as he led the horse from the ferry to the pier. The elf guard bowed as well and he noted in passing that unlike most elves who wore a bow, she carried a blade across her back. Oracle mounted the Palace Black and started for the North Road.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​Consulting the Sage
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Oracle stepped from the shadows beneath the pines. Before him, a cobblestone plaza bathed in the blue light of Rysk. "I know this place," he thought just before realizing he had returned to the dream. A fountain gurgled softly before him. Five soft-white flowers were growing out of it, shining at the stone feet of the first masters, the Hero Masters who had battled the first Greater Daemon to come to their world; fighting through the untamed-forcelines that ravaged the world. The planet's spasms had been as great an enemy as the daemon, greater, some argued. Oracle looked around and scented the breeze. It blew down from the north, carrying a hint of blood. He followed the scent cautiously, creeping forward on all fours, as if he were a giant wolf rather than a Semian.

He took the road north from the plaza, up the hill to the center of the crater city. A ghostly figure stood in the middle of the road. It sat upon wolf-like hindquarters; its cane planted firmly on the ground before it. Scraggly, claw-like hands held the cane. Oracle stopped and stood, "Sage?" he asked.

The goat-like head looked up. "They won't be in time, Oracle," the Gray Daemon said. "They can't save her."

"Save who?"

"They can't even save themselves." Sage sighed and shook his head sadly, his incredibly long white beard dragging across the ground at his feet, tracing waves with each turn of the goat-like head.

––––––––
[image: ]


Oracle opened his eyes. Sunlight filtered down through the trees above him. He blinked and replayed the dream, repeating aloud to himself what Sage had told him, forcing sleep to swaddle him while he worked to commit the words to memory. "Save who?" he asked himself, adding, "This is bad. Blood on the wind in Olimidia and a warning from Sage," he sighed. Crawling from his bedroll, he quickly packed his equipment, cleared the campsite, and then mounted his horse. "I'm half a day from Sea Spray; perhaps a quick detour to see what the real Sage has to say," he thought, sending the horse trotting down the little-used track.

All around him, the Wild Woods grew close and dark, the sunlight barely reaching the lower levels of the forest. He remembered calling the darkness home. The Wild Woods sheltered many who would rather hide from society. Once it had even sheltered him, but that had been long ago, when he'd been nothing more than a howling child, driven mad by visions that haunted him. Day and night ghostly messengers followed him through the woods, taunting him, startling him, and berating him for deeds he did not do and demanding things he didn't understand. That had been long before his move to the palace of the Warlord Herdan where the Soothing Seer had taught him to tame the Time Magic that flowed around him. The morning passed uneventfully, and he soon found himself on the banks of the Sea of Scorn where the pebble-strewn beach reached out to caress the cool dark water. Across the waves, a rocky island, the Island of Hope, rose from the center, housing the Water Master's palace Sea Spray.

Oracle dismounted, turning the horse loose on the shore before wading out into the lake. He stood motionless, waiting. Soon, a wagon-sized creature surfaced, its round, thick-furred back lined with metal rings breaching the surface some yards from the shore. The creature's snakelike head appeared a moment later. The daemon-fire spark in its eyes marked it daemon-kin. The korsk hissed a greeting to Oracle, the nest of dagger-sharp fangs that lined its mouth glinting in the mid-day light of the twin red suns, the Fiery Sisters. Unlike the wild korsks of the Eternal Sea, the Water Master had tamed those who lived here in the Sea of Scorn, putting them to good use.

Oracle growled at the beast, holding his ground as the daemon-spawn used its front flippers to pull itself ashore, coming to rest with a final splash in the shallows beside Oracle. He used the ladder of metal rings to clamber up onto its back. Up here, more rings acted as handholds for anyone willing to ride the korsk across the inland sea. The riders had to get a bit wet, but it was the fastest way across. In fact, if the Water Master was in no mood for company, it was often the only way across. With Oracle perched on its back, holding on to a pair of rings, the daemon-spawn shoved itself back into the water with help from the six-foot long, bone spikes protruding from the leading edge of its flippers. It sank below the waves until Oracle was thigh-deep in water before swiftly delivering him to the steep, rocky shore of Hope Island. The Water Master's visitors found no gentle beach, landing, or pier on this side of the sea and the only way guests could finish their journey was to jump into the water and flounder ashore. Not for the first time, Oracle found himself thinking that the Water Master enjoyed the sight of disheveled guests, soaked through to the bone.

Oracle splashed ashore as the ferry beast disappeared once more into the murky depths. He climbed slowly up over the white boulders, leaving paw prints and puddles behind him, until he reached the shoreline path. He took a moment to wring water from his cloak as he surveyed the well-traveled path that ran around the entire island, parallel to the rocky coast. At unevenly spaced intervals, branching paths led into the narrow band of forest that had managed to sprout between this rocky shore and the interior caldera lake. Oracle started right, looking for the first branch inland and it was not long before he had traded one shoreline for another. While the outer shore was steep and rocky, strewn with boulders, this inner shore sloped smoothly, though still at a steep angle, into the inner lake. The differences did not stop there. While the first lake was cold, dark, and murky, the inner one seemed light and refreshing. It sparkled, clear blue before him, its limpid surface clothed in perfect reflections of the scuttling clouds above. Oracle turned right again and walked along the pebbled shore. He came to a sandy causeway that stretched across the perfect blue water, joining with yet another rocky shore. Here, at last, ringed in lakes and shores, sat the palace of the Water Master, Sea Spray. The walled grounds took up the entire island. Huge stone domes dominated the palace's architecture.

As he approached the first of many entrances, two elfin guards hailed Oracle. "Seer Oracle," one said, head ducked low so that he was talking to his own chest for a moment before his black orb eyes met Oracle's amber ones. "We weren't told of your arrival."

"No," Oracle said, stopping before the guards. "This is not an official visit. I wish only to speak to my friend; where can I find Sage?" he asked.

The first guard stared at him, unsure of how to answer.

"He is in the training yard, Seer," the second elf said, bowing.

"Thank you." Oracle stepped past them and into a lush garden. Here inside the palace walls, the ground beneath his feet lay covered in moss and water-dark stones, while thick ferns and vine-laden fruit trees lined the path he followed toward the back of the compound. Sea Spray, the squat, domed palace of the Water Master, sat surrounded by a tropical forest rampant with color. Water flowed everywhere: between the mossy stones, trickling down from the palace walls, gurgling from springs cut into the granite island. Out behind the palace, the trees gave way to an open dirt area edged by a thick, shaded carpet of grass.

Pairs of soldiers were scattered across the dirt training area, sparring with a variety of weapons. Oracle stopped a moment to survey them. This was Nepo's honor guard, painstakingly rebuilt after Oracle had forced Nepo to send the last group to Myrth. Oracle's friend Sage was nominally in charge of the armed forces within Nepo's palace, but it was a charity position. Despite the official title of Commander of Arms, Sage did not do anything more strenuous than whacking the occasional lazy soldier on the head with his cane. The real commander of Nepo's forces was currently sparring in the center of the training yard with her best friend. The short-haired elf, Leona, swung her halberd expertly in a wide, defensive arch, blocking the sword-swing of her partner. The clang of metal on metal cracked the air. Oracle scanned the grassy verge halfheartedly and was surprised to see Sage seated under a shade tree at the very back of the palace grounds. Oracle hadn't expected to find Sage here with the soldiers. He made his way around to the Gray Daemon. "Sage?" he asked as he sat down beside him, positioned in order to see both Sage and the elf as she sparred. The Gray Daemon showed no sign of hearing him. Oracle took a long, deep breath, resigned to waiting. His friend sat deep in meditation.

Oracle could feel the air around him tensing, ebbing and flowing in response to the High Mage's will. The seer found himself drifting into the Mage Realm, pulled along by the current of Sage's power. Oracle's vision of the Mage Realm did not include the elemental clouds and currents that usually greeted mages upon entering the Realm. Rather, the world around him grew dark. Pinpricks of light beckoned to him from within the endless Void. This was his Realm. He knew Sage was here somewhere, perhaps right beside him, but he could not see the way an Elemental mage saw. By tarrying here, in the darkness and concentrating on a single point of light, he moved toward it. The pinprick grew as he approached, resolving into a cloudy white ball. The clouds swirled, coalesced, and a face formed. The Lady Warrior D'Mique stared blankly back at him from the swirling mist within the ball. He dipped into the ball, pressing through its skin, scattering D'Mique's image. Within the ball, the scenery changed. Here gray strands twisted, braiding and unbraiding, as they flowed past him in all directions. The strands ranged in thickness from fine silken threads to huge cables. Here, the silence of the void had been replaced by the soft hissing of the strands. As they passed each other, rubbed across each other, an echoing hiss rose from them, reverberating through the air. Not knowing what they had stumbled upon, the first seers had called this place the Hisseth, naming the gray strands Braiding Snakes. That was ages ago. Now they knew the Braiding was made of timelines – Time Magic forcelines; one for each soul on the planet, clumping together as each life touched another. The Hisseth held its secrets close but over time the seers had realized that it was a separate plain, a construct distinct from the Mage Realm, Physical Realm and Void. Many seers reached the Hisseth by following a timeline from a single person, or their own, down through the Void and into the bubble as Oracle had just done with D'Mique. However, Oracle knew many ways to enter the Time Realm and had spent many mad hours there as a child. Here, within the construct of the Hisseth, Oracle's mind created a surrogate body for him to reside in. One that was quite a bit younger than his real body.

Oracle knelt amongst the Braiding and reached for one of the thicker strands before him. Voices engulfed him, roaring in his ears, ebbing as he separated the strands. He spotted the one strand he was looking for, pulling it out of the Braid. It made a wet, sucking sound as he separated it from its parent. Next, he let the small strand run through his hands. He could hear D'Mique. The words were disjointed, unattached. He closed his eyes and images flickered before him, painted in his mind: D'Mique with her sword, D'Mique bathing in a stream, D'Mique huddling in the dark.

"What do you want?" Sage asked, shattering Oracle's concentration. Oracle opened his eyes, snapping back to his true body. Sage's dark, beady eyes closed again as Oracle's deep amber ones opened.

"I've been having dreams of late," he said. Sage remained motionless before him. "You were in the last one," he continued.

"Was I?" Sage slid back into the physical realm, eyes opening again, studying Oracle. "And was I a victim or the hero?"

Oracle caught the edge of the daemon's smile before Sage smothered it. "Neither," Oracle said, "you stood before me as I roamed Olimidia. You warned me that it was too late to save her."

"Hmph," Sage shifted into a more comfortable position, "I wonder what I was talking about."

"I think it's more important to figure out why you were there."

"I am still Moon Clan," Sage whispered after a moment. The wave of sadness in his voice seemed to roll off him and wash against Oracle. Their eyes met.

"Indeed," Oracle replied. The Gray Daemon Sage had been a part of this world for so long, sometimes it was easy to forget that he wasn't really a daemon but a Daemon Hunter, a Land-Nymph cursed to wear that form.

Sage looked away, across the training grounds. "Who is the 'she' I was talking about?"

"There was blood on the air, it led up the hill."

"The Matriarch?" Sage squeaked.

"Don't jump to conclusions," Oracle warned. "That's an easy answer, maybe too easy."

"Of course," the Gray Daemon said before lapsing into silence for a moment, "where are you going? Surely you didn't ride all this way in a day?"

"No, I am on my way to Hawkethorne and the Sea of Dreams." He paused, "How did you know I dreamt of you last night? I could have had that dream ages ago."

Sage smiled, "I dreamt of you too, Oracle."

"What was the dream?"

Sage sighed. "I sat at my desk, writing letters. I looked up into the night and felt the passing of a daemon. I stood. Looking down for my cane, I realized that I was young, whole," his voice caught, "A Land-Nymph again."

Oracle sat watching him master his emotions. He remembered Sage so long ago with his pale skin and pale hair—the strong lithe features of the Moon Clan Land-Nymphs. If he tried, Oracle could almost convince himself that he could pick out what remained of the Land-Nymph, Lord Donatan, Commander of the Guard. He murmured, "That daemon paid for the curse it placed on you with its lifeblood, Donatan."

Sage sighed again, looking away and nodding. Oracle watched the Gray Daemon with his eyes and the Land-Nymph with his mind. Donatan's clean, sharp, pale white features would have glowed in the shade of the tree. His thick white mane of hair had cascaded around his tall thin ears, gold hoops adorning them from base to tip. They had tinkled together whenever he had moved, surrounding the stoic warrior in quiet, chiming music.

Sage looked at him again. Oracle blinked, chasing away the ghost of the remembered Land-Nymph, Donatan's deep violet eyes fading to Sage's beady black ones. "What's done is done and cannot be undone," Sage said.

Oracle nodded and looked away. They sat in silence for a moment more, before Oracle asked, "What happened in the dream?"

Sage shook himself, waking from memories. "I went to the window and looked out. You were there, running through the shadows, down the cobblestone street, chasing the daemon." They sat in silence a moment longer as Oracle digested this fact. Then Sage spoke, "Oracle, you are going to the Sea of Dreams to decipher these visions, why waste time sitting here?"

"You said I would be too late to save her," Oracle rumbled, "you dreamt I chased a daemon through the streets. I dreamt of murder in Olimidia." For a moment, the wolf sat silent. "What do you want to do?" he asked suddenly. Sage met his eyes for a moment.

"I want to go to Olimidia. I want to see my nephew," Sage answered, voice flat.

"Is your nephew in Olimidia?"

"No. Tekalo is in his room and Clippen went on an errand to Dragon Ridge." Sage tilted his head to one side, a stray finger twirling his beard. "But I want to go to them in Olimidia."

"Then that is what you must do," Oracle advised. "Take Tekalo and go to Olimidia. Contact Clippen and tell him to meet you there."

"And then what, Oracle? Are we to chase a daemon through the streets?" A rusty chuckle bubbled up from the Gray Daemon's throat and Oracle glared at him.

"You will know when you arrive and, perhaps, I will know when I reach the Sea of Dreams." Oracle stood suddenly, effortlessly, "Travel safely, dear friend," he bid as he walked away. The sparring soldiers were lost to him, the garden's sounds muted as his attention turned inward.

His return to the shores of the Sea of Scorn felt long and heavy. Chasing a daemon was never good. Chasing one through the streets of Olimidia, last bastion of the Land-Nymphs, troubled him further.
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​​A Blade of Light
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The Ghost Moon's soft, blue light pooled in the center of the dark hall like a forgotten puddle the maid had failed to mop up. Neel stood nearby staring out the window across from his post where a single, bright star twinkled, hanging just south of the Ghost Moon in the night sky. He blinked slowly; his mind heavy in the wee hours of the morning. Only the most faithful were given this shift for that very reason. No one would expect a young recruit to stay awake at this time of night and they wouldn't be able to. But those who knew the danger knew to fight against sleep's temptation. Neel jerked more fully awake, his pale cornflower blue eyes flashing as he spun towards the nearby hall. At the edge of consciousness, just as he thought he had been nodding off, he had heard a small thump. He waited, hand on sword. After a minute, the sound did not repeat. "Footsteps would have repeated," he thought. For a moment, he was torn between glancing around the corner and remaining at his post. It was only ten steps from where he stood guard to where the hallway joined this passage. Ten steps too far, he decided. "Her Excellency trusted me to guard this passage and I am her last defender and will not abandon my post." With a small, quiet sigh he turned his attention back towards the glittering star out the window.

A thin line of white light arched through the air, appearing instantaneously before Neel, tracing a line through his neck, and disappearing again into nothingness before him. There was just enough time to register shock at what he had almost seen before Neel collapsed, legs crumpling, his body slumping back against the wall and his head rolling forward into his lap with a muffled thump. The Ghost Moon continued to shine down and the star to twinkle as the guard's blood seeped into the carpeting.
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D'Mique hurried along the hall toward the stairway that led up out of the underground quarters to Myrth's throne room. Her soft, black palace boots made almost no sound on the stone floor as she walked past the curtained windows; windows that looked out onto mountain valleys and soaring peaks despite being underground. At the foot of the stairs, she stopped and adjusted her green jacket, threw her long black braid over her shoulder, and took a steadying breath. Then she mounted the stairs and made her way up into the shadows of the throne room, emerging through a small door behind Myrth's throne. The Earth Master was pacing back and forth before his throne, head down, a jar of water in one clawed, three-fingered hand. She watched him as he appeared on either side of the granite seat between them. Her fellow Honor Guards ranged around the room, subconsciously grouping together in three cliques: four goblins, four elves, and the four remnants of the previous Guard. Their elfin commander, Sylus, stood near Myrth's throne, opposite D'Mique, a deep scowl etched across his brow. Like the five other elves in the room, his pale skin glowed in the ever-present gloom and torchlight reflected from his solid, beetle-black eyes. Marco, the only other human in the room, stood near him along with the two other members of her clique, the Land-Nymph Trillip and the elf Genow. Genow's and Trillip's eyes fell on her as she appeared, both smiling warmly despite the fear and concern that dominated their features. The four goblins stood near the door, disinterested but wary, completely attuned to the Earth Master's mood and ready to serve him, while the other four remaining elves waited quietly in the center of the room, their bodies bristling with weapons. D'Mique hurried to Genow and Trillip, catching the last words from the Water jar, "—I couldn't stop him!" She took her place beside Marco, standing just behind him, her body touching Trillip's.

"Nepo," Myrth said wearily into the sudden silence as he sank down onto his stone throne, "I can't blame him, and neither can you. In fact, I'm surprised Trillip is still here," he said as his pearl-gray eyes tossed a quick glance toward the Land-Nymph. D'Mique followed the hawk Semian's gaze and met Trillip's eyes, deep green emerald shards full of pain and fear. She frowned at him and her concern grew. Myrth continued in a voice like two boulders rolling down a mountain, "I'll send half my guards to Olimidia and make certain that once we really know what is happening, Tekalo returns to you."

"Oh," thought D'Mique, the bits of conversation giving her enough clues to piece together the sudden urgent call to assemble. Something had happened in Olimidia, the last city of the Land-Nymphs and Tekalo, Land-Nymph and Chosen of Water, had disappeared, presumably running away, heading for home. She ran through the Honor Guard in her head attempting to guess whom Myrth would send. Trillip would obviously be going. She studied the goblins that stood near the door. They were all strong fighters and competent soldiers. Genow would be going, she decided, unsure if she would be joining them. Beside her, Marco sighed and shook his head in resignation, concluding that he would not be going. Although he was one of Tekalo's closest friends, Marco was also a Chosen One, and Myrth was not about to let him leave. As one of the strongest Earth Mages ever to walk the Plain, it was more important for him to stay here and train rather than run around on routine missions. The Land-Nymph Clippen, who was here visiting Marco, would certainly go with them and D'Mique wondered if Myrth was counting him as a Guard who would be sent, even though Clippen was no longer a member of Myrth's Honor Guard.

Myrth sighed and leaned back, staring at the group arranged around him, empty hands resting on the carved stone arms. D'Mique finally noticed that he was no longer speaking to Nepo and waited for him to decide who was going to collect Water's apprentice. The hawk-man's wide gray eyes traveled from one Guard to the next, weighing them as his clawed fingers started tapping absently on the stone. Click, click, click. His eyes met Marco's, "Don't even ask," he said, "I know you and Teek are close, but we don't need two Chosen running around that city. I have other things to keep you busy," he finished with a stiff smile and a click of the bronze-colored hawk-like beak that dominated his face. When he spoke, his deep voice rumbled along the walls, the sound of a distant earthquake. "Trillip, go pack," he said with a nod and the Land-Nymph bolted for the door behind the throne. D'Mique followed him with her eyes, memorizing how the bright light from the hall below lit his hot pink, candy-colored curly hair as he disappeared. She looked back to Myrth, waiting, as he contemplated the goblins. "Burl, go with him," he said after a minute, choosing the oldest of the goblin Guards. The green-skinned goblin nodded in acquiescence and followed Trillip.

"Will I be going?" Sylus asked.

"No, Trillip will be in charge," Myrth said. Sylus' surprise flitted across his face before disappearing. "D'Mique," Myrth continued, "stay with me. The rest of you are dismissed." The others bowed low and departed as D'Mique moved to stand before the throne. Myrth waited. After a full minute of silence, the Earth Master gestured for her to come closer and she obliged.

"Master," she said.

"Something has happened in Olimidia. The Land-Nymphs recalled Tekalo, Trillip, and Clippen, demanding they return to the city immediately. I don't know why, Nepo doesn't know why either. There are parts of Olimidia where no males are allowed. Trillip will need you to go into those places."

"Yes, Master," she said, a glimmer of understanding and fear flickering through her. Land-Nymph culture was a mystery to her, but she knew enough to know that the female Land-Nymphs were often sheltered and isolated from the males. Trillip had tried to explain it to her once and had given up in despair. She turned to go, "I'll pack."

Myrth nodded. "Be careful, D'Mique," he said as she left.

"Of course, Master," she replied.

Downstairs, Marco and Genow stood side-by-side, waiting for her. "What did he say?" Genow asked.

"He's sending me because there are some places that only I can go, because I'm female." Genow nodded as she spoke. "Don't worry, Genow. I'll be fine," she added as his brow furrowed.

"Of course you will, Lady," he confirmed, his words belying the worry that brought a deep crease to his forehead.

"When you see Tekalo," Marco said, "tell him I wanted to come."

"I will, Marco," she promised, laying a hand on his shoulder." With a soft smile, she passed between them and headed back down the hallway to her room, her mind turning to packing. "Me, Burl, Trillip ... that's three," she thought, "He did count Clippen as the fourth," she thought cutting off a chuckle that bubbled up. "But the only one from his Honor Guard is Burl, all the rest of us are just Myrth's retainers." She shook her head, "Myrth never lets an opportunity to goad Nepo go."
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​​Four for the Road
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They left later that morning, each of them mounted on a swift, dark brown horse. Clippen, his thick white hair framed by feathers that hung from leather strings tied about the crown of his head, and long pointed ears adorned with gold hoops that tinkled as he moved, led the way. Trillip and Burl followed close behind him while D'Mique brought up the rear. They had mounted their horses in the fountain courtyard of Dragon Ridge, the fortress of the Earth Master. The crisp New Seed air held a chill memory of the recent winter and in a few short weeks, the rose gardens would begin to soften from brown to green. Beyond the Earth Master's palace, the dark pine forest grew close to the white marble walls, leaving no defensive perimeter around the structure; a precaution that was not necessary, since every stone and mineral in the area was under Myrth's complete control. He could seal up the palace, doors, roof, and all, if necessary, with just a thought, and pull the earth out from under an invading force, burying them in boulders or a landslide.
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They spent the day traveling quietly through the dark Dragon Hills Forest. Myrth's guards often patrolled the packed earth path they rode. It wound its way through the valleys and across the hilltops of the Dragon Hills, a low-slung mountain range in the southwest corner of the Great Southern Peninsula. Few travelers journeyed along the branch of the path that dropped from the Earth Master's palace to the main road. Even along the main road, few traveled this early in the season. D'Mique, Burl, and Trillip had been out together on patrol with one or two others throughout the winter. They followed the same path today, taking the palace spur down to the main road then following it north until they reached the next fork. When they reached the fork in the main trail, one path descending to the Fanterra Plain and the other running along the outskirts of the forest to form a loop, Clippen stopped and dismounted.

He led his mount out of the trees and stared in all directions, scanning the sky as well. D'Mique pulled up next to Trillip, watching Clippen scout the road ahead. She glanced up at the Land-Nymph beside her, trying to catch his eye but he ignored her, staring down at his saddle instead, his curly hair burning bright fuchsia in the sunlight, hiding his face. She still did not know all of the details, but something had happened in Olimidia, something bad, something dangerous. Trillip looked up as Clippen remounted and started down the path toward Olimidia. He glanced at her, pain filling his glass green eyes. A sympathetic smile tinged her lips, but he turned away before she could say anything and urged his horse forward. Burl sidled his horse over to her. "The Land-Nymphs will be poor company on this trip, Lady," he said, idly scratching his pointed, grass green nose as he watched them.

D'Mique sighed and studied him for a moment. He was a competent blade and a good soldier, but he leered a little too often in her direction and she did not like him. "Do you know what happened in Olimidia?" she asked.

He shook his head as he spoke, "Death has happened in Olimidia, that is all I know." He nudged his horse forward, picking his way along the trail between new spring grass that spread out in a carpet from one horizon to the other as he left the forest and started down onto the plains. D'Mique sat back on her horse, contemplating his words. "Land-Nymphs are incredibly rare and every death is bad news," she thought, "but a death that requires all the Land-Nymphs to return ... and a death that requires my unique ability to enter female areas ... means that one of the treasured female Land-Nymphs has died." Swallowing hard, she urged her horse to follow the others.
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The ride to Olimidia from Dragon Ridge could be done in a long day, traveling by the light of the third sun, Rysk, for a short time, and D'Mique had made the trip often through the winter. Much to Myrth's chagrin, the first trip had been at the behest of the Matriarch who had invited him and his Honor Guard, those who had destroyed the Greater Daemon, to tea in Early Frost in order to present each of them with a medal. D'Mique had made a point of reminding Myrth about their past conversation concerning tea parties. That first trip, and whenever Land-Nymphs accompanied the patrol to Olimidia, they made the long ride without stopping. In contrast, when there were no Land-Nymphs, the group often stopped for the night when the Fiery Sisters set, making camp at a small spring that bubbled near the trail roughly halfway to the caldera city, stretching out their time away from Dragon Ridge.

Life in the Earth Master's palace was something that needed to be escaped, D'Mique had decided. She was not sure how Marco remained sane; he had only left once in the past four seasons. Four seasons cooped up with Myrth had made the human mage broody. Upon their return to the palace in the early part of Harvest, they had settled into a patrolling rotation, with only Marco escaping the predictable schedule. Three of them would leave on an eight-day cycle to patrol the Dragon Ridge Hills and forest, stopping in at one of two elfin villages before returning home, one patrol circling to the west, the next patrol circling to the east through the hills. During off-weeks between scheduled patrols, they were free to wander the palace ... an activity that quickly lost its appeal. Aside from the Tower of the Elements, the palace compound held only the goblin barracks, Myrth's private residence, which burrowed into the earth and housed servants as well as the Honor Guard, and the stables. At the base of the Tower, a series
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