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Chapter One

The Angel
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A phrase came through the swirling darkness, said in unison by several voices of varying pitches, “Save him.” Simple messages like this one were delivered to me periodically, with the expectation that I would heed them. This time, however, one of them had stood out. It was a feminine voice spoken uniquely in the language and accent of the Elevish people.

With the abrupt severing of the link that had brought the message, my eyes sprung open, only to narrow at the grand streak of orange-yellow light blazing in the distant sky. I slowly raised an arm out to trace the smear of colorful clouds above with slender fingers. How lovely it was to cast one’s gaze along the horizon and beyond, to bask under the silent song that the trees sang every sunrise as they gathered whatever light they could to place into their mesmerizing lyrics. The warm breeze was a relief to the cool days that lie behind, though the winters in this region were never too harsh under the protection of the mountains.

This world, called Eroea, felt like it had a magical connection flowing through every living thing. The people here were sometimes born with strange and wonderful abilities that most referred to as gifts. The true reason for such mutations was unknown, resulting in countless legends that were always spreading and changing. The groups that preached their beliefs about such things had branched and multiplied over time, until their differences had become so great that they started fighting with one another.

Until being forced into receiving the unexpected message, I’d just begun journeying by foot back to Elevna, the Elevish city that sat on the northern part of this region, and the place which I called my temporary home. It wouldn't be long before it was time to begin training a group of young Elves again, at this rank referred to as Si’vo in their language. It was a process completed by everyone residing there, even if they didn’t actively serve afterward. When combat training was completed, they could become Siko’lo, the term used for any active guard or scout in the city. Underneath the ceaseless stress of such obligations there had been a building uneasiness in the back of my mind. Rumors had been floating in from the south as well, strange things reported from within the contested territory, and sightings of horrible creatures. The complex mixing of politics and beliefs had long been fueling the growing hatred the Roens had toward other races, bringing their once humble race to join sides against one another.

Though I did try to help people in need, there were those who despised me simply for what I was, and made any travel outside the city cautious out of the fear of being recognized. If the Demons had their way this world might only exist to burn, leaving a desolate land of darkness once they obliterated everything. The scales seemed to be tipping lately. I had to believe there was still time to prepare for whatever might happen next.

A familiar noise abruptly disrupted my lazy musing. Sitting up from the soft bed of grass and shifting my attention to the lush forest ahead, I heard shouts and whistles echoing out from the line of trees into this open space. Rising to my feet in preparation to leave if they came this way, I brushed away several loose brown strands from my face only to freeze against the momentary invading black rushing around my vision from having stood too quickly. Judging by the rapidly changing origin of the sounds, the group was moving incredibly fast. I knew these signals belonged to an organization called the Clad, an elite group of enforcers that were found throughout Eroea. The Clad were employed to catch the worst kind of people, when regular peace keepers couldn't possibly do the job themselves, and their individual identities were kept well hidden so that no one knew who they truly were. It wasn’t surprising that they’d come from the direction of the trade city, the defense employed there being mercenary guards. Their prey was moving unbelievably fast. If this was their natural speed on foot then it would be considered a rare gift.

With my green eyes locked onto the trees ahead, I took a few sweeping steps in the tall grass, spraying morning dew over my slender traveling boots. This person would likely be caught soon, considering the many tricks the Clad had on their side, including the ability a few of their officers had to phase-port short distances. The recently given phrase echoed back into my thoughts, and my heart started to pound with anxious uncertainty. These missions were always difficult to fully interpret since they were often such simple messages. It was supposed to leave room for the free will to do what I believed was right, but the constant vagueness was annoying. From past experience, I assumed that this one meant to reference the most immediate troubled person I was to encounter, and this person was definitely in trouble.

Focusing on the direction where the Clad's various audible signals were originating and growing more faint, I attempted to estimate this person's location ahead of them in the dense forest, and mapped in my mind where their northern running path would lead by the time I could intercept. There came a sudden rush of displaced air as I called the two feathered wings to sprout from my back, their brilliant white color flashing with a pearlescent glimmer in the sunlight. With a furious beating of the grand limbs, I hastily leapt into the sky, soaring over the blur of green canopy and ahead of the group. I dove down skillfully through a small gap in the thick branches to quickly land, then paused to listen for the Clad’s signals and estimate where they would soon pass, my heart racing as the distance between us depleted fast. I picked up a large branch off the ground before ducking behind the trunk of a towering halin tree, so as to be hidden by its generous width until the last possible moment. Just before the frantic footfalls reached my position, I firmly grasped the thick branch and flung out the other end in time to swiftly impact with so much force that it flew out of my hands, leaving an initial uncertainty if the loud cracking sound had come from the wood or a bone, and throwing the runner down hard onto the forest floor. As I had anticipated, their panicked speed impeded the ability to react and avoid tripping over the placed obstacle.

"I'm sorry for having to do that," I said calmly to the figure that lie dazed and writhing in breathless pain, "but I wasn't sure how else to stop you. You are rather quick."

The runner regained his breath and pushed against the ground to effortfully prop up on one arm. The fall had thrown his black hood and mask out of place, his face almost entirely visible as he studied me carefully through a stunned expression that lacked focus. "Damn it, are you trying to kill me?" he said, his voice raised in annoyance. He managed to fully sit up, touching the side of his face and inspecting the drop of blood his fingers found, the stain of red on his temple smearing into a piece of what should be dark blonde hair. “Or are you with them?” he questioned in a contrasting calm. When it wasn’t raised, his voice had some depth to it, like the distant sound of rolling thunder that hinted of an oncoming storm. I quickly looked him over to be sure the damage wasn’t too serious. The point of impact to his calf appeared to be for the majority intact, even though the black fabric of his pants had torn open over it. The small scratch underneath wasn’t bad, only showing a few streaks of fresh blood. It struck me then that he made no acknowledgment, verbal or otherwise, of the two grand, feathered wings that rest upon my back. Normally people were shocked to find out that creatures like me existed. It was strange, but I could understand that he must’ve been too preoccupied with his own predicament to care at this moment.

"You don't seem seriously injured, and I'm here to help you," I told him in a neutral tone.

His dark blue eyes widened in obvious realization of how close the Clad must be, quickly attempting to get to his feet, and when pain caused this to fail, took notice of the cuts on the lower part of his right leg where the branch had made contact. “I guess I should be grateful you did not break my leg,” he said with angry sarcasm.

"They're phasing into the forest as we speak," I added with some urgency, "do you want me to get you out of this or not?"

Staring into my eyes, he clenched his jaw and answered, “Okay,” a hint of amusement accompanying the single word. Before he quickly replaced his cloth hood and mask, I took notice of this person’s angular features and ears that came to a rounded point at the top. Only now did I realize that he wasn’t a Roen at all, but an Elf, or at least partly so. My interest suddenly roused at the situation rather than feeling an impartial duty in attempting to do as I was directed. Getting to his feet, he brushed the bits of grass and dirt from the beautifully crafted black cloak he wore over plain clothes, some of the embroidered gold symbols upon its edges glistening under the muted sunlight as he moved. The special enforcers were approaching us now, their presence demanding my attention.

“Good morning,” I said pleasantly with a graceful turn to the group encircling us. Seeing me standing there was obviously a shock to all of them as they hesitantly lowered their weapons out of respect and fear. “I’m sure you’ve recognized who I am. I’ve been sent here to collect this man,” I announced. As soon as the term left me I internally reconsidered. If he was an Elf then he wasn’t man, but then I wasn’t entirely certain what he was.

Their leader stepped forward and huffed through his cloth face-mask, “Then you must know he isn’t a man, but a monster,” so monster was now a third possibility, “and we have also been sent to collect him.” He hadn’t lowered his weapon like the others, consumed by a conviction that filled his black eyes, the only visible part of his face. I stole an annoyed glance at the blade pointed at me, then refocused on him with a challenging seriousness. I slightly extended my wings to better assert my authority over them, causing a few of them to back away in awe and a couple others to gasp.

“Maybe you’ve misunderstood me. I said I’ve been sent,” I stared the leader down, “and there are only a great and powerful few who can send me to do anything.” I didn’t like using what I was to suggest that I am more justified than these people, but I was convinced this would work to avoid further conflict.

He became uncertain, looking at his prey leaning against the tree trunk behind me and finding the amused glint in the watching eyes that only fueled his frustration. “Next time you won’t have an Angel to save you,” he declared, then shouted a command to make the group quickly vanish into the woods, and caused the previously crowded space to fall into a strange silence. The enforcer’s words triggered the recent memory of my mission to echo in my mind as I turned my attention to the runner. Save him. At the same time, a passing glimpse through the treetops gave a somewhat obscured view of glittering white on the snow-covered mountain peaks in the distance. He’d run a long way in such a short time, placing us quite close to the city of Elevna. It was likely that we were still being watched at a distance by the Clad, so I figured that, in order to keep up the charade for them, we needed to leave the woods together.

“You should at least walk with me to the Elevna border so they don’t follow, otherwise you’re free to go,” I told him, and he simply nodded in agreement. As we started north, I noticed how he limped over the brush, and added, “Do you need any help to walk? I also have some bandaging.” He seemed distracted, absentmindedly scanning the ground in front of him, and only responding with a shake of his head. I folded my wings back and willed them away with a simple illusion as we continued north, a useful trick taught to me long ago so that I could attempt to blend in during my time here. The process could be altered slightly, so that they disappeared into a dazzling fall of countless white sparks, beautifully gliding in the breeze and fading away like tiny shooting stars.

When we were nearly there, he said, “Thank you, but I would have gotten away.” The way he spoke in the Common language sounded overly precise, giving the unsurprising impression that this wasn’t his first language.

“There were too many,” I countered confidently, “you’re fast, but they would’ve caught you,” I ignored the slight chuckle he let out at my disagreement, and decided to accept the gratitude, weak though it may be, “you can call me Tani by the way.” My full Elf given name was actually Tanitala Feorthim, though I rarely shared that with anyone. It was a close translation the Elevish people offered from my Divine one when I joined their community. Following their custom of using a short name in the majority of social situations was an easy transition, since it was a name I already used.

“I know who you are, Lady of the Elves,” he said, sounding mocking of the Roens’ nickname for me as he removed his hood and motioned to his slightly pointed ears, “I am Rhyn.” Seeing his diluted features had me curious to know if he was indeed a crossed-race, perhaps of the northern Elf kin judging by his height. He was at least a hand taller than myself, and I wasn’t short by any measure.

“That name sounds familiar to me,” I said. I’d heard it somewhere before, though I couldn’t place where from.

Cautiously scanning the trees ahead, he said “I am unfortunately famous to most in Elevna, and that is why I have to part ways with you here.” He stopped, just within sight of the marked trunks bordering the city.

“Alright,” I crossed my arms, “it was nice to meet such a famous person, I suppose.”

“Likewise,” his eyes glinted amusement as he extended an arm. I took his wrist and braced against the strong grip as a commonly used mutual sign of respect. “I promise to someday repay your assistance.”

My head shook with a thoughtless reaction, “There is no need to place yourself in my debt,” I told him.

“I know,” he replied calmly. With that, he spun around and headed south. I curiously watched his casual saunter, finding it strange how he could stroll away as though he hadn’t a care in the world.

Passing the decorated red-brown trunks of the border trees and entering into the field that spanned the approach to the busy city, my eyes were captivated with the way the morning sun cast brightly onto the towering mountains, glittering off the snow that lingered since the season’s change. Far beneath it, at the base of a great slope that connected to the mountain range, the grand main building of the city was carved into the dark grey stone. There were several larger buildings that stood separate to serve mainly as dwellings, while most of the smaller ones scattered around were used for crafting purposes. Tall, thick halin trees grew throughout the place to shadow everything under a webbing of branches. Most of the trees here were used as active lookout posts and all connected through a network of hidden ropes and ramps that were made to blend in very well with the canopy, practically invisible when viewed from the ground. Being within the comfortable boundary helped relax me from having to complete the vague mission. I sighed away the tension from my little moment of excitement, glad for how simple it’d been.

***
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A few days later I was assisting the chemist in our hostaidon only to find that our next shipment of medical herbs had yet to arrive. Figuring that our carrier at the Aeolus Mill was otherwise preoccupied with something of greater importance, I decided to take a horse there to fetch the items myself. It at least provided me the welcome excuse to visit with my friend who lived there, while being productive.

The small brown mare took me at a leisurely pace along the well-used dirt trail running south through the dense forest. The permeating scent of moisture hung in the air from a heavy rain that had fallen the previous evening, littering the rocky trail with small muddy puddles. After a while I came to where the path sprouted the western turn I needed to follow. Once on the western path, I could more clearly spy the golden sun a quarter up in the sky and still rising through the crossing branches above. It created stray beams of light that flashed uncomfortably over my narrowed eyes and made it difficult to assess by sight if anything was amiss, having to rely mainly on suspicious sounds as an indication of danger. Luckily I’d been paying attention, as all of a sudden several birds from a few trees ahead were disturbed from their restful songs and darted up in all directions with frantic wingbeats. I pulled hard on the reins, the horse stopping immediately with an agitated chuff. I drew the daggers resting on my hips and waited with straining eyes, kept barely open to filter out the burning light that fought painfully against my sight. After a tense moment I spied a figure stepping out from behind a tree near the recent disturbance.

“Hello Lady Tani,” they said, the familiar voice relaxing my ready arms, realizing it belonged to the mysterious person I’d helped only days earlier.

“Hello Rhyn,” I responded despite my bewilderment. There was a long pause in which I decided to put away the twin daggers and take up the reins, waiting for an explanation to his presence.

“I apologize if I startled you, but I need to speak with you,” he advanced to stand a few steps ahead of my horse on the path. From here I could see him without the blinding sun beam that had perfectly found its way to block my view before. My eyes were initially drawn to the glint of a long, curved blade which rested on his hip, cradled in a half-scabbard that covered the sharp side. He wore a dark-red cloak, instead of the black one he had on before, though with the rolled-up sleeves that could cover his arms and how it rested around his torso with unfastened buttons, I wasn’t entirely sure that cloak was the appropriate term. A very strange kind of fashion compared to what was normally worn in this region. His stoic face was fully visible without any mask, the cloak’s collar resting unfolded and nearly straight up, accenting his spiked-back blonde hair, both of which were a common style in the trade city as of late. I hadn’t expected to see him again since the mission was completed, but there he was. The interaction with persons involved usually ended by now, unless I chose to engage further. The memory of it played back through my head. Was there something more to do? Did saving him mean something else?

“I am in a bit of a hurry, could you walk with me and speak?” I asked, the anticipation of an unknown issue building a fresh layer of frustration.

He raised an eyebrow, “I suppose I could.” Falling into stride beside me as I started the horse forward, we proceeded in an awkward silence. His steps were so quiet that I had to look down beside me to be sure he was still there.

“What is it you wanted to speak with me about?” I asked distractedly, my greater concern on completing my errand and getting back in time for a fresh meal. More often than not I would be engaged in long conversation during my visits, of which I liked to account for when traveling there.

“There has been talk of something that may interest you,” he said in a flat tone.

“Okay, what of?” I asked dully. This was my default way of talking after seasons of leading, and the general mood I had toward people who wouldn’t be straight to the point with important information.

“There is no really good way to say this, but it is about an attempt on your life.”

An uncomfortable feeling arose within me, the sort of dreadful one that invades when something big is about to happen, and a rush of adrenaline makes your hands feel unsteadily numb and heart beat rapidly out of your chest, but your eyes come right into focus. I’m not entirely sure why this reaction came over me. It could’ve been the way he said it, or maybe that in some corner of my mind I believed he may be the one who was going to strike me down in that exact moment of revelation.

We exited the forest into a large circular field, the immense windmill appearing altogether as a towering beacon in the center of it, around which a maze of chunky wooden fences cut through the lush grass, some of them covered with a great dome of wire netting. Two very large straw shelters, each occupied by a fully grown copper dragon sleeping soundly, stood at the back of the clearing behind the windmill. I was still processing my reaction to Rhyn’s words as I dismounted and continued past an area where a few horses were lazily grazing.

“Do you know who or when?” I asked, leading my horse to the great wooden building, and glancing upward to feel small before the huge fan blades as they turned together in slow, steady circles.

“No,” he answered simply, though I felt by his abruptness that this was a lie.

“Then I’m going to ask,” I became more obviously annoyed than before, “why did you come tell me this? Considering there is a constant threat to my life.”

He continued walking just behind and to my right with his eyes cast downward and thoughtful, “Because he is dangerous, even to you. And because it will likely be soon, within a few days time. It is not exact, but more than nothing, and it is all I can really offer.” The words took a moment to sink in, so that as I reached the large wooden doorway of the windmill I spun around to stare at him skeptically, hoping to find out anything further from the vague information, and only managing to find a neutral mask staring back. It felt as though he was telling the truth now, but he certainly seemed to know more than he was willing to share. Still, I had no patience for his coyness. I was about to speak again when I heard the voice of my friend Neeru through the open doorway.

“Tant? What are you doing here?” he asked casually, stepping out in his dirty work clothes, and wiping off both hands on a small rag that was freshly marked with a streak of dark grease. A few longer strands of disheveled black hair rested in front of his orange and red-speckled eyes. At a glance they could only seem to be a light brown, but the shine of orange in the daylight was unmistakable. It felt strange to see him dressed in the stained chore clothes as opposed to the polished scale armor he always wore during deliveries. I once asked him why he seemed to be dressed for a battle whenever he left home, to which he simply replied that he much rather be prepared for one than not.

“Hey Neeru,” I said sweetly, turning to face him, “we haven’t gotten our shipment yet, I thought I’d come by and pick it up.”

“Oh,” Neeru said with a thoughtful nod, “we’ve been a little backed up lately. I’ll grab it for you.” He disappeared into the structure, returning momentarily with two wooden boxes about an arm’s length and half as wide. I took them gratefully, surprised by how light both were.

“Thank you. Is Min out?” I asked casually, scanning the immediate area for his younger sister, though she was nowhere to be found.

“Yeah, she’s handing out supplies to the village that got hit by that landslide,” he explained. His curiosity got the best of him as he looked past me to Rhyn and cautiously asked, “Who are you?” revealing a hint of his natural protectiveness toward me. Rhyn only watched Neeru without answer or any discernable change in expression.

I answered instead, “He’s a friend of mine, no need to worry.” With a fleeting smile, I turned to my horse and quickly latched the boxes to either side of her with the thick leather straps. “I’m sorry I can’t stay longer, thanks again,” I added, and began leading the horse down the path. He hesitantly waved goodbye and went slowly into the building, keeping a sideways gaze on our departure. I was definitely going to hear about my abruptness at the next visit, but it couldn’t be helped. This stranger had once again disrupted my day. Reaching the edge of the forest, I decided to check over the straps since I had so hastily put them into place, throwing a glance at Rhyn with a bristle of annoyance to see how he continued to wait patiently nearby. “Was there something else you wanted to say, or are you just going to follow me around?” I finished checking the boxes and rested hands-on-hips as I turned to look at him, simultaneously flipping a loose strand of brown hair off of my face.

“I do not believe you are taking my warning seriously,” he said firmly. It almost felt as though his attempted kindness was turning into a threat. Needing a moment to quell another rise of reactive frustration, I closed my eyes and exhaled deliberately. Merely being in his presence this long had been inexplicably prodding at my nerves to the point that all I desired was to be rid of him.

“If you mean it won’t cause me to do anything out of the ordinary then you are correct. You see, I always have my weapons, I’m always aware of my surroundings when traveling, because I’m always under such threats,” I climbed onto the horse and looked down at his harsh stare, “and I’m not sure if you have noticed, but I am not quite mortal.”

His response mirrored my frustration, “Even so,” he gave a dismissive shake of his head, “I did warn you,” almost sounding as though he was trying to convince himself instead of me. He started walking away, moving south into the forest. As I watched him leave, there was a brief flicker of doubt that I should reconsider my confidence in discarding his warning. I pulled at the reins and headed toward Elevna at a brisk trot, not bothering to look back. Regardless of the danger that may exist, I knew I’d be safe staying within the city.

***
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I soon found out that my assumption that I could avoid unforeseen issues by simply remaining inside Elevna was incorrect. There was a market registration that we would need a representative to complete in order to have a vending location for the extra crops to be sold at the next harvest. It was generally easier for me to enter Central for such things since my appearance wasn’t Elevish, because some people tended to be unfairly biased toward the race, and I’d gather less unwanted attention by passing as a Roen. The unofficial compromise I made with myself was to fly most of the way there instead of ride, figuring that I’d be in a vulnerable position for less time. Despite my usual self confidence when traveling alone, I couldn’t calm the sense of unease clouding my thoughts since the warning I’d received from Rhyn, even daring to fly closer to the trade city than usual, and choosing to land on the main road to the north of it.

My wings were hidden the instant my black boots touched down, my unease spurring quick steps to be rid of the bristling feeling of possible danger. The sound of disturbed leaves somewhere far behind had my ears straining to listen over the sound of my own steps on the stone-littered ground. Every muscle tensed to what might be a second pair of footsteps approaching, triggering the reaction of drawing the sword from my back and spinning around into a ready position. My heart leapt at the sight of a thin Roen advancing toward me with a small sword held in front of him. His piercing silver eyes focused on me from behind strands of straight black hair that flowed over his face and unrestrained behind his shoulders. His skin looked a sickly pale, though this may have been in part due to the black clothes he wore to complement his other dark features. The entire observation of that picture of him on the road happened within a single racing heart beat, as if time had slowed to give me a good long look at the person who was going to kill me.

He confidently leaped into a flurry of attacks that had my arms instinctively moving out of my stunned surprise and countering. My fear transformed, becoming the fuel needed to fan the rising anger. I had no intention of dying here, and if that was to be my fate, then I surely wasn’t going to make it easy. When I started testing my own attacks rather than remaining on the defensive, I found that his skill with the single blade was amateur at best. My anger was now burning, spurring me into a reckless advance that I bore down on this opponent. He suddenly disengaged, freezing my momentum as I studied him with uncertainty. He shuffled backwards, adding distance between us, and sprung off the path and ran into the woods. How dare he attack me and run! Against my better judgement, I followed in after him, deciding not to allow him a second chance at this later on.

Once under the sun-streaked canopy, he flew out from behind a large tree in an attempt to catch me unprepared, only causing us to resume the fight he’d tried to abandon. Suddenly arcing to the left, I put more force into a low block of my attacker’s sword with a loud clash as they collided. There was just enough space for me to push the block and cut back in what would likely catch him with an unexpected and lethal move. This confidence was broken when he stopped my sword on the reversed path with a smaller blade, one that’d seemed to inexplicably appear in his offhand, since it’d been empty only a moment ago. In that instant of pause I cursed myself for not having instead drawn my daggers when I had the chance. Stray strands of brown hair flew past my face as I again pushed out of the block and was forced to double back and quickly block again to the side, unable to see until the last moment where the sword in his main hand would return from. It was a perfect guard on my part, but as I circled the sword around the realization came that I had underestimated his speed. His dagger came in much higher, and before I could willfully react, plunged straight for my heart. Knowing that I wouldn’t make contact out of the currently held block in time to deflect the other weapon, I instinctively swapped one hand out to grab his diving arm and push back, desperately trying to keep the metal from cutting into flesh. This had me at a disadvantage because of how our arms were positioned, and I was failing at adequately holding back the force he was able to lean into both of his attacks.

Just as the tip of his dagger reached the V opening of my dark blue tunic that sprouted above leather armor, a red blur of a person emerged from the trees to my right, moving impossibly fast. The distraction of who this might be was cut short as a point of sharp pain shot through my chest, injecting the taste of sour metal. I directed complete focus on keeping the blade from sinking any deeper, ignoring how the man seemed disturbingly happy for being so close to slicing my chest open as his wide silver eyes focused intently on its sharp point. I managed to summon the strength to repel it only slightly and ended up in yet another frozen position between our struggle for advantage. The blur I’d seen before was beside us in the next instant. Rhyn's curved sword suddenly flashed in from my right, arcing between us to hit the dagger and force it upward with a loud clang, allowing the space to then ram his shoulder hard into my attacker. Even for the maneuver’s graceful execution, the sheer strength of it flung the man and his weapons to the ground. Rhyn momentarily observed my somewhat shocked face, then turned to the man that had ambushed me, silently approaching him with a foreboding aura that swirled around him like the dark crimson cloak he wore as he lifted the blade to hold steady, pointed at the man’s throat.

Rhyn’s deep voice was as cold as the blade’s edge he spoke, "You leave her alone, or I so do pledge to kill you should you come near her again," his declaration made with an intensity in his eyes that held welcoming doom to anyone who didn't believe his words. The man stayed silent, deeply instilled with fear as any sane person would be. Not wanting to die today, he grabbed his weapons and leapt to his feet, clumsily disappearing under the morning shadows beneath the many looming trees. Rhyn sheathed his weapon and came to where I was attempting to replace the sword on my back before healing the wound, and trying not to aggravate it while reaching behind. Finally managing to slide the tip into the slot and compress the mechanism that latched onto the rest, my attention shifted to the deep puncture wound that was pooling fresh blood at the surface and dripping down to soak into the blue cloth of my shirt.

"Are you okay?" he asked, his once imposing stare became softened and caring.

I watched this distinct change with a curious interest before finding the words to respond. "Yes, thank you, I’m sure I’ll be fine," I responded reflexively. I attempted to open the mending link with my body in order to heal it, but it flickered and failed, clouded by some affliction that had me quickly realizing I was, in fact, not fine. If I wasn’t able to see what was wrong then it was dangerous enough that I should be purging my body in this moment with Divine energy. Unfortunately, that required the very basic internal link I couldn’t currently open. By now I at least managed to cover the majority of the wound with one of the bandage cloths I carried, yet fresh blood had already soaked through the folded layers. Gazing at the red stain brought an unsteady wave into my vision that I first mistook as an invading reaction to the unsettling sight. I failed to hide the pain that must've been poisoned as well for I suddenly could no longer stand. The world was blurred and darkened for a breathless moment as my body dropped into a seemingly weightless abyss. It wasn't luck that Rhyn had caught me, with his unnatural speed, he could've easily reached me from much further away. I felt his steady arms around me in a perfect sort of hold, one that he wouldn't have to adjust for a while. I suppose that's an Elevish trait he’d inherited. My head was leaning awkwardly into his chest in the direction I’d begun to fall so that I could feel his heart thumping against my right ear, and thought perhaps it’d doubled in beat, though it could just as easily have been my own as it pounded fearfully. I tried to coax my weakened legs to hold me up but they would only shake uncontrollably with the effort. All of this brought my mind into a panic.

"Fine huh?" he teased, at least I figured he was from the less than flat tone since I hadn't yet been able to look at him. "Tani?" his voice a rumble of concern in my ear.

I attempted a few steady breaths that only succeeded in making me dizzy. The affliction’s symptoms were becoming much worse at an alarming rate. My throat was suddenly dry, and it took some effort to form my next words, "Poison. It was poisoned Rhyn," I told him.

"You need a mender. I'll get you to the hostaidon," he declared, suddenly scooping me up into a carry, holding my legs at the knees with one arm and cradling my shoulders with the other. I was so surprised at the unexpected motion that I initially lost what little breath I was able to hold.

"No," I quickly protested. A burning pain started throbbing across my skin and shooting down each limb, tensing everything in response. "It's too far." I searched his face for some indication of acknowledgement to my words. He waited with an annoyed forward stare that seemed torn with what he should do. "My friend Elamay, she’s a good chemist, much closer," my voice slowed with the effort needed to focus, "it’s that way, I'm sure she’s there now." The shooting pain had expanded so that my entire body started to feel like it was being submerged in a scalding pool. I managed to point past him weakly in the direction of Ela’s home, unable to hold his intense gaze as he studied my face before responding.

"And if she is not? You do not have long before it stops your heart. Honestly, I should just take you to Elevna," he said in frustration as he started off reluctantly in the direction I had indicated, "not like it would take me so long anyway. But if I am going to run full speed I cannot hold you like this," he added as he stopped to shift me onto his back instead, "there now, just stay awake, okay?" His idea was probably better, but I didn’t want to explain to him how a strange Elf carrying me into the city unconscious might not go over very well.

"Please hurry," I told him, unsure how long I could stay awake at this point. More of a heavy numbing had started spreading from the wound, and I couldn’t feel the widening of my chest that heaved in breathes as it worsened.

"Tani? This is a fast poison, you have to keep your heart rate up now that it spread,” he said with more urgency than before. He must've felt my grip loosen around his neck.

"I'm still awake," I said meekly. I tried to keep my eyes open and mind alert despite the fear that I would never wake, but my drifting mind was becoming heavier as I watched the passing trees, and soon I was unable to force my consciousness.

The next thing I knew I was waking from a deep sleep, trapped in an endless dreamscape of nothingness, while somehow able to sense what was really happening. I could process that I was now sitting up against something, hard and rough that could only be a tree, and could sense someone in front of me. His voice was frustrated and urgent, sounding far away even though I could feel him to be right there, calling my name among the other words in the muffled dark. Every time I tried to lift out of it and concentrate on what was happening, fresh pain shot through my body. It was easier to simply float in the calm of my own mind and drift further into nothing. A sharp yet numbed sensation prodded my arm and faded. Was I being pinched? My thoughts clouded until I couldn’t hear my name anymore, couldn’t hear anything from the blurry mess of noise washing away, until a new sense penetrated the dark abyss. A radiant heat like a ray of warm sun drifted over my face, then the slightest breeze over my cheek, and suddenly the sensitive burning warmth of lips pressed against mine. In an instant rush of adrenaline my eyes were open and upon Rhyn, as well as my right hand with a subconscious reaction, slapping him hard across the face.

He immediately drew back and looked sullen, "I deserved that," he said.

My hands covered my mouth and all I could whisper was, "Sorry, sorry." The numbing had abated, the momentary reprieve cut short as the wound suddenly resumed its awful burning, making me cry out with pain. “Damn this hurts,” I said through clenched teeth.

He brought me up carefully to rest on his back again while explaining, "Sorry, but you needed the adrenaline and nothing else was working."

I smiled shyly, "That slap didn't hurt, did it?” then groaned woefully as even speaking hurt.

He resumed running, “Not really,” his answer alone unconvincing.

I effortfully lifted an arm from around his neck to point somewhat north, “You should run directly into it that way,” I told him, then secured both hands to either arm around his neck with an overly tight grip, suddenly aware that I might fall when he leapt over the next bit of foliage in our path.

At this pace we made it to Elamay's home just as I began to feel the heaviness set in again. The building she lived in was dome-shaped and roughly the size of a small one-story building. It had shiny, semi-reflective white tiles covering the outside, not only for storing sun and moonlight as energy to be used within, but providing added security to block anyone who had the ability to see or travel across objects from penetrating the surface. Many pieces of equipment covered with metal boxes or surrounded by small pipes were attached to the outside for various uses of study. The inside was almost one big room lined with cluttered counters, cabinets, and different species of plants.

We approached the shiny metal door at the entrance that jutted out from the dome itself in a half-cylindrical shape. Rhyn slid the speaking panel over on the heavy door and let me down to stand in front of it, keeping his other arm on my waist so as to hold me upright on shaking feet.

"Ela you there? Let me in, it's urgent!" I shouted. I was only assuming since visiting her very recently that she would still be here, but the lack of an immediate response had me fearing what would happen if I was wrong, and my consciousness was slipping as I strained to listen.

A wave of relief washed over me as Ela swung the door open, releasing room air filled with the smell of dark soil and dried leaves. She initially glanced at Rhyn with confusion to who this strange Elf holding me was, her gaze quickly finding the messy blood-soaked bandage. With a spark of urgency, she led us inside to a small examining table near the back. The tiniest movement felt slow and heavy as my feet slid over the smooth floor to follow, despite the effort I gave to advance them. Halfway there my legs fully gave out and dropped me into a complete loss of awareness as far as my body was concerned. Rhyn must’ve been waiting for this to happen because he caught me immediately. I somehow resisted sinking into unconsciousness for now, latching onto the sounds of what was happening in the room.

"Assassin’s numbing poison," he told her as he lay me on the table, "very potent." Despite the dense fog roiling in my mind, I made note of how he knew the type of poison that was used. Ela retrieved a hanging vial that held some gold powder, mixing in precisely two drops of some nearly black liquid. She kept the vial upright and made quick circles with the base of it in the air, until the colors swirled and turned maroon. She opened a wax-sealed container and took a syringe from it, then pulled the liquid in carefully, letting out the tiny bubble of air as she brought it over to the table, and injected it expertly into a large blood vessel in my neck. "Has this happened before?" Rhyn asked hesitantly as Ela took the empty vial to the counter.

"Yes, actually, though I can say not many are as effective as this one. Usually she walks herself in here," she answered calmly. It’s true that I’d become more resilient to such things over my time here. With her help, I’d purposefully exposed myself to these substances and experimented with counter-treatments. It was one of the most difficult things to remove myself, especially with a variety that affected the mind more so than muscle. The overwhelming fatigue coupled with the still-burning pain was increasingly difficult to resist. I remained concentrated on their words with continued interest to avoid fully drifting. Elamay looked up from her sorting. "Watch her breathing, the numbness should wear off soon," she directed in a motherly tone, "and please arrange her so that I may address that wound.” Rhyn obeyed by loosening the lacing on the front of my tunic and gently flaying the sides of it so that the wound was completely exposed, minus the bit of bandaging that still clung to the sticky mess of red. “Thank you,” she added pleasantly. Whether it was from the antidote or ties being undone, it began feeling like I could breathe a bit better.

With my thoughts becoming more structured, I couldn’t help but replay what he had done in the woods. There was a nervous fluttering feeling as I recalled his dark blue eyes, calm and caring. He had been in the right place at just the right moment. It was safe to assume that he must’ve been tracking one of us out there. After my fateful mission that brought about our meeting, it seems this was my turn to be saved, and I was glad that I helped him to begin with. A wave of self hatred arose as I scolded myself for reproaching his earlier warning and becoming too confident against the unknown opponent. These wandering thoughts scattered as Ela came to the table with the items to dress my injury. I was becoming steadily aware of an ache spreading in the back of my head against the hard surface, and I almost wished it would’ve remained numb.

Rhyn retreated an uncertain step away from the table, asking, “Do you need any more help with her?”

Ela remained focused on the bandaging as she answered, "No, I think with some rest she will recover shortly," and carefully started cleaning around the wound. The antidote was gradually working through each limb with a cool flowing sensation that steadily drifted across my chest and spread out to the rest of my body. Breathing suddenly became much easier, and I almost gasped in the air, bringing my mind back into sharp focus. My eyes shot open and strained as they adjusted to the artificially enhanced lighting.

"Thank you," I said quietly, my breathy voice sounding oddly soft for the amount of effort I gave to speaking.

“Tani be still,” Ela said firmly from above me, remaining intent on her work as she placed the fresh layers of bandaging. A few long strands of curly orange hair drifted loose from her haphazardly placed bun and dangled close to my face. From one who favored organization it was odd that she’d allow anything to potentially get in her way that could be so easily moved.

Rhyn fixed his serious gaze to mine, quickly becoming more restless as he spoke, “I did say I would repay you. I have to go, but I will come check on you later if you wish,” he added the offer politely. Ela finished securing the bandage just as the effects receded enough that I no longer felt the same radiating pain. I was sure, though, that any attempt to move would likely be difficult, and that my body needed more time to naturally recover.

"I will take my evening walk along the western border, if you would join me then?" I suggested, thinking of how he had refused to even approach the marked trees before.

“I would,” he answered softly and silently departed. I watched the open door after he was gone, confused by the abrupt need to be elsewhere, and lingering in the strange impression he left with me from our interactions. I finally decided that his manner of speaking was odd even without the accented Common. It was like there were words missing that normally rounded out a conversation to make it feel more like a mutual exchange.

“You can rest here as long as you need dear,” Ela gestured to a recovery area next to me in a flush curve along the wall. She took my arm as I sat up and helped me over to the padded bed, the narrow space just long enough for me to stretch out comfortably. I rested there for most of the day, and it would've been longer if she hadn't woken me gently. "The sun will be setting soon. I didn't want you to miss your walk with that lovely young Elf," she informed me with a teasing grin under the sparkle in her blue eyes.

I felt a rush of rosy color invade my face, “Oh yes, that's right," I said, rubbing tired eyes and testing my strength to sit up. I felt nearly recovered, other than being momentarily dizzy, and my joints aching from the stiffness that came with being immobile for so long.

Ela laughed gently, “You like him, don’t you? Could see it plain on both your faces.”

“Settle down Ela, I barely know him,” I dismissed the teasing. She gave a crooked smile with the slight sideways tilt of her head that dangled soft curls of orange over her face. In any feeling toward him I wouldn’t have included the word “like”, to me he was more... intriguing. Besides, I doubt that he’d shown any emotion on his face. She probably assumed it was just another resident of the city. Even so, I felt strange hearing her get caught up on this. She was always trying to suggest I find another's companionship, yet this time it was bothering me a bit more than usual. Wanting to return before dark, I gave my friend a warm embrace and thanked her again before rushing off toward the city.

By the time I reached the expanse of the great Werre Field the sun was set over the mountains, creating something quite beautiful swept across the horizon. I drank in as much as I could of the dazzling colors until my eyes felt the need to quench themselves with fresh tears and I had to look away. Landing halfway through the field, I let fade my wings as I walked past the many rows of the neatly tended garden grown by the community and harvested for the city.

The scout leader Aflarexis rode toward me on his small white-blue mare. He was still young for an Elf, making him a bit more rash and daring when compared to the others around him of high rank. As the third in the ultimate chain of command for our fighters, he specialized in directing scouts on protecting the border of our city from intruders. His light-brown hair was much shorter now than I was used to seeing, the ends barely swaying with the horse’s motion. Likely it’d been annoying him by catching more on branches when he was posted within the border trees.

He turned to trot beside me, speaking formally in this public space, “Good evening my lady.” The words in the Elevish tongue never sounded to me as beautiful when I spoke them than when the native people did.

“Good evening Alex, what do you need?” I prodded, discerning he must have more to say, since he wouldn’t otherwise have gone out of his way for a simple greeting.

“You have a visitor,” he informed. At first I thought it to be Rhyn, but the opening to this conversation likely wouldn’t have been so casual if that were the case.

“Who is it?”

“Her name is Romelie, she’s waiting outside the dining hall.”

The Angel Romelie was rarely one to manifest anywhere but the Divine plane. In her official title she was the second of the two Eyes of Heaven, meaning she looked into the future all too often. I had gotten to know her very well right before descending to this realm. I shuddered at what this unexpected visit could mean. What could bring her here now only to speak with me?

“I’ll find her, thank you,” I said. Before he could ride away, I thought to ask about my earlier encounter, "Alex, do you know an Elf called Rhyn?"

Shock and confusion lined his face, as if I’d just insulted him, "Rhyn Marre? He was exiled many seasons ago, long before you were here. Why would you want to know about him?" he probed, sounding rather agitated that I might personally know who this is.

I decided to keep our recent meetings to myself for now. "The name came up was all. Do you know why he was exiled?"

His jaw clenched and his eyes narrowed suspiciously, "If you ever should meet him, ask him yourself. I do not wish to talk of it."

Now I was glad I had kept it to myself. "Yes, thank you Alex," I replied, hoping to deflect his suspicion by ending the topic.

“Of course, my lady,” he saluted and rode ahead to start evening rounds on the northern side of the city.

I continued straight along the path that cut between the outlying buildings, and up to the main one that was built out of and into the grey mountain stone. Upon entering through the large stained-glass doors that sat open to the main hallway, I found the dining hall beyond the entryway nearly empty. The tall ceiling and wide walkways between tables were lit by large moss-lanterns that gave the space a bright and open feel to it. Most of the walls lining the room, and the ceiling itself, were carved and smoothed from the mountain stone, while the southern side and the sectioning done for the kitchen area were made from wood.

I managed to snatch a piece of cold mir for myself from one of the tables before it was cleared away by the people cleaning up from evening meal, breaking off pieces of the flat, flaky bread and eating quickly so that my rising hunger could be ignored for a while longer. Leaving the large dining area, I looked down either side of the main hallway that ran the length of the front of the building and found Romelie in an alcove to my right, seated comfortably on a lightly cushioned chair as she enjoyed a hot drink, though it seemed to be more from holding than consuming it.

“Hello dear Romie,” I smiled happily as I approached. She stood to give me a warm embrace, wrapping me in her soft white robes that smelled of wood and dry sand.

“Tani, I’ve missed you so much!” she said with a radiant smile. She brushed the long, straight strands of very dark brown hair from her face to expose delicate features and naturally narrow brown eyes. “I’ve got wonderful news, and rather terrible news.”

“That’s sounds about right,” I stifled laugh as we sat into the cushioned chairs facing each other.

“Oh, don’t be that way, it’s not all bad in the end,” she reached into her pocket and produced a small oval pendant that shown bright white, “I finally finished it. It’s much more sensitive than the last one, and more resilient as well. Just like the other it’s black for them and white for us.” She placed delicate fingers around my wrist and coaxed the hand to open, laying the pendant gently on my open palm. I studied the intricate pattern of tiny gold leaves and vines that bounded along the edges, and the oval gem in the middle that raised slightly in a rounded shape. As I admired this work, Romelie took a matching gold chain from another pocket and expertly laced it through the pendant at one end of the oval border. “This one will change from neutral if you are wearing it, instead of just staying white,” she explained. Her eyes sparkled eagerly for my reaction.

“I am very grateful Romie, but why do I need two?” The previous one I’d given to Zakinzul, my second commander, since the color would only remain white around or on me, and it’d made more sense to have someone else use it.

She nodded knowingly, “This way you can wear it. It’ll come in handy, trust me. You will be thanking me many times over. It’ll save you all a lot of troubles.”

“I should already be thanking you, with the work you put into this one. I would hate for anything to happen to it down here.”

“I trust you with it, besides, this way it will see use, and it is a gift to you, as a way of congratulations,” she spoke through a bright smile.

“Congratulations for what? Or is this something that hasn’t happened yet?”

Half her cheery expression faded as she eluded my question, “I just couldn’t wait any longer, and I wanted to take the first chance to come see you. You know how it is with the only visit at certain times policy,” her melodic voice then became eerily somber, “the window will be closing soon, and not able to open for a good while. I would've had to wait too long otherwise.”

“Well, okay then. Thank you, and it’s good to see you of course,” I said, though my joy was soon replaced with suspicion, “so what’s the bad news? That you couldn’t tell me what’s going to happen?”

“Mostly that, yes, but there is something else. It’s more of a warning though. It’s about that new friend of yours,” she said with more seriousness. Her slender hands folded in her lap as she sat a little straighter. She tended to adopt this posture when she was about to tell me a cryptic portent about the future.

I felt a surge of dread, asking, “What about him?”

“Relax hun, I’m speaking now as your friend. I wanted to let you know that he has something so very important that he needs to say. I want you to be open-minded when he tells you this,” she said stoically, making my expression change to bemusement. She gently placed her hand on mine. “Please, he still needs your help.”

“Is this part of my mission?” I asked. I couldn’t look directly at her, instead gazing at her hand that seemed a porcelain white compared to mine. Romelie didn't immediately answer. It gave me the sense that she had said more than she meant to.

She took the tiny linked chain and quickly clasped it around my neck. “Keep this with you, okay?” she said softly. I gave a single nod in response, lifting the pendant in my palm and gazing at the gem that shone a brilliant white. She expelled a weary sigh and rose from her seat. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be here longer.” Her entire figure began to shimmer, like frost covered glass glistening in the winter sun, as if the mention of leaving had triggered her departure.

“Thank you again my friend. I won’t forget what you said,” I stood to give her one last hug. I could sense her sadness in that embrace, as we clung tight to one another, knowing that she couldn’t remain in this world. I felt in it how she longed for my company as much as I did hers.

“Here,” she said, retreating slightly to place her slender hand over my bandaging, a glow resonating beneath until I felt the wound close in a warm rush. Her voice became a whisper as she leant forward to press her forehead against mine in the intimate Elevish gesture. “I wish you every bit of happiness, and I’ll see you in the future. Until then, stay out of trouble?”

“Of course, see you soon,” I whispered back to her. Her form became more transparent as she watched me, until her image finally dissipated into countless white sparkles that slowly fell and disappeared, her cheery face the last to fade away. I brushed the pendant’s smooth gem over with my thumb once she was gone.

Sighing tiredly at the newly empty space, I took the cup from the table to the dining hall and deposited it in a bin meant for such things, then removed and disposed of the bandaging Ela had carefully applied now that it wasn’t necessary. I left from there through the grand doorway and out into the cool air, soaking in a soft warm breeze that lingered over the evening chill. It had turned into a beautiful night during our brief meeting. Freshly lit stars were sparkling in the blanket of darkening sky as the moss lamps glowed softly where they hung from the buildings and trees to light my path, making everything in the city visible under a delicate blue light.

I continued toward the forest at the western border of Elevna, passing the small buildings used for crafting during the day that now rest dark and empty. Closer to the border the sounds of the evening shifted away from the calm conversations, the children running about with all the energy of a day of studies, and the rhythmic tinking sound of the smith and lapidary touching up their work. It all gave way to the rising sound of soft chirps by insects and frogs with the occasional small animal skittering through the brush at the startled realization of my presence. Gradually the trees grew thicker and the grass less worn down. Though the moons and stars lit the ground near the border in a soft grey glow, the forest beyond was dark, having long ago begun its own nightly rituals. I came to a trunk wrapped with a thin red ribbon and many small carvings decorating it, both being an obvious sign to anyone of this region that this was the border of the city. I gently placed my hand on its rough, dark red-brown bark. Many trees like this one ran the entire edge of the so claimed land. Our scouts kept watch of the border at all times, taking post within the thick branches above it. They could pass between them easily, not only because of their established network of platforms, but they'd been trained since childhood in climbing and navigating from one tree to another. There were likely at least two scouts with their eyes trained on and around me right now, though without climbing up there myself I would never see them.

I cautiously stepped beyond the border marker, knowing that the scouts wouldn't be able to see much further out than this in the dark. Being attacked recently had my nerves even more on edge, so that as I crept forward, my hands naturally rested on either hip near the waiting twin daggers. The sounds of the forest nearly silenced my footsteps as the insects and frogs chirped excitedly, and I found that I could only rely on my still adjusting sight to detect if anyone was nearby. When I made it a bit further, so that I'd have to yell for a scout to hear my voice, Rhyn walked slowly out of the darkness ahead, appearing serious yet calm. The edges of his red cloak were open and flowing around his tall black boots as his confident stride brought him nearer. He was so close yet I could hear nothing but the forest, not a rustle of leaves nor brush of fabric. My eyes dilated with a sudden fearful shiver, bringing my heart to pound in my throat as if a predator was approaching. In this moment I was afraid of him. Before I could decide what to do, he suddenly froze mid-stride.

"Feeling better now?" he asked casually, likely noticing my lack of a bandage and unmarked skin.

I thoughtlessly touched fingertips close to the spot where the blade had cut and instead felt the gold chain, warm from resting against my chest. "Yes," I said, relaxing slightly, yet not wanting to entirely ignore what my instincts might be warning, "thank you again for helping me."

He gave a slight nod, "Like I said before, I was simply repaying what you did for me. It is much easier to live without enforcers chasing after oneself." He mainly kept his eyes trained on me, except for the occasional glance to the border trees, and otherwise remained stationary as if I were a small fawn that could be easily startled.

"Yes, why was it they were after you?" I asked with the snapshot recollection of their leader and how vindictive he had been. I was usually so focused on what a mission required that I often dismissed certain details to keep my mind clear and be more effective at completing it.

He appeared to become even more still than he already was. "They thought I killed somebody. I guess they were important," he said, seeming to predict what I was going to ask next due to the vague reply, he continued, "that person who attacked you earlier, he did it. I happened to be in the same place at the same time." I wanted to inquire more, to find out if he knew the man, how he came to be nearby when I was attacked, and why he knew what kind of poison was used. I restrained myself from proceeding with the line of questioning, hoping to keep from leading this awkward meeting too close to the edge that it already approached.

"Would you join me for a walk?" I offered, trying to sound pleasant even though something else about this felt indescribably odd.

He glanced around before stepping forward, "Why not," and followed my lead south along the border line. In case something dangerous were to happen I wanted to know that I was a shout away from getting help. It wasn't that I thought Rhyn meant me harm, yet I felt I may be in danger.

I burst out another inquiry guised as observation, "I thought you might be from the northern kin, but I was told you were exiled from here."

A mocking half-grin found him as he said, "Just some light conversation then
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