
The Blackest Flame

Book Five of The Aurora Chronicles

r. peter ubtrent

R. Peter Ubtrent© 2022 by R. Peter Ubtrent.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publishers, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a review to be printed in a newspaper, magazine or journal.

Smashwords Edition, License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work

of these authors.

––––––––

First printing 2022

ISBN: 9781387812202 


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

The Blackest Flame

prologue

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

To Genevieve, as always



Other Books by R. Peter Ubtrent:

Dark Pilgrim Rising

Seed of Power

Dark Throne  

Dark Enlightenment 

Dark Redemption  

Dark Pilgrim Fallen

Eternity’s Handmaiden

The Sslithax Heresy

Book One: Sacrilege

Book Two: The Chaos of Unity

The Va’Shan Trilogy

A Requiem for Caelus

C’lar’s Grace

The Destructor’s Hand

Mordiar's Opus

Mordiar's Hymn

A Wayward Chant 

A Fool's Canticle

The Aurora Chronicles

An Auroral Flame

The Ardor of Devotion

The Fire of a Dragon's Eye

The Sorceresses Splendor

The Blackest Flame

A Glimmer of White

A Splinter of White and Black

The Second Aurora Chronicles

A Daughter's Perdition

A Satyr's Progeny

A Tempest of Kinship

The Shadow of Doubt

A Whisper of Revenge

A Soul of Tears

The Wellspring of Desperation

[image: ]
[image: ]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

prologue


[image: ]


He wasn't really sure what happened.

One minute he was standing there, trying to cast Long Door True and then everything just went sideways. He had just stepped through and was in that inbetween void that wasn't here or there and then there was a flash of light, which wasn't described in the written spell at all, he got real dizzy and then he found himself on the ground, in the middle of a snow-covered field, cold and shivering and what the udun just happened?

He looked around and everything that should have been there, wasn't. The tower wasn't there, the stone house, the field that was perpetually filled with flowers, the lake, the animals.... Nothing. All that he could see was a large open field covered in snow, a wind blowing that went right into his bones, and dark clouds on the horizon that indicated that a storm was brewing and headed his way.

That stupid spell was only supposed to allow him to move one hundred queen's mark and that was it. Not all the way to the other side of the land. He wasn't even close to being that powerful. Great. He couldn't wait to hear what Tharona had to say about this fuck-up.

By the goddess he was such a screw-up.

The others had been right. He was a much better magic-user when he was drunk. And right now, he was the furthest from drunk he had ever been since he was a little lad. He needed a drink real bad.

He stood, looked around again to make sure that he wasn't just missing something, then kicked the snow, slipped, landed on his butt and man did that ever hurt.

“DAMMIT!” He started to kick and push the snow around and after about a minute of that, he just sat there, breathing heavy and wondering how it had all gone so wrong. He should have never taken up that offer from Tharona. Sure the sex had been great but what did that get him? He was pretty sure he had caught some kind of disease from her anyway, that's all it really got him.

Heck, he hadn't even seen her since she had thrown that hissy-fit back there in the tower, kicked him and then left. That was weeks ago, if not more. He had dutifully read his scrolls and memorized his spells and read the books on Black magic like the good little student he was and now, as he sat here in the snow, the winding picking up, starting to shiver, he realized with a startling snap of his mind that this wasn't any different then when he was the apprentice of that sick and twisted Mage his father had sold him to.

It was all the same.

He was treated like shit, forced to do things he didn't really want to do and sex was always the driving force behind it. Why did he always find these people? Better yet, why did they always find him? Aurora was right. They were all right. And if that wasn't enough, there was no way that he would ever be able to defeat Aurora in combat. It was just impossible. She had come to him, had cast a spell that not only found him but made it possible for her spirit to come to him and engage Tharona in combat and that was so above his own level that it was scary.

How was he supposed to fight that?

He couldn't even cast Long Door True without fucking it up completely. Well that was it. No more of this. He was done with it all. If Tharona wanted him to fight Aurora, then she would have to find someone else because he wasn't doing it anymore. Aurora had been nothing but kind to him and so no. He was through.

And if he didn't find a place to shelter, he was certainly going to be through. He stood, brushed the snow off himself and looked around again. It was going to be dark in a few hours. He cast heat on himself and nothing. No heat. Well what was that all about? He cast it again and still nothing. Well this wasn't going to work. He knew this spell like the back of his hand, had cast it numerous times before so why wasn't it working now? He thought about it a moment, then tried to cast Dancing Lights. That was a very simple spell that even the most inept magic-user could cast. 

Nothing.

He frowned, wrapped his arms around his chest and danced around a bit to keep warm. This was not going to do at all. As far as he knew, there weren't any settlements anywhere near this area. Tharona kept it that way on purpose, or so she told him once. Anyone who attempted to settle anywhere near what Tharona considered her land was rudely evicted. In simple terms, this meant that Tharona killed them as a warning to others who might get the same bright idea. 

He was pretty sure that it was working.

He didn't really want to walk.

He disliked walking. 

He disliked walking when he was with Pyros and Tzigana and he disliked it even more now that he had been sitting around studying these last few months and not exercising at all.

He watched the first snow-flake fall in front of him, lazily floating down until it hit the ground and disappeared into the snow that was already there. He wasn't dressed for an extended hike in these conditions and with his magic on the fritz, he wouldn't last much into the night.

Dammit.

He could even start a fire, now that he thought about it. He had always relied on his magic to make fire. No one had ever taught him how to make fire without magic. Pyros had tried once but had given up, stating that some people just shouldn't even bother going outside of their homes. He didn't think anything of it at the time, thinking it funny that he had frustrated Pyros so much.

Now he regretted that decision.

He regretted lots of things at the moment.

He started to walk then stopped. He didn't even know which was was Coldside and which was Warmside and that would make a big difference here. If he wandered off toward the Coldside, he would not last the night. He looked around again but nothing he could see looked familiar at all. Nothing. It was as if this area had grown up completely different then when he had been sitting in the tower but a few moments ago. It was altogether possible that he had royally screwed up the spell and ended up who knew where. If that was the case, then he was definitely screwed.

He rubbed the back of his neck, looked around again and realized that he really missed Aurora. Apart from the fact that she was gorgeous and tended to walk around naked – he really missed that part – she had always been very kind to him. Heck, she had even tried to rescue him, to confront a true goddess for his sake and he had brushed her aside with a callousness that was cruel and....

What an ass he was.

Who was he kidding that he could ever become powerful enough that people would take notice of him and not make fun of him? That was a fantasy was what that was. Pure fantasy. And now look at him? Going to die alone in a snowy wilderness and not a single person would grieve for his loss. Not one.

He walked for about two hours.

He couldn't feel his feet anymore, his hands refused to work, and he was quite sure that his eye-lids had frozen open. The snow was now coming down heavy and a wind had been added, just to mock him he was certain. He couldn't see more than a prince's mark before him and the snow was a good two prince's mark thick now and so trudging through it was getting harder and harder.

He would look up every once in a while just to make sure he didn't walk passed a house or something but he hadn't done that in a while, not wanting to expose his face to the stinging of the wind. He stumbled, then fell, his bare hands going into the snow and he was so far gone that he didn't even feel that it was cold. He was breathing very hard and had a desire to undress because he was sweating so much.

He looked up a moment, wondering if someone would ever find his body in the Bloomtime or if scavengers would devour it before then.

Was that a light?

That would be nice.

Not that he could get up anymore, but it would be nice to be able to see a light before he died and know that if nothing else, at least he had walked the right way.

The light was swaying back and forth a little and it almost seemed like it was getting closer to him but that was most likely a trick of his half-frozen mind and so he smiled as he fell over completely into the snow and came to the soothing conclusion that this was indeed the end.

*     *     *
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He awoke to warmth and the smell of food.

Huh.

This after-life thing wasn't all that bad at all if they had food. It smelled good also. The food Tharona gave him wasn't all that good at all. She claimed that it was nutritious. Translation: tasteless.

He opened his eyes but he was having trouble focusing and his eyes actually hurt a little. He saw that someone was sitting there next to him and he could just make out long hair and a smell that was sweet, like a bouquet of fresh flowers. 

“Aurora?”

The person seemed to get all excited, stood and started to talk to someone else but he couldn't understand a word they were saying. It sounded like Common but it wasn't and why would someone in this area not speak Common. It was, well... Common.

He sensed that someone else came over, a hand was laid on his forehead, then a pillow was pushed behind him so that he could sit up a little. His eyes still didn't want to work right but he was pretty sure that the female was not Aurora. She appeared to be much younger, perhaps only in her early teens. The other one was an older female. 

A spoon was put to his mouth and he instinctively sipped what was in it and then coughed and gagged because it tasted like old socks and the bottom of a shoe. She patted his back, then urged him to drink more. He didn't want to but she forced him to by holding his nose closed and by the goddess that was horrible.

He must have fallen asleep again because when he opened his eyes, he could see much better. He was in a small house and memories of his life before his father sold him came unheeded back to him. It was the same type of house, the same basic interior of simple things. He saw the young girl who had been sitting by him sitting next to a table, peeling potatoes he believed. She had a pretty face to be sure but she was far younger than Aurora, her flaxen hair braided, her dress rustic and plain.

The older female who had forced him to swallow that goddess-awful tonic, was standing near the roaring fire, stirring the contents of a pot that was suspended over it. She had the same flaxen hair and was a little on the portly side. On the other side of the room sat a male, carving on a piece of wood, a pipe clamped in his teeth, wisps of smoke puffing out occasionally.

“Thank you,” he managed to get out passed his thick tongue.

They all looked at him. They spoke to each other but once again he didn't understand anything. 

“Water?”

This elicited a response. The older female stood, poured some water into a glass, then handed it to him, saying a word that sounded somewhat like water but was different enough that he realized that they didn't speak the form of Common that he knew. She pointed at the glass as he drank and said the word again.

He said water.

She smiled at him.

He stayed there for a long time.

He didn't really know how long but it was more than a few weeks. The father, for he assumed it was a family, put him to work chopping wood out in the cold, moving hay around in the stables, and milking the cows early in the mornings. This wasn't really his type of work. He was never one to do menial labor, much less manual labor, his lot in life more along the lines studying, seducing females, and drinking.

But he didn't mind.

They had saved his life and so he was more than willing to help. It looked like the family could use it. And it helped him learn this new language. He learned it fairly quickly since many of the words were very close to the Common he knew and soon enough he was engaging in conversations with them all. 

Well not all of them. 

The father was very standoffish and he always seemed to be watching, especially when the daughter was around. It seemed that he didn't have a lot of trust and although he was allowing him to stay in the house, eat the food, and do work, it didn't seem to mean that he wanted him here at all.

He understood that completely.

Especially since the daughter was always hanging around him, wanting to help him with his chores and then one morning as they were milking the cows, something happened that changed everything. The two of them, him and the daughter, had just finished emptying the milk containers into the large storage container and were sitting there taking a break. 

She leaned over and kissed him. 

He wasn't expecting it. 

Sure he had spoken to her and they had laughed together and perhaps he had been more friendly than he should have been but it was easy to be nice to her. She had a great personality. But he didn't think that he was flirting with her and he certainly didn't have any designs on her but kiss him she did and then she started to take her clothes off.

He stood.

The father came around the corner with an axe in his hands, having just finished chopping wood for the fire that was perpetually burning in the house. The daughter grabbed her father's arm, topless now, and held on tight. The two of them spoke to each other with angry words. Having still not mastered the new language, he wasn't really sure what they were saying to each other.

Then the father advanced on him and he was pretty sure what they had been saying. “You will marry my daughter.”

“What?”

“You have gotten her with baby. You will marry her now.”

“What?” He looked down at her. She was rather shorter than he was and noticed that she was topless. There wasn't much there as she was just starting to grow into her maturity, then looked back at the father. “No. I haven't touched her at all.”

“Are you calling my daughter a liar?”

“If she says that, then yes I am.”

He swung the axe at Al with the full intention of cleaving him in half. “You take our food, our warmth, our hospitably and this is how you repay us? You make my daughter pregnant?”

“No. I never touched her!” He was never one for physical combat. He tried to avoid that at all costs. Pyros had offered to teach him the rudimentary moves because he was of the opinion that one should always know how to defend oneself in the event that one was without a weapon.

He wished he would have allowed Pyros to teach him.

But then he was drunk most of the time back then so the chances were that he wouldn't remember any of it anyway. The father had him backed against a stable now. The daughter had let go when the axe started to swing and had run back to the house, most likely to tell the mother that her new lover was going to be killed by dad.

The axe went up.

Eyes were full of rage.

He put his hand out in the futile effort people had of warding off danger.

That was when it happened.

A small fireball appeared in his hand. It wasn't anything to write home about, but it was there and it made the father stop his swing and take a step back.

“Witchcraft....” he breathed out, then made some odd motion with a hand over his chest.

“I don't want to hurt you. I'll leave right away. But I never touched her in that way. Never.”

The father took another step back, then indicated with the axe that he needed to go. He moved cautiously passed him and when out of range, grabbed a pitch-fork and ran. It wasn't like he had come here with anything except the clothes on his back and so leaving here with the same thing wasn't all that unexpected. He had no idea why he grabbed the pitch-fork but somewhere in the back of his mind he knew that he might just need it. He could hear the daughter yelling his name after him with tears in her voice but he didn't look back. 

He had no idea where he was going to go but he knew that his time here at this house was over with. He ran most of that day, the sunlight that broke through the storm clouds feeling good, though it was certainly still cold out. Maybe he would be able to find another household for whom he could work and possibly make some coin so that when he did finally find a bigger city, he could at least have something to spend.....
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Love is its own force. It is the crop

that seeds itself and waters itself

when needed. Love is all we will ever need.

Excerpt from:

The Everlasting Hope

Andeca the Taurian

––––––––
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I stopped counting at twenty.

I'm not sure why they thought they needed that many archers, but they did and then they all fired at once, a rain of arrows coming down at me like a cloud. They harmlessly bounced off my Shield Barrier as I stood there, staring at them, hands on hips, head cocked to the side a little. 

They were reloading.

I guess I needed to kill a few more hundred people and then maybe, just maybe, they'd leave me alone. I doubted that, but it seemed to be all that I had left. I had tried talking and all that had gotten me was a headache. I can't even tell you how many of them I had frozen so far. These Men seemed determined to kill me. 

Why?

That's a good question.

After I had left the realm of the Queen of the Fairies, with more questions than answers, I headed toward the Cobalt River. Well, what I called the Cobalt River. These people apparently called it the Wyntara River. Don't know what was wrong with Cobalt River. Far more descriptive. So before, when I came to the Huntingfait Woods, the river had been narrow as it worked its way through, not so much a passage as a parting of the forest. Now it was wide as it made its way through and it was filled with boats going both up and down stream. All of them were piled high with either large boxes, pallets of things, horses, or people. Not a single one of them was empty and the traffic was brisk and constant. So I walked along the river for a ways figuring that it would lead me out of the woods easily enough.

It did and there, as it exited the woods, was a town.

It was a large town and seemed to me to be a loading and unloading port for all the boats. Three roads lead out of this town and they were all just as busy as the river, with carts and wagons, from the single horse kind to these colossal ones with ten horses pulling them for all they were worth. I had no idea what they were hauling around and I didn't really care.

I tried to avoid the town.

You know full well by now how I fair inside towns and cities and so I thought that I would just skirt it through the farms to the Sunward side and avoid any unpleasantries inside. Well, that didn't work as well as I thought it would. It appeared that if you tried to avoid the town, the local constabulary figured that you were trying to avoid the tolls and taxes to be paid and so even-though I tried to stay out of trouble, it seemed to follow me like a bad smell one can't get rid of.

It also appeared that the small amount of time I had spent in what was once Glimmerwharf, had garnered me a reputation. And not the good kind. Just like back when Pyros and all the others were alive, posters popped up all over the fricking place with my likeness on it. Dead or alive. Three thousand gold coins. I was a little miffed that my bounty had lowered so much since Deirdre had collected. But I guess I hadn't caused quite enough trouble yet to warrant such a high price on my head. 

There was still time.

You know me.

So I moved as quickly as I could to out-distance my pursuers but they had horses. I suppose that I could have used my wings and flown away, but I was getting the very distinct impression that things like Ogres and Elves and magic and yes, wings, were not a very common occurrence and thus me having them would just add to my reputation as a demon or whatever it was they thought I was. 

They cut me off.

And then all these people suddenly showed up with bows and they didn't look at all like military types or local law enforcement. They looked like common people, farmers and the like and they all apparently wanted a shot at me. And shoot they did.

So now they were reloading and I pulled my sword out and felt my wings come out. There were gasps and curses and many of those standing there pulling arrows out of their quivers stop, looked around at each other, then left.

Good.

But enough still remained.

It was too many to freeze. 

I didn't want to kill them all. Did I have a choice? I thought for a moment as I deflected the next volley of arrows and one would think that after the first five hundred arrows didn't do anything, the next five hundred wouldn't also. Well okay, I'm exaggerating a little here but you get what I'm trying to say. Give it a rest already.

“We can do this all day long, folks,” I said and several of them stopped reloading and looked at me. “But you're all going to eventually run out of arrows and then what? You going to attack me with swords? Am I that dangerous looking to you all?”

“You're a witch!” someone in the crowd shouted. This was followed with lots of grunts of agreement.

“Witches need to be burned.”

“Burned alive!”

Well that wasn't very nice.

“Burned you say? Well, let me save you the trouble.” I cast Fire Storm on myself and a tornado of flames encircled me, roaring as it went and I could see that several of the folks dropped their bows and ran while others fumbled even more to get an arrow notched.

I let the fire die down. “So. As you can see, burning me isn't going to do any good. Why don't all you good people just go back home and forget about trying to kill me. I haven't even done anything to you all yet.”

“Drown her! Witches need to be drowned!”

“Yes, in a cage with several cats so that they can scratch her to death at the same time!”

Cats? Really?

I shook my head. This was getting me nowhere.

Then one of the constabulary males handed his bow to the male next to him, drew his sword and advanced on me. “I'll cut her heart out and that'll take care of her.”

“I think that only works with Vampire,” someone in the crowd offered.

Ah, so they know about Vampire. Now that was interesting. No Elves but Vampire. No wonder they were all so paranoid. 

It took but a few seconds to cleave his sword in half and then force him onto his back, hands out, begging me please not to kill him.

“What did you think was going to happen when you attack someone who has a flaming sword and wings? Huh?” I looked up at them all, then pulled my hood back to more gasps and whistles and some rather disgusting comments from some fat slob in the back. “If you truly think that I'm some terrible witch, then what makes you all think that you can vanquish me?”

“Johann did it last year in Lomburg. Cleaved her clean in half he did.”

“And she was a really ugly one too.”

“Not like this one. This one is beautiful.”

I rolled my eyes. I was going to tell them that I wasn't a witch, but that wasn't really technically true. “Why don't you all go home to your families.”

“You can come home with me,” a squeaky voice piped up. There was a ripple of laughter.

Well at least they weren't trying to kill me anymore. “So here's what's going to happen. I'm going to continue on my way. You can try to kill me and end up dead, or you can just step aside and let me pass. I have no quarrel with any of you... Well, except for that fat one back there who said that disgusting thing about my butt.” The fat one turned and started to run. He ran like maybe five queen's mark and then stopped and had to catch his breath. “So. What will it be? I have no problem killing all of you if that's what you want.”

“Not really, no,” someone said. 

“This was all Jakob's idea,” someone else said and then they all started to scatter. I started to walk, looking around to make sure that some stupidly brave one didn't decide that he could take me from the rear. Fortunately that didn't happen and I moved passed that town without further incident. I hoped that this wasn't the reaction I was going to get from everyone I ran into because that would be very tiring. 

I also noticed that they were all from the race of Man There was no other races here at all. Before it was just the opposite. Man was confined, more or less, to Ravenwood. This area here was the domain of the Centaur and the Dragon-born. This was where they were fighting for possession of Misty Vale.

Oh.

I wonder if these people had built a city there also and if it would be as wondrous as Misty Vale was. I put my hood back up and moved along. The next day I came across another little town nestled up against the river and here also were some roads coming in and lots of boats loading and unloading. I sat on a little rise outside of town and watched for a while.

The boats were being used to transport people also.

Mostly families it looked like, which struck me as odd. Why would they need to move along the river? Why not stay at your house and live there instead of moving around? I watched a little longer and noticed that the families barely had any possessions with them. It was just them, a bag or two, perhaps a goat or dog and every once in a while a cow but that was it. I thought that perhaps they were fleeing some conflict further up river but it wasn't just limited to traffic down-river. I think that just as many were heading up-river and I knew that there wasn't any conflict from the way I had come so that wasn't the reason.

This struck me as all very odd and so I moved down into the town as unobtrusively as I could and what do you know, I made it down to the river and the docks without anyone calling me out and yelling witch or demon at me. Will wonders never cease?

I reached into my bag and pulled out a silver coin. That seemed to be by far the most prevalent coinage that was being exchanged for a ride on one of the boats. I waited in line with my hood pulled all the way up, which garnered me quite a few stares and comments but for the most part people ignored me, which was fine with me.

One little female standing with her parents right before me kept looking back at me. Her mother admonished her that it wasn't polite to stare and then she turned to look at me and, I think, apologize and her face went a bit ashen. She swallowed hard, made a half-hearted attempt at a smile, then turned back around and put her child in front of her.

Geez.

Was I that scary looking?

When it was my turn to pay, the grizzly old man with most of his teeth missing and hair coming out of places where hair shouldn't be, looked me up and down, ran his tongue along his non-existent teeth, then put his palm out. I put the coin in it.

He looked at the coin a moment, then brought it up to his face real close as if he were going to eat it. Then he actually did put it in his mouth and bit on it with his one remaining tooth, looked at it again, both sides, then looked at me.

“Hey Arthyen. Ye ever be a seenin' a coin like dit?” He tossed it to the other, younger male helping people onto the boat.

That one caught it deftly and looked at it, both sides. What the heck was wrong with my coin? 

“Is there a problem?” I asked as I could tell that people behind me were getting grumpy at the hold-up.

The younger one looked at me a moment, then back at the old man. “Tis silver, tis it not?”

“Aye. Tis.”

“Then wat be de problem, old man? Ye be a holdin' up the line.”

“Aye.” He looked at me and I could swear that he could see into the darkness of my hood and see my face his stare was so intense. “Been a lot o' forgeries lately, that been. Ye can go on, lad.” He stepped up behind me and put his hand out to more grumbling from those behind me. “Tis it fer this load. Step back. Bein'a steppin' back ye sad excuse fer people ye I said!” He waved his hands as he waddled in his bend-over posture to secure a rope across the two posts behind me. “Thar be a nutter one a comin' soon enough. Step back already!”

It was odd that everyone thought I was a male when I had my hood up. I guess it covered all the parts that made me look like a female. But did I walk like a male? How discouraging. I walked over to the side of the boat and leaned against the railing, looking over the crowd that had boarded. Most looked like tradesman carrying their wares with them. There were two families, what I think were some farmers with a load of something or other that they were hovering over as if it were gold, and three males who stayed away from the others. They had weapons and looked rather disagreeable, unkempt, with ragged beards and that look in their eyes that spoke of killing.

If I had to guess, I would say bounty hunters.

Which of course begged the question of whether they were here for me or just moving along up-river to go find someone else.

When the boat whistled, I almost jumped overboard. 

I'd never heard that sound before and certainly never from a boat. Then the large contraption in the center of the boat started to huff and puff and shirtless males shoveled load after load of a black rock into what looked like a fire-box at the bottom of the contraption. 

The whistle went again and would they please stop doing that...

“It's okay. It's just a whistle to let the other boats know that this one is going out into the current.” I looked down at the voice and it was the little female who had been looking at me. She was standing there staring at me again and her parents were nowhere in sight. Way to watch the kid. She could easily fall over and drown. It wasn't like the railings were all that high.

I smiled at her but it was probably hard to tell with my hood up. 

“You never been on a boat before?”

I noticed that she didn't have the same accent as the people manning the boat. Didn't they all come from the same place so why would they have such different accents?  “No. Not one like this.”

The contraption started to huff and puff real good now and then black, black smoke started to churn out of the top of the tall cylinder and the boat lurch a little and I could feel the power of the contraption through the planking as we started to move against the current.

How interesting.

“What kind of boats have you been on?”

“Yeah, stranger,” another voice intoned that didn't sound nearly as sweet and innocent as the little females. “What kinda boats ye been on if not these kind?”

I looked up.

It was one of those males I figured for a bounty hunter.

He was leering at me, a little piece of wood inbetween his teeth.

“The kind with sails.”

“Ohhh,” the female child said with a big grin. “Like the really big uns that go out on the ocean.”

I had no idea what an ocean was. “Yes. Those.”

“Ye don't be looking like a sailor to me,” the male said as he pulled the stick out from between his teeth and put a hand to sword hilt.

“I never said I was.”

“Why donna ye be taking that thar hood down and bein a letting me see yer pretty face.”

The mother of the little female came up to us now, frantic it seemed that she had misplaced her. She grabbed her hand, then looked up at me and the male, narrowed her eyes a little, then started to pull her away.

“No ma, he was telling me about the big sailing ships he's been on.”

“Don't bother them, dear. Come along.”

“Ma!”

The bounty hunter watched her go, then put the little stick back between his teeth. “So? How bout it?”

“How about what?”

He pointed at his two companions who were still on the other side of the boat. “We got a bet going. Now Liam there thinks that you're a teacher. Higbald there, he's the ruggedly handsome one, he thinks that you're going to one of them farmsteads to be a bride.”

“And what do you think?”

“I be a thinking yer a whore, going to Staggate to join Madam Maerwynn's brothel.” He grinned at me. Well At least these all thought I was a female. Not sure if that was a good thing or not.

I waited a moment before I answered. I was well aware that if I ignored this one, he'd get offended and then cause problems and with all the people on this boat, that would become difficult real quick. “You're all wrong.”

“Yeah? I donna think so. I'm being pretty sure dat wit that sweet voice ye have, yer being a whore.”

You know how I dislike being called a whore...

“Why don't you just go back to your friends over there.”

He looked at me a moment. “I donna want to. I wanta being a seeing dat face of yers so dat when I be a going to Madam Maerwynn's, I canna be a knowing who to ask fer.” He reached a hand out to push back my hood.

I pushed my coat aside a little to show him that I was armed. This made him pause a moment, then he smiled at me with a tombstone grin and reached forward real fast.

Not fast enough.

I grabbed his wrist.

His eyes narrowed and hatred filled them. “Now dat's not nice at all, little lady.” He tried to yank it free but I was, as I figured, much stronger than he was. “Let go.”

I pulled him toward me and his groin encountered my knee. He moaned, his legs bent together and he started to sag a little. “Now be a good boy and limp back to your friends before you really get hurt.”

“Yer going be a paying fer dat, bitch.”

“You don't learn very well, do you? Go.”

He turned and awkwardly made his way back to his friends, who were laughing at his predicament. He didn't seem all that humored by it and I knew that when this boat stopped at the next town, there was going to be trouble.

But for now I could watch this fascinating machine that was huffing and puffing and making the boat move fairly well up-river against the current. One of the tradesman came up next to me and so I decided to ask him a question.

“What is this machine?”

“What? The steam engine?” He chuckled a little. “Where have ye been a living?”

“I'm not from here.”

“I canna be a telling dat from yer accent.”

“Oh?”

He smiled at me again. “Donna be a getting me wrong now, lass. It's adorable is what it be. By the way, I'm Coinneach. This is my son, Fraochan.” He put his arm around the shoulder of a male who was perhaps my age. “We're heading toward Staggate to sell our wares at the market.”

“How does this steam engine work?”

He looked at me with a smile in his eyes. “You donna be a having these where ye come from?”

“No.”

“And where do ye come from?” the son asked.

“Warmside. Passed the.... The Titan Peaks.” Almost said Barrier Mountains. I needed to be careful here. Oh wait. They don't know what Warmside is either.”

“Warmside?” He shook his head a little.

I pointed.

“Oh south. Warmside? That's an intriguing word for it. But no one lives on the other side of the Titan Peaks.”

“Some of us do.” I needed to get his mind off my slip up. “So what is it that you sell?” Wait, he never told me how the steam engine works. Dang it.

“Oh, well, we be a selling these beautiful, hand-carved bowls and plates. Comes from the cherry tree. Beautiful wood that be.” He nudged his son, who pulled out a bowl and handed it to me. It was nicely made.

“You did this all by hand?”

He beamed at me. “Yes I did. Ye like? Five silver a piece. Great price.”

I had no idea if that was a great price or not and I had no need for a bowl or anything seeing that the tent provided all that for me. Then I felt a presence next to me and a stench that I knew. 

The bounty hunter who's groin I had kneed, grabbed the bowl out of the son's hands, looked at it a moment, then flung it into the river. “Piece of shit that be. Ye sell junk, old man. Junk.” He pushed him and the son, much to his credit, stepped between his father and the bounty hunter.

“Don't be a pushing him,” the son, who was called Fraochan, said with anger. “And ye be a owing us fer the bowl.”

The bounty hunter smiled at him, putting hands to hips. “So. Brave young lad 'ere. Look boys, this one 'ere wants to fight me.”

“I don't want to fight ye. I donna be a having any weapon.” The confidence in his voice was fading.

The bounty hunter poked him in the chest. “Well guess what, runt? That's what you're going to do.” He made to draw his sword.

This was all I needed.

Why couldn't they have done this on the other side of the boat from me so that I didn't have to see it and intervene? I rolled my eyes, then stepped up to the bounty hunter. “Why don't you leave them alone and go pick your nose or something. And you owe them a gold for that bowl.”

“A gold? Are ye kidding me? That isn't even worth a silver.” He looked over at me. “And stay out of dis. I'll deal with ye soon enough.”

“It's okay, it's okay,” Coinneach said with hands up and concern all over his face. “We donna want any trouble. Donna worry about the bowl.” He started to bow at the bounty hunter and drag his son away at the same time.

“No da, he throwed that bowl into the river. He needs to pay fer it.”

“Then make me pay for it, runt.”

I pushed him.

I guess I don't know my own strength.

He went flying back into several other people, wares and hats and jugs crashing to the deck of the boat accompanied by curses, accusations, and general grumbling. I stepped over to be in front of Coinneach and Fraochan. 

“Please miss, donna a being a getting involved,” Coinneach pleaded. “That be Suratus the Grim. He kills people fer just looking at em strange.”

I smiled at Coinneach. “So do I.”

So now I didn't want to use magic here. I had discovered during my short time here in this new land, that magic was rather frowned upon and that last thing I needed to do was make everyone on this boat think that I was a demon or something...

A dagger went flying passed me and impaled Fraochan right in the chest. 

“Da!” he yelled out and then collapsed into his father's arms. 

Coinneach's eyes opened wide and then tears started to flow as he fell to the deck with his son. “Ye killed em! Why would ye be doing dat?”

“Because I canna, dat's why,” Suratus the Grim said as he drew his blade. What kind of name was that anyway? The Grim? What did that even mean? So this was what happens when the race of Man takes over? It's no wonder that in the land I know, the other races kept the race of Man scattered and weak.

Well, actually, I guess the Centaur and Dragon-born fighting over Misty Vale, the Minotaur eating everyone, and the Elves and Dwarves always at each others throats really wasn't much better.

“Now little lady, I'm going to cut ye up and then demonstrate to everyone on this 'ere boat that ye be indeed a whore by doing ye right in front of everyone as ye bleed out.”

Really?

The whore thing again?

Is that all these males had on their minds?

I felt my wings come out as I drew my Angelicus blade, which burst into flame. Suratus the Grim hesitated a moment as all the other patrons on the boat started to move to the other side, away from me and the two males who were in charge of the boat started to yell at them that they were going to tip the boat over if they did that.

No one listened to them at all.

“What are ye?” Suratus the Grim asked. “Some sort o' demon?”

“Something like that.” I noticed that his two friends had moved to the other side of the boat also.

Suratus the Grim grinned at me, that little piece of wood still held firmly between his teeth. “Well I never killed me a demon 'fore. I guess this'll be a first then, won't it.”

“Not for you.”

It didn't last more than a few seconds.

The two pieces of Suratus the Grim's sword lay on the deck and the two pieces of Suratus the Grim's body lay next to it. My sword had cleaved him completely in half from head to reamis.

I looked up as I put my sword away and what were those people doing? They were jumping off the boat. Why would they do that? It was over with now. They were going to drown. “Don't do that!” I yelled as I stepped forward and there went the rest of them. Well shit. I had no idea how to run this boat.

I looked around and saw that Coinneach and Fraochan were still here, although the son didn't look good at all. I knelt down and Coinneach tried to pull his son away from me.

“Don't touch him ye witch you. Don't be a touching him!”

“I can heal him.” I pursed my lips as Coinneach's face was full of tears and a loss that was tangible. “Please? I won't harm him.”

“Stay away!”

“'Ey ye,” a voice called out and I thought they had all jumped off. “Do as 'e be a sayin, ye witch ye. Be a leavin' 'im along why docha.”

I turned to see that the young male who helped run the boat had a long spear-looking thing pointed at me and that was rather brave of him. 

“Go a flyin' off on ye broom, ye witch ye!” the older one added, standing behind him with a rusty and dented sword in his hand that had seen far better days.

Broom?

What did a broom have to do with it?

“I can heal him. Just let me try.”

The younger one advanced on me with the spear-thingy. I shook my head at him, then froze him in place. The old man was standing there, his sword shaking in his hand and ready to fall out at any moment. “Just stand there, okay? I said to him.

He nodded his head at me.

I turned back toward Fraochan. “I'm going to touch him, okay Coinneach? I'm going to heal him. He'll be as good as new. Okay?” I reached forward without waiting for Coinneach's permission and cast Greater Restoration on  Fraochan. My hand glowed. His body started to glow, then the dagger slowly backed out and fell to the floor with a clang. The wound started to heal and then it was over and Fraochan gasped for breath a few times, then looked down at his chest, then at me.

“Wwwwhhat did you do?” he asked as Coinneach started to cry even more.

“I healed you. You'll be fine now. Here.” I handed him a gold coin. “For the bowl. I wanted to buy it anyway.”
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“You need to go back and get those people,” I told the two males working the boat. They looked at me as if I had spoken Elven. I waved my hand at them. “Hello?”

“We canna go back. They all be going down stream wit the current,” the young one said as he made sure to keep the steam engine between him and me. 

I did notice that the two males who were constantly loading the black rocks into the fire-box had never stopped. One of them looked over at me once and actually winked at me, then continued with his work and that was when I noticed for the first time, since all the people were gone, that they were chained to the boat.

They were slaves.

What if the boat sank?

This was horrible.

I flicked my wrist and both chains broke apart.

They stopped shoveling a moment, looked at the broken chain, then up at me with smiles. Then, much to my amazement, they went back to shoveling.

“I know that they're going down-stream,” I said back to the younger male. “That's why we need to go get them.”

“We canna do that. We be having a schedule to keep and canna be going back.”

I frowned at him.

I think that this just might be worse than the Centaur and Dragon-born fighting each other all the time.

“Well... Fine.” My wings spread out, I lifted off the boat and one by one found the people floating down-stream, or at least those that hadn't swam to the shore yet, and brought them back to the boat. I found the family with the little female but she wasn't anywhere to be seen.

The mother, through tears, informed me that she had drowned. I was having none of that. I hovered over the river as I tried to figure out a spell that would locate her. Not sure at all what that might look like, but I needed to figure it out. Every moment I wasted was a moment longer that she was dead.

Aarrgghhh!

I sure hoped that I wouldn't have to deal with Daeus again. Think, think.... Ah, that was it. I'll just look for the largest organic object in the river. Simple. Well let me tell you that there are some pretty big fish in this river. I mean big. So on the third attempt I found her on the bottom, wedged against a rock and certainly not alive. I pulled her out and landed back on the boat, which almost made them all jump off again.

I came to a compromise with them where I would stay on the front of the boat and they would all stay on the back with the large steam engine between us and you know what? I never did get an explanation of how this thing worked. Well that sucked.

So I put the little female on the deck and she didn't look good at all. I had never seen someone that pale before and the mother was crying, on her knees by the little female and the father was just standing there looking distraught.

“You killed her,” the mother wailed.

“I just fished her out of the stream. How do you figure that I killed her?”

“You were killing everyone on the boat with that flaming sword and so we had to jump and that's what killed her. She can't swim.”

“Then why would you jump? And I wasn't killing everyone. I killed one person, one, and he had just thrown a knife into that Fraochan kid.”

“You have wings and you're all black!”

“And that makes me automatically a bad person?”

“Yes!”

I sighed. This was worse than going into a city. 

“Can ye be a healing her like ye did me?” Fraochan asked as he looked down at the dead child.

The mother looked up at Fraochan and her eyes went all big and she fell onto her butt and put two fingers together before him that looked like a cross. “Demon! Devilry! You had a dagger in your chest. How is it that you're now alive? It's witchcraft I tell you! Witchcraft!”

“I'm not a demon,” Fraochan said with disappointment in his voice. “She healed me, that's all. It isn't witchcraft.

Well actually it was but I wasn't about to say that.

“She be a right, she be,” an older man said with a look of boldness and confidence. “He be a demon now. Raised from the dead by that that black witch and now she be a raising your daughter from the dead and she be a demon also!”

There was a scattering of agreement from the group.

“Don't let that thar witch touch her. It be a better had she be a leaving her at the bottom o' the river,” a female said with her shawl tightly wrapped around her. 

More grunts of approval.

What was wrong with these people? 

Why were they so afraid of witches?

I went to touch the child, to see what I could do and the mother slapped my hand away. “Donna ye be a touching her, black witch. I'd rather be having her dead then a demon!”

“She isn't going to be a demon. He isn't a demon.” I pointed at Fraochan, but I saw much to my chagrin that he didn't seem all that in agreement with me anymore.

“Only demons came back from the dead.”

“He wasn't dead. Aaarrggghh! What's wrong with you people?”

“Witches are evil. They are the devil's handmaidens and sow discord wherever they go,” a male who hadn't spoken before pipped up.

“What's a devil?”

“See? She mocks us is what she does,” the female with the shawl said.

“Not a devil, The Devil. You work for him, are his sexual mistress and donna be a telling us that you donna be a knowing him!” someone yelled and they all gasped at his apparent use of the word sexual.

“I'm not anyone's mistress. I'm going to bring this child back to life. If anyone of you want to stop me, then come on forward and try.” Now remember that they are all on the other side of the steam engine, with the exception of course of the child's parents and Fraochan and Coinneach. Between the huffing and puffing of the engine, the thick black smoke, and the motion of the boat on the water, it didn't surprise me that no one stepped forward.

“Good. Stay there and let me save her.”

“Make her into a demon you mean!” someone yelled with a grumble of agreement. 

I shook my head, started  to weave Life-giving True. My hand started to glow and there were gasps and then my concentrate was broken by a rock or something hitting me in the back.

I looked back at them all. “Who throw that?”

As expected, no one said anything. “Next object that gets thrown at me and you all go back into the river. Clear?”

This was when the father of the child spoke up, the first words he had spoken since I had met them all standing in line to get on this accursed boat. “Let her be. Ifin she can bring my precious Maggie back to life, then so be it.”

“Even if she be a demon?” someone asked.

“Yes, even if she be a demon. She still be me child so leave her be.”

No more rocks were thrown.

I started to cast again and then touched her forehead and bang, there I was in that stupid damp underground cave with lots of people sitting around against the walls, waiting. Great. This is not what I wanted but then what did I expect? The child was dead. Of course I was going to have to deal with Daeus. Well, you know that this might actually not be that bad a thing. I can ask her about what's going on. 

I saw the child sitting there, looking rather calm for being dead and then I saw, sitting next to her, that idiot Suratus the Grim. I had to laugh a little. There were two of him sitting there, each half next to the other with his eyes staring straight ahead. Any other expression was really hard to tell seeing that he was spread out over two pieces of his face.

“Who are you?” a familiar voice asked me.

I looked over and there stood the Goddess Daeus, book in hand, staff in the other, looking at me as if she had no idea who I was.

“You don't know me?” I asked her.

“No, and that is not possible. I know all creatures. They are all in here.” She tapped her book with the staff. “You aren't.” She cocked her head to the side a little as her brows narrowed. “You are very powerful. More powerful than anything I have ever felt before. Perhaps even more powerful than me.”

“I'm Aurora. We have a deal, you and I.”

“I don't make deals. So who are you really?”

“I just told you.”

“You aren't in my book.”

“I can't help you with that.”

“This is highly unusual.” She let go of the staff and it just floated there in the air as she started to leaf through her book. “Aurora. Aurora.... No. No Aurora in here at all.” She looked up at me. “You don't belong here.”

“You can say that again. Listen, I'm only here because of her.” I pointed at the child. What did her father say her name was Megan? Mary? “I'm here to take her back to the living.”

“You can't do that.” She looked at the child. “And her name is Maggie.” Daeus frowned. “You shouldn't be here either. You don't die for a very long time. Well, long for you, not for me. Why are you here?”

Maggie pointed at me.

Well wasn't very nice. 

No good deed and all that....

“And you,” Daeus stated as she looked at the two halves of Suratus the Grim. “You aren't supposed to be down here for another few years. Why are you here?”

He pointed at me also. Both of him.

Daeus looked over at me. “I see. How interesting. Well, you can take them both back if you want. They aren't supposed to be here anyway.”

“I only want the child.”

“Maggie.”

“Yes.”

“Well you have to take the other one also.”

I looked at Daeus. “He'll just end up back her shortly afterward.”

“I see. And who are you again? You seem to be capable of changing my book and that isn't possible.... Unless.”

“Yes? Unless what? I'm trying to find answers here.”

“You don't belong here, do you?”

“Not at all. My land is completely different than that mess up there.”

“You're from another plane of existence, aren't you?”

“I suppose.”

“Well if that's the case, you can't be just killing people here randomly and changing everything. That's not how it works.”

I had a thought at that moment. Yes, I know. Will wonders never cease? I can hear Deirdre's voice in my head as if she were standing right next to me. “Why are you here? All the other gods and goddesses are gone so why are you still here?”

“Where else would I be? And what other gods and goddesses? I'm it. Well, with the exception of the big gal.” She pointed at the ceiling.

“What big gal?”

She pointed again. “Her. The big gal. You know? The creator of it all? No? Who the hell are you?”

“What's a hell?”

She rose an eyebrow. “So let me get this straight. Where you come from, there are numerous gods and goddesses?”

“Yes. Well, they're all really creations of Dakses and Tharona.”

“Who?”

“The two main deities. You don't know them either, do you?”

She shook her head. “I'm it here. I'm always here. Without me, it would be a mess as there would be no one to process the dead and then they'll all pile up and wander around and bother all the living and what a mess that would be.”

This was getting me nowhere. “I just want to take the child back. That's it.”

“Well I'm afraid that I can't really let you do that now that I know what you are. You can't go back there and continue to send me people who aren't supposed to be dead yet. That isn't going to work.”

I set my feet. “I'm taking the child. Don't try to stop me.”

She smiled.

I hated it when she did that.

“You are in my domain now, whomever you are and thus your powers do not work down here. You are mine now. And just for my own curiosity, what was this deal that you and I had?”

“Nothing. I mis-spoke.” I felt my wings come out as I drew my sword and it actually burst into flames. This made all the dead people waiting to be processes actually turn their heads to look at me.

“That is not possible. What are you?”

“I'm a half-Angelicus and I'm not from here so I don't think that your rules work on me.”

“Obviously. You keep this up and the big gal is going to take notice and come down and deal with you herself.”

“I just want the child.”

“Maggie.”

“Yes, you said that already.”

“Well if you're going to be saving her from death, shouldn't you at least have the common courtesy to use her name?”

“Yes, fine. Maggie. I just want Maggie. Are you going to try to stop me?”

“I don't think I can. But I will warn you that doing this is going to come with consequences that I don't think you're going to like.”

“Story of my life. Can I go?”

She indicated with her staff. “Please. I can't stop you seeing that you can use you powers down here and you have a ridiculous amount of power stored in that petite body of yours.”

“Thank you.” I put my hand out toward Maggie. “Come on, dear. Let's go back to your parents. They're waiting for you.”

Maggie looked at Daeus as if asking for permission.

“Go ahead. You're not supposed to be here anyway.”

Maggie put her little hand in mine and suddenly I was back on the boat and she gasped as she opened her eyes, spitting out water all over the place and hacking and coughing and I think that gasps from those on the other side of the steam engine were just as loud. I think I might have even heard a few splashes. 

“Maggie!” the mother yelled and took her into her arms, hugging and rocking her tightly.

The father looked at me and tried to smile. He took his hat off and bowed his head toward me.

“She be no black witch, dis one. She be a goddess, she be,” Fraochan said as he went down on one knee and here we started with the goddess thing again. Several of the others went down on a knee also while others made that odd motioned across their chests and started to mumble something that I didn't understand at all.

“Stand up, Fraochan. I'm no goddess. Please don't call me that. I just can do things that seem like... Well, magic to you all. That's all.”

I felt my hand inbetween two old and weathered hands and the father was standing there shaking my hand as tears fell from his eyes. “Thank ye, Goddess. Thank ye from the bottom of me heart. When I return to me home, I am going to built ye a shrine using all the money I have.”

I pulled my hand free. “No. I'm not a goddess. Get that through your thick skull of yours. All of you. And please don't waste your money on building me any shrines.” Geez. This was just like back in that stupid town by the river when I revived Al and they all wanted to build me a shrine also.

What was wrong with people?

I almost liked it better when they called me a black witch.

It was a long four hours before we reached the next town, four hours wherein I stood at the front of the boat – I think I remember Deirdre telling me that it was called the bow – and everyone else at the back of the boat, staring at me  as if I was going to suddenly turn into a Demon-spawn or something. Fraochan and Coinneach were the only ones who stayed with me, which was nice of them. I was a little disappointed that Maggie and her parents didn't stay, but they seemed even more upset with me after I brought Maggie back to life and made sure to keep her away from me. I'm sure that Maggie remembered what had happened down with Daeus but her parents weren't about to let her talk about it. 

I did finally learn how the steam engine worked and that was really interesting. How didn't we have such machines during my time? Just think what they could have done for those flying ships the Gnomes used.

I think the most fun I had was watching the seagulls go after the remnants of the bounty hunter laying on the deck. They were having a field-day with it and the two males who ran the boat had to continually chase them away.

So this next town wasn't as big as the one we left from and it seemed far more rustic, almost as if it were only half-finished. The boat emptied in record time. In fact, some of the passengers even jumped to the dock before the ship was tied up. Fraochan and Coinneach stayed, saying that their stop would be reached tomorrow morning.

It was then that I noticed, as I watched all the others scramble to get away from me, that this was the confluence of the river that came out of Misty Vale. I looked to the right and indeed there was The Rise and I think I could even make out the waterfalls coming over from Keelmond Loch. I wanted to see Misty Vale, see what it looked like in this time but I was to be very disappointed.

“Aren't ye going to be a getting off 'ere, lass?” the older male who ran the boat asked me. No, I think he actually pleaded with me.

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because I want to go further Coldside, that's why. Do I have to pay more?”

“Coldside? I donna know dat town.”

“It's not a town.” What did they call it here? Some word that didn't describe it at all. “North?”

“Aye. North. 'Ow far north ye wanna be a going?”

“I don't know.” I really didn't. I had no idea where I was going or what I was going to do. I had thought that talking to Midnight Moonwhisk would allow me to formulate a plan but that didn't work at all. I had far more questions now than I did before so I had no idea what I was doing. It was obvious that none of my friends were alive in this land and so what was the point of trying to find them? 

It made me rather sad.

“Well ye 'ave to be a knowing, lass. We be a only going as far north as Eibennau at the foot of the Rugged Heights. Dat be where we canna go no further wit the boat, it is.”

I had no clue where any of that was. I wondered if he meant the Forested Hills Coldside of Magewich. That wasn't much further than where we were now. “Is that near the confluence of The Cobalt River and The White Run?”

“Where? I donna be a knowing where ye be a getting yur names, lass, but none o' dat makes any sense to me.”

Now you know how I feel. “Does the river we are on now come out of another river?”

“It do. The Gallenraine Run be a coming out o' de Galrior Slopes, through the Rugged Heights and then be a splitting into the Wyntara River and the Grandare River.” He looked at me with an odd expression. “Where did ye be a saying ye be a coming from?”

“Does the Gallenraine Run come out of The Gray Tips?”

“What? No lass. Be ye daft o' something?”

“No.”

“Bah!” he said with a wave of his hand as he walked away from me.

I watched him go, wondering what I said that offended him so. 

“Tis okay, lass. Some people round 'ere donna be a




















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png
sowanmaL
Hsv ML





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





