
        
            
                
            
        


	 

 

Embrace of Memory

 

 

 

 

By Vicki McElfresh

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image: Image]

http://www.writers-exchange.com/

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Embrace of Memory

Copyright 2007, 2016, 2024 Vicki McElfresh

Writers Exchange E-Publishing

PO Box 372

ATHERTON QLD 4883

 

Cover Art by: Jatin and Sandy Cummins

 

Published by Writers Exchange E-Publishing

http://www.writers-exchange.com

 

ISBN 978-1-920972-90-5

 

The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

 

Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author's imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author.

 

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the publisher.

 


 

 

 

Contents

 

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

About the Author

 


 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

Sparks of pain raced along Cree Lin's body as the fire licked his skin. The smell of burning flesh and timber filled the air, and he gagged, choking on the scent. Screams cut through the roar of the fire and pierced his heart, leaving him with only one thought. The fire was all his fault, and he couldn't stop it. He reached with the last of his strength and willed the flames to burn hotter and faster. He wanted death. 

Cool hands touched his face, stilled the flames, and drove the pain into the darkest reaches of his mind. He opened his eyes and stared into the bright blue gaze of the woman who stalked him across his dreams. He tried to speak, but all that emerged was a scream.

Cree gasped and opened his eyes. His chest hurt, and his skin felt tight and raw. The scent of burning wood and flesh still lingered in his nostrils. He blinked and cleared away the last of the dream haze from his eyes. He frowned. His little cook fire had burned down to coals, and his mare cropped grass nearby. He raised trembling hands to his face, expecting to see burns, but the flesh was still smooth, not charred. 

He kicked dirt over the remains of his fire and called to his horse, then patted the mare's neck and fished a treat from his pocket. Cree smiled and hoisted himself into the saddle. "We should be at the village before dark." He nudged the animal into motion. "Then you can eat all the grass you want." His thoughts darkened as he fell into the familiar rhythm of the road. "Always assuming the village is still there," he muttered and forced his thoughts away from that dark path. 

By the time Cree finally saw chimney smoke ahead of him, the sun had begun a slow descent and the mountain air had turned even more chill. He shivered and ran a hand through his long hair, wondering if anyone in the village would recognize him. Perhaps his eight years in the uncivilized south had altered his appearance enough that he wouldn't be recognized. 

A small crowd gathered at the edge of the village as Cree rode into it. He wove his shields a little tighter, not wanting to sense anything from them. He wanted to push past the crowd and find the inn, but the rare appearance of a stranger in the out of the way village turned him into a spectacle. The crowd pressed tight around him, and he slid from the mare's back, afraid they would startle the animal. He'd made it halfway through the gathered knot of villagers when his path was blocked by a burly barrel of a man. A great bush of curly, blond hair covered his head and face, and his arms looked strong enough to crush Cree without effort. The formidable scowl on his face gave Cree pause.

"Who are you?" The man crossed his arms across his chest and spread his legs wide, effectively blocking the path.

For a moment, Cree wondered if he should invent a name, but the glower in the man's eyes caused him to reconsider. This one didn't look like he'd tolerate lying. "Cree Lin. I'm just passing through." He dipped his head in a bit of greeting and hoped the man would move aside. He was tired, and he wanted nothing more than to get to the inn and fall into a deep, and hopefully dreamless, sleep.

The man extended his hand. "Name's Benjamin. I'm the blacksmith here." He peeked over Cree's shoulder. "Our village seems a bit out of the way for a traveler. You don't have goods to trade. What were you looking for here?"

Cree swallowed hard. He'd dreaded hearing that question. "I just want a bed, a bit of food, and tomorrow I'll be on my way." The lie came far too easily. He wanted to stay for several days. He wanted to remember why this village haunted his dreams. 

The blacksmith laughed. "Well, we don't have an inn anymore. So, you've traveled here for nothing."  He pointed back the way Cree had come. "There's an inn near the end of the pass, you could be there in no time."

Cree resisted the urge to strangle the blacksmith. "The pass is treacherous in the day. I'm not risking it at night. There used to be an inn here. What happened to it?" A ripple of whispers raced through the crowd. Cree cursed silently; certain the villagers would recognize him now. He gripped the reins of his mare and wished he had enough room to maneuver back into the saddle. If he could get back on his horse, he'd ride down the pass, regardless of the danger.

Benjamin's expression grew stern. "What would you know of our inn?"

Cree shrugged and summoned another lie. "Nothing, but I passed through here once long ago. I remember an inn then."

Benjamin took a step closer and squinted in the near darkness. "When was this?"

Nervous whispers ran through the crowd. Cree swallowed his fear and tried to summon another lie. This time though, it wouldn't come. "Eight years ago." The words came out as a whispered squeak. 

The blacksmith grabbed Cree's arm and propelled him past the crowd into the village. "It's all right," he said to the nervous villagers, who'd begun to whisper amongst themselves. "I think our friend is just a little confused. I'll set him straight." The crowd dispersed slowly, but a few of the older men and women cast curious looks Cree's way.

He cringed under that scrutiny. "I'm not confused," he muttered. 

"I'm well aware of that," the blacksmith hissed in Cree's ear. "And I can't believe you had the nerve to return here. Not after what you did."

His hand tightened on Cree's arm. The touch burned like a branding iron on the tender flesh underneath. Cree grimaced. "What did I do?" He didn't expect an answer.

The blacksmith plucked the reins from Cree's hand and motioned to a passing child. "Take our visitor's horse to the stable and see that it is well fed." 

"Thank you."

"Don't thank me yet." Benjamin led Cree to a small cottage. He opened the door. "Go inside."

Cree walked into the little house and winced. He'd known the family who lived there. He'd eaten at the long trestle table, even slept in one of the box beds. He closed his eyes and swallowed his tears. They had died because of his folly. The door slammed shut, and Cree's heart skipped a beat. He turned to face the blacksmith's angry eyes.

"I know who you are. I wasn't sure, but then you said eight years..." His hands clenched into fists as he advanced on Cree. "I can't believe you had the nerve to come back here after what you did."

Cree closed his eyes and took a step backwards. The seething rage in the blacksmith's mind made him ill. He spun his shields tighter and tried to block the anger, but his fear, combined with exhaustion, kept him from succeeding. "Please, let me explain. I had a reason for coming here."

Benjamin closed the gap between them. "I'm sure you did. And here's my answer to whatever question you want to ask." The blacksmith drew his hand back and leveled a punch at Cree's chin.

Cree tried to dodge, but he only succeeding in providing a better target. The blacksmith's fist connected with his nose. Blood ran into his mouth, and spots danced across his vision. He staggered backward. Another blow landed on his cheek and knocked him senseless.

He woke with an aching head, and he opened his eyes to find himself lying in one of the box beds. The blacksmith was sitting next to the bed, wearing a scowl. Cree raised a hand to his cheek and winced. "Was that really necessary?" He glared at Benjamin, wishing his head wasn't pounding so hard so that he could return the punches. "You could have listened to what I had to say."

"You're lucky I didn't do more than knock you around." He leaned close. "I almost didn't recognize you with that long hair. You're a little older. The fine clothes are gone. And your skin's gotten darker, but as soon as you said eight years, I knew. You are Ellery mac Torol."

Cree sat up and fingered his sore cheek and nose. "Ellery mac Torol is dead." 

Benjamin laughed. "Funny, it looks like he's sitting in front of me."

"Ellery mac Torol is dead. I am Cree Lin."

Benjamin raised a brow. "Well, whoever you are, you're not welcome in my village. Not after what you did."

"If you would let me explain..."

"I don't want to hear your explanation. Did you come back here to torture the innocents who are still alive or just to try to make amends with yourself?"

"I came here to find out what happened, but obviously, I won't find out from you." He slipped from the bed and stood on shaky legs. "If I'm not welcome, I'll gladly leave. Where's my horse?"

The blacksmith shrugged. "You said you wouldn't try the pass in the dark."

"I'll make an exception. Where's my horse?"

"In the stable," Benjamin said, as if that were the most obvious answer he could come up with. "I'll let you stay here until the morning if you answer my questions."

"Your questions?"

"Why are you here?"

Cree glared at him, wishing he could wipe the supercilious smirk off Benjamin's face and knowing he couldn't. "I wanted to find out the truth." He looked away from the blacksmith, a sick, sorry feeling replacing the pain in his head with a deeper one in his heart. "I don't remember."

Benjamin shrugged. "An easy way to absolve yourself of blame." The blacksmith stood and advanced on him again. "I would like to see some remorse, some sign that you regret killing all those people. My brother died because of you."

"Remorse?" Cree met Benjamin's eyes. "You want to see remorse." He pushed the sleeves of his shirt past his elbows. Glistening scars covered what had once been smooth flesh. "There is your remorse. I don't remember much of what happened, but I do remember calling the flames on myself."

Benjamin sat down heavily in his chair. His mouth open and shut without any sound coming out. He pointed to the scars on Cree's arms and shook his head.

"Would you rather I had succeeded?" Cree pushed his sleeves back down. "Or perhaps you would rather have finished me yourself?"

The blacksmith recovered enough to speak, though his eyes still showed his shock. "I don't know. I never thought...I never knew. I..."

"I would rather I had succeeded." He closed his eyes and watched little bits of memory play through his mind. The village in flames. The despair, and knowing, somehow, that it had all been his fault. And then pain, lots of pain. "At least I would have died swiftly."

"But you aren't dead."

Cree shrugged and resumed his place on the bed before his legs refused to hold him anymore. Memories of that day did that to him. "I might as well be, because all that's left of me is a walking body, a husk that can talk and breathe. I can't feel anymore. And I can't remember..." A hand touched his shoulder, and he flinched. He didn't want sympathy; he didn't deserve sympathy. He only wanted answers.

"Perhaps, I was wrong. Perhaps..." Benjamin scratched at his beard. "Perhaps we can help each other."

Cree's jaw dropped, and he flinched away from the blacksmith's touch. "What do you mean help each other? You wanted me dead a few moments ago."

The blacksmith tapped a finger against his lips. "Rash words spoken without understanding." He shrugged. "Sometimes I react without thinking. But you've given me something to think about."

"I don't have anything to offer you." 

Benjamin grinned. "But you want my help, maybe even need my help, and I could use an extra worker. If you want me to help you remember, then you'll have to earn both my help and my trust."

"Doing what?" 

The blacksmith stood and walked towards the door. "I'll show you."

Cree sighed. Night had fallen. Exhaustion left him weak and tired, and he just wanted to sleep. "Could you show me tomorrow?" 

Benjamin opened the door. "Tonight, or not at all."

With a weary groan, Cree stood and followed the blacksmith outside. "If that's the way you want it." He followed Benjamin past a neat row of cottages to a ramshackle building in the back of the village. From the smell, Cree guessed it was a stable of some sort. "You wanted to show me where my horse was? You couldn't have done that when I asked?"

Benjamin plucked a lantern from a pole just outside the stable and fumbled with it until he finally got it lit. "No, I'm not showing you your horse." The lantern cast a dim light through the small stable. All six stalls were occupied. The first held Cree's mare, the next four held the tough, wiry ponies the mountains were famed for producing, and the last held a creature that took Cree's breath away. The horse was coal black. From the proud curve of his neck and the smooth play of the muscle, Cree knew the animal was from fine stock. The horse stamped once and shifted uneasily in its stall.

"That is my stallion." Benjamin turned expectant eyes to Cree. "He needs a trainer, and I once heard that Ellery mac Torol has a fine hand with horses."

Cree stared at the stallion, completely dumbfounded. He touched his sore cheek and winced. "I can't. I..."

Benjamin shrugged. "That's my offer. You train my horse and I'll give you all the answers you want."

Cree wanted to refuse, but the longer he stared at the stallion, the more he wanted to sit on its back and feel its muscles tense beneath him. He wanted to bask in the freedom it would give him. He looked at the blacksmith and held out his hand. "I'll agree to that." 

Benjamin grinned and put his hand in Cree's. "Good."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Cree walked slowly towards the stallion with his hand outstretched, taking care to make no sudden moves. He didn't want to spook the animal. The horse whickered softly and stretched out his nose to sniff his hand. "That's good." He reached out to touch the horse's nose with his other hand. The stallion snorted. Cree smiled. A little longer and he'd be able to touch the horse's mind. He took a step closer and reached up to scratch behind the stallion's ears. "That's really good. We can trust each other, can't we?" He extended a little thread of thought towards the horse and touched its mind, reassuring the horse without words, and smiled when the stallion nuzzled his hair. 

"What sort of magic have you done?"

Cree jumped, startling the stallion. The horse bucked in the stall. "I have done no magic." He reached for the stallion's mind once more and calmed the horse with thoughts of safety and reassurance. The animal settled down, but his eyes still held nervousness and fear. Cree backed away and turned towards the red-faced blacksmith. "I've done no magic, but you've just undone everything I did."

Benjamin started for Cree, pushing up his sleeves as he went. "Well, you are a mage, so I assume you've done some sort of magic. That horse wasn't manageable yesterday."

"I have done no magic." Already, he regretted the agreement he'd made with the man. "And I am no mage. As for the horse, I did nothing more than talk to him, that's all." The wildness slowly left the stallion's eyes, and once again Cree extended his hand towards the horse. But this time, the horse jerked away. 

"I don't want you magickin my horse." Benjamin jabbed a finger at the animal. "I only want to be able to ride him and sell him out for breeding services. But I can't do that until I can get close to him."

As the blacksmith drew close, Cree resisted the sudden desire to flatten the man's nose, or perhaps drop him in the nearest river. He could certainly benefit from a bath. "I told you I don't work magic."  

"Well, you have in the past." The blacksmith crossed his arms over his chest. "What did you do to my horse?"

"I have forsaken my magic." He didn't know why he'd said those words, but he knew they needed to be said. He held out his hand to the stallion again and reached with his mind to reassure the animal. This time, the horse didn't flinch and stretched out his nose. Cree smiled. "And as you so aptly pointed out last night, I have a fine hand with horses."

Benjamin let off a disgusted grunt. "Looks more like magic to me," he said and stalked out of the stable.

Cree touched the stallion's nose and reached up to scratch behind his ears. "No, not magic," he whispered to the horse, who flicked his ears forward. He laid his cheek against the horse's nose and closed his eyes. Dark memories surged from the depths of his mind, and he pushed them away. He took a deep breath and swallowed his tears. "I couldn't bear the touch of magic." He reached for the latch on the stall door. "Do you like to run?" The stallion pawed the ground. Cree let the door swing open and stepped aside to let the stallion out. If anything, the horse was more beautiful than he'd imagined. He patted the horse's neck and vaulted onto its back. He stayed there a moment, letting the horse know without words what he wanted. The horse didn't flinch or sidle but tossed his head and stamped a foot. He wanted to run. Cree smiled and buried his fingers in the stallion's mane. "Let's go." With a final toss of his head, the horse shot out of the stable and into the village square, earning a few startled shrieks.

Benjamin chased after them crying, "What are you doing? You'll be killed!"

Cree closed his eyes and savored the wind in his hair. The smooth play of the horse's muscles soothed some tortured part of his soul, and he leaned forward, feeling his heart lightened. For a moment, he forgot the nightmares, forgot about magic, forgot his own despair. He felt the stallion gather itself for a jump and adjusted to stay balanced on the stallion's back. Cree's heart sang when the horse jumped. 

Reluctantly, Cree directed the horse back to the village at a more sedate trot, and the stallion complied. Benjamin waited, scowling. "What do you think you're doing? You could have been killed, and my horse killed with you."

Cree slid from the stallion's back and grinned at the blacksmith. "I went riding, and a fine ride it was, too." He patted the animal's sweat-soaked neck.

"I'm sure it was." The bluster left Benjamin's face. "That was still a damn-fool thing to do. That horse is wild."

Cree shrugged. "He's not wild, just spirited."

Benjamin chewed his lip. "Well, can you make him manageable for people like me? I don't possess whatever magic you've used to charm him."

Cree ran his hand along the stallion's nose. "Does he have a name?"

"A name?"

Cree nodded. "What do you call him?"

Benjamin shrugged. "My horse."

Cree didn't laugh, even though he wanted to. "He needs a name."

"Well, name the horse if you want, but he's still mine." Benjamin stalked back through the village.

The stallion sniffed Cree's hair. "What should I call you?"  He scratched the stallion's ears as he thought. "How about Windchaser? That certainly suits you better than Horse." The stallion stamped once in approval. Cree smiled. "Good. Now back to your stall." He offered the horse a treat, and with a mental command, Windchaser followed him like a puppy to the stable. The villagers stared open-mouthed as they passed. Benjamin shook his head and opened the stall door. Cree hid a smile.

"And you're telling me that's not magic."

Cree picked up Windchaser's curry comb and brush and turned sober eyes to the blacksmith. "It's most definitely not magic. I told you, I don't use magic. All I have is a special gift with horses." He started brushing and hoped the blacksmith would leave him to his work.

"It's a pity you don't understand people the way you do horses." Benjamin left Cree alone with his work and his thoughts.

Cree sighed and laid his cheek against Windchaser's side. "Unfortunately, Benjamin, I do. More than you can ever guess."

 

[image: Image]

 

Within three days, Cree knew he would find no answers in the villages. Benjamin knew nothing about the fire, except that it had happened, and Cree couldn't bring himself to face any of the other villagers. "The only thing being here has done for me is make my dreams worse," he muttered as he saddled Windchaser. "I remember more of them, and they're clearer." He tightened the cinch. "And they're always the same. Fire and pain, lots of pain." He swung onto the horse's back. "Let's ride." He nudged the stallion out of the stable. 

Once out of the village, Cree let the stallion run. He closed his eyes and basked in the freedom of the ride. On the back of a horse, he forgot his dreams, forgot everything but the moment. That was the way he wished he could stay--on the back of a horse, living for the moment. He brought the run to an end as the footing grew more treacherous and turned Windchaser back towards the village.

The previous night's dreams came back in a rush as Cree drew close to the village. The stench of burnt flesh coupled with screams of terror surged back to haunt him. As he lost himself in the memory, the happy little village disappeared behind a haze of flames and smoke. 

 Windchaser stumbled and pulled him back to reality. He blinked, confused. "I'm sorry." He patted the horse's neck. "I wasn't watching."  He slipped back into his reverie. There had been more to the dream than the bit he remembered. He knew there was. He remembered standing in the town square, remembered opening his eyes to destruction, and then pain so great it obscured all else. He locked himself in that pain, trying to remember what happened next, but he found nothing. 

Distantly, he knew he'd just entered the village. He heard voices. He heard a gruff voice ask, "Are you all right?" Windchaser's reins were pulled from his hands, but locked in the maelstrom of his own mind, he couldn't respond. Strong hands grasped his arms and eased him from the saddle. He struggled to swim back to reality, but he lacked the strength. The memories were too strong. He felt himself half-carried, half-dragged. He heard a door open, and tensed as warm air touched his chilled body. As he was eased onto a pile of warm blankets, he relaxed and let himself fall away from the memories and closer to sleep. 

"What am I going to do with you?" said the gruff voice closer to his ear. "I can't keep you here." 

The voice seemed familiar. Cree tried to claw his way back to awareness. He wanted to know who the voice belonged to, but the next words sent him hurtling back into the peaceful darkness of sleep.

"I suppose I should send you home to your father. That's where you belong."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

Cree woke in the dim firelight of Benjamin's house and blinked away the last of his dreams. This time he'd dreamed of the woman with her honey-colored hair and bright blue eyes. The gentle touch of her hands lingered in his memory, and Cree raised his fingertips to his cheek, wondering if he could still feel her touch lingering on his skin. She had only been a dream though, even though dreams of the mysterious, silent woman were almost worse than the ones of fire. He ran a hand through his tangled hair and sat up. 

"Dreaming?" Benjamin drawled from the other side of the cottage. He got up and retrieved a steaming mug of tea from the hearth. "From the looks of your face, I can guess what you were dreaming about, too." He pressed the mug into Cree's hands.

Cree wrapped his trembling fingers around the mug, savoring its warmth. "You've been watching me?" His throat hurt, and he sipped the tea, trying to ease the ache. "Why were you watching me?"

Benjamin shrugged. "I thought it best. You collapsed earlier. I thought you were ill. There's a healer in the village if you aren't feeling well."

Cree scowled. "I don't think the healer could help me." The blacksmith's concern startled him, and he tried to paste a reassuring smile on his face. "You don't need to worry. I was trying to remember and..." He took a sip of his tea. It was stronger than he liked, but it was hot and soothing. "Nothing's wrong." The words were more of a whisper, and Cree scarcely believed them. 

Benjamin shook his head. "I don't believe that. What's bothering you?"

Cree clenched the mug a little tighter and closed his eyes. He didn't want to talk, especially to the blacksmith. "You don't want to know, Benjamin." 

Benjamin poured himself a mug of tea and took a sip. "I'm not a healer, and I don't know much about healing, but if that's what you were hoping to find here, you aren't going to." He set the mug aside and caught Cree's gaze. "I think coming here was a very bad idea. Being here has only rekindled memories of pain, and those aren't the sort of memories you're looking for, are they?"

Cree shook his head. "No, but memories of pain were all I had before." He put his mug on the floor and pulled his knees to his chest so he could rest his chin on them. "Pain and darkness. Fire and pain. Fire and..." He stopped before he told Benjamin about the woman. Those dreams were too private to share.

"I thought so. I don't think there's anyone here who can help you find the memories you're looking for."

Cree stiffened, suddenly afraid of what the blacksmith would say. "What are you saying?" 

Benjamin took another drink of tea. "I think you should leave. You need someone to help you, someone who knows the truth." The blacksmith grinned. "Someone like Mirayla."

"Mirayla?" He'd heard that name before, many times, but he couldn't put a face with it. "Who is that?"

Benjamin raised a brow. "You don't remember?"

Cree shook his head. "Should I?"

Benjamin laughed. "Don't you remember anything from your time here? There were two healers visiting the village when you were here the first time. Mirayla and her teacher. They'd come so Mirayla could get some practical healing experience without being in danger, but they returned home to Socorrow's Rest. Mirayla would have answers for you, but she's a long way from here."

The breath felt like it had been knocked from Cree's chest. "Socorrow's Rest! It would take two weeks or more to get there."  

Benjamin nodded. "Winter is only a few weeks away, and I don't think you want to be stuck here." He laid a hand on Cree's shoulder. "You're welcome to stay. I misjudged you badly, but I think leaving would be much better for you. What would happen if history were to repeat itself?"

Cree shook his head. "That won't happen. I walked away from the magic. It won't happen again." Hot tears stung his eyes, and he turned away, hiding his face and his weakness. As if the mention of the magic had summoned it, his long-neglected powers flickered to life. He heard the soft siren call and pushed temptation away. He wasn't a mage, or at least, not a very good one. His teacher had said so. 

Benjamin kept speaking, seemingly oblivious to Cree's distress. "How can you be so sure? I hear you mutter in your sleep. You've kept me awake the past three nights with your muttering, and just before you woke, you were jabbering on about magic." Benjamin locked his eyes with Cree's. "Besides, no matter what you've done or what you believe you've done, you deserve a chance for happiness. You aren't going to find that here. Too many memories, too many ghosts. Even I can see that."

"I don't deserve happiness," he whispered.

Benjamin slammed his mug on the table and rose. "If you can't do nothing but feel sorry for yourself, I won't bother helping you. I don't know why I bothered in the first place. I thought you had some sense in your thick head. I was wrong." He flung the door open, and a cold blast of air swept into the cottage. "There's stew in the pot. I've already eaten." The door slammed shut behind him. 

Cree lay back down and pulled his blanket around his shoulders. Too weary to weep, he shut his eyes and wished himself far, far away. He listened to the popping of green wood in the fireplace, the faint murmur of the wind against the windows, and the distant bray of sheep. Finally, he slept and dreamed.

Bleak, gray, and uninviting, the barren plain stretched before Cree Lin, welcoming him with its silence and beckoning with a whispered promise of oblivion. Before him lay an end to all his torment, an end to memory, to dreams, to emotion, he only had to wait and eventually the shallow earth would claim him. 

"Is there so little hope in your life, Cree Lin, that you wish to end it?" 

The unfamiliar and melodious voice startled him, and when he glanced over his shoulder, the woman stood only a few paces away. She haunted his dreams, taunting him with promises of healing and love, but she had never spoken to him, not in the dreams he remembered. Yet, he could never mistake the honey-colored hair, the schooled grace, or the deep, expressive eyes. He backed away. "Are you a spirit come to torment me?" 

"Hardly a spirit." She took a step towards him. "You know me." Her smile promised him warmth and companionship. She held out her hand. "I've come to take you from this place."  

Cree gazed out at the plain. The barren expanse offered an end to pain and loneliness, and an end to memory. He shook his head. "I don't want to leave." 

She frowned and one delicate brow arched upwards. "I think you do. This is a void, a place of nothingness. There is no anger, no fear, no pain..."

"No emotion, no pain," he echoed and took a few steps towards the stark plain. "No memory or magic, and no emotion." He turned back to the woman. "That is what I want." He took another step.

She rushed to his side and grasped his arm, pulling him away from the emptiness before him. "You will die!" Panic danced in her eyes when she locked his gaze. "What are you frightened of? Do you think your life unimportant? Do you think the world would be a better place without Cree Lin?"

With his eyes downcast, he nodded. "I-I've done horrible things, and nothing will atone for them. I am nothing. And why you would..." He turned back to the plain and hoped she would simply forget about him.

"I know you," she said. "I know your pain. I was the one who brought it to an end. Don't you know me, Ellery mac Torol? I've walked in your dreams ever since the fire." 

Cree flinched at the sound of his name and stared at the woman, but he only recognized her from his dreams. He shook his head. "I'm sorry."

She smiled, a warm, sweet smile that thawed some of the ice shrouding Cree's heart. "I am Mirayla." She tried to tug him away from the plain, but he stayed rooted to the spot.

"But I thought..." 

"That I was in Socorrow's Rest?" She nodded and succeeded in dragging him a few steps back. "I am, but my spirit is here, with you."

"What is this place? I've never dreamed of this before."

Mirayla's eyes grew dark, and she gazed out across the plain. "You aren't dreaming. This place is very real. You've sent your spirit here to escape, but you have to go back. You will die if you stay."

"I don't want to go back." He turned away from her, determined to end his pain for good. "There is nothing there for me but pain. I've had enough of pain." He clenched his hands into fists and stared into the open plain. It called to him, and he wanted to accept its whispered promise of peace.

"You have to go back." Mirayla took his hand and squeezed it gently. "You have so much to offer. There is such brightness within you, such power..."

He wrenched his hand away. "I forswore my powers."

 She shook her head. "You've only stopped using them. The power is still there. It still waits for you, and it calls to you. You use it without knowing."

"I don't want the magic. And it has obviously not wanted me."

Mirayla stepped away. "You are wrong, Cree Lin, so very wrong. The magic does want you. But you've blinded yourself with memories and covered your power with lies. You need to learn the truth and yet..." she paused, "...you are too frightened to understand the truth."

"I want the truth," he whispered. "If I knew the truth, the dreams would stop and the pain would end."

"Would it? Or would the truth bring you more pain?" Mirayla faced him again. "If you want the truth, meet me in Lishal Tor."

"Lishal Tor?" The mention of the name sent a tremor of fear down his back. He had given the city a
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