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  Prologue

 

 

            Had the ears of a man ever heard this silver sound? Kedrick, Borderforge Scout, crouched beneath a broad-branched hemlock and smiled. He shouldered his bow, and then stared across the valley at the Sylph that stood on a spire of rock. The Sylph was like a birch sapling turned human. The slim, white creature stretched its branch-like arms skyward. The sun-catching thin wires strung between its arms emanated delicate music that thrilled him when the wind blew. A living harp. Its arms moved almost imperceptibly, striking tinny notes that tingled Kedrick’s scalp. There were other notes, farther off, being struck by other Sylphs on other peaks. He counted eight different Sylphs, but there had to be more in the distance. Kedrick showed his teeth. Once these were dead, the name of Kedrick would enter the historical record for all time, for the sacred pushing back of borders and expanding their territories all over Mirriendor.

            Why did these tree-people simply stand and make music? Yet this weakling race of twigs had overmastered these northern woods all these years. After all, there were fell creatures up here; Kedrick and the army at his back had encountered many flaming Necrant. These northern woods were the region grandmarms spoke of over the cooking fire: where the thwarted Lavichorus still skulked in the shadows. A faerie story. Kedrick glanced behind just in case. The legends told that an order of Sylphs kept Lavichorus in a slumber with their music, and here was just such a scene: Sylphs arrayed on close-set peaks in a rough circle, high above the forest floor, where allegedly the spirit of Lavichorus sleeps. Kedrick shook his head. Didn’t these superstitious Sylphs know those were just tales to keep children from wandering into the forest?

            He scanned the canopy of leaves below. Swatches of white shone through. Sylphs were on the move down there. He pulled his spyglass from its pouch at his hip and brought it to his eye. Thick-trunked Sylphs bustled about—certainly the Borderforge host had been spotted, then. These Sylphs were as thick as hundred-year birches at the waist, black-smudged as birch trees are, and their branch arms were thick, and ended not in twig-like fingers, but spikes—gleaming metal spikes. They were the front-line soldiers of the Sylphs, then. They were not all as spindly as the spire-top musicians. That made more sense. He wondered what other types of Sylphs there were.

            They ought to hit the Sylphs before they had the chance to organize. He listened to the capricious string music for one more moment, and then pulled the small signal mirror from his satchel, turned, and twitched a flash south, to the brigade that awaited his signal. They should begin the barrage. He would need to advise as to where to concentrate the flaming pitch balls of the trebuchet. The Sylphs did not seem to employ walls or build structures.

            He scanned for another hole in the canopy, and caught a glint of metal—another spindly armed sylph down there, but this one had only one long, metal harp-string, and it was curved, bent backward into the shape of a drawn bowstring, an arrow laid across it. Pointed up at him, in fact.

            He dropped the spyglass as the arrow took him in the heart, and he tumbled forward, crashed through the thick canopy, and was dead before he landed.

#

            There was great sport in the Borderforge camp. Charred, hacked-apart Sylphs lay about, in death looking like hacked-up birch trees with grimacing faces carved into them. They did not bleed, but rather wept thin, sweet sap where cut. Black smoke from myriad fires rolled over the charred landscape. Borderforges, mostly in green-tinted metal armor, roamed about with mugs of ale in hand. The battle had been one-sided, with only a score of Borderforges falling to Sylph arrows, or having holes punched through their armor by the spike-armed warriors.

            More than fifty Borderforges laughed, drank, and wagered around the trebuchet. The sergeant stood on one of the war machine’s huge wooden wheels and held a spyglass, which was pointed at the last remaining spire. The rest lay in ruins, smashed to rubble by the trebuchet. A haunting harpsong drifted to him from that lone spire. The Sylph seemed to stand still, though the changing chords meant that he was delicately playing his song, even as all of his brethren had crashed to earth and shattered against the rubble of the spires on which they had stood, until a trebuchet boulder had smashed through. Why would the Sylph keep playing despite the prospect of death before it? A shiver ran through him.

            The Sylph’s entire enclave had just been wiped out. What could one Sylph do? Perhaps he played simply because resistance was pointless. The sergeant hopped down off the wheel, and pushed through the knot of drunken soldiers, ale splashing his armor, and then running down one of his pauldrons. Might as well put an end to this. It was said their haunting songs had some magic to them—no sense in risking it. As he hefted his hatchet, the soldiers fell silent. At a glance from the sergeant, the knot of soldiers backed away from the trebuchet, not without some cursing at each other.

            The sergeant drew back his hatchet, and then cleaved the taut cord. It snapped. The counterweight swung down, causing the trebuchet’s arm to fling over, and with it, the rope and basket. The boulder sailed out of the basket as the trebuchet’s arm completed its arc.

            The far-off spire of stone exploded. The unearthly music stopped. Birds erupted from the trees around the base of the spire. They sailed above the ruined spire. Then, as one, the birds all squawked and seemed to strain, as if flapping against a heavy wind.

            But there was no wind.

            Whatever invisible force was acting against the birds drew them back down toward the spire’s ruined base, and then the birds plummeted out of sight among the trees.

            The Borderforges turned to look at one another in silence. One began laughing drunkenly, and a chorus of drunken laughter followed.

            At the edge of the clearing, a squirrel tumbled off a branch and somersaulted backward, again as if blown by an invisible wind. Three more squirrels tumbled backward, and out of the same tree. Gnats began to zip through the air around them, drawn in the same direction.

            Musical laughter bubbled up from the pile of allegedly dead sylphs. One sylph’s wooden-looking mouth moved.

            “You greedy fools. Do you know what you unleashed?” More laughter.

            The sergeant moved to stand over the sylph. “What do you mean? Speak, and I’ll end your suffering.”

            “Oh, I’m perfectly safe, if a little notched. Magnetism of flesh. That is what you unleashed.”

            “Shut up,” said the sergeant, lifting his hatchet.

            “Lavichorus,” he said. “Doesn’t care a whit for wood. But flesh, now…”

            “Agh,” a Borderforge close to the edge of the clearing stumbled and dropped his tankard of ale. “What in the Borders?” He lurched toward the ruined spire. He turned around and yelled, “Help me! Something’s pulling—”

            He rose and spun straight backward, screaming, into the tall grass. His armor clanked, and he fell silent. A line of Borderforges lifted and tumbled backward, as if gravity had turned sideways, all hollering. The company broke then, men running and faltering, but it was too late. They clawed the dirt and pulled up bunches of grass as they were dragged backward, and then fell through the air.

            The Sylph extricated itself from the pile of its fallen comrades, its stick-like fingers splayed over a wide notch in its side, weeping sap. It shook its birch-white head and said, “Lavichorus. We’re done for.”

            He turned and hobbled toward the trees, melted into the dark forest.

 

 

 

 




  Chapter I: The Mossbringer

 

 

            The Mossbringer awoke with her face stuck to the cave floor, as usual.

            In the dim glow of embers from last night’s fire, she tore her cheek free from the carpet of purple moss. She sat up and rubbed the new patch of moss rooted to her face, and then ran her hands over the dozens of patches of it splotching her arms and legs. She blinked and rubbed the bits of sticky moss out of her eyes.

            She donned her loose-fitting pants and a sleeveless tunic, and then slipped on four fine steel anklets and bracelets. She lifted a leather pouch and poured a stream of salt into her mouth, and then swallowed. Licking her lips with pleasure, she traveled out of her room and down the moss-purple corridor. When she opened the white birch door, the mountain wind nearly blasted it shut. She shouldered it open and stepped into a snow squall.

            The snow swirled bright against the violet moss that ran across the floor and up the walls of the vast caldera, nestled in a soaring peak. An inflated pig’s bladder sailed through the air, and a nimble young monk turned a back-flipping, overhead kick, sending it flying the other way—it was her daughter, Baz. Even with one stunted leg, she somehow managed to be graceful.

            Upon noticing the Mossbringer, the children ceased their game, and hundreds of monks in wind-whipped furs stood from their weeding, and ran past the swaying purple palm trees, toward the clearing at the caldera’s center. Starlings swooped between monks and magenta cornstalks as the Mossbringer walked the warm carpet between rows of plump purple pumpkins and puffs of violet cotton. She took her place at the head of the monks, who now faced her in orderly ranks, ready for the morning combat devotion to Gelfius Most High.

            The Mossbringer’s purple-patched arms drank in the faint spring sunlight, and so her stomach began to feel full. She nodded as she surveyed the group before her. Thanks to her leadership, there were thirty-seven women among the fighting monks. When she had arrived eighteen years ago, women were relegated to servile tasks, such as moss gathering, cooking and sweeping out the caves. So far as she knew, this mountaintop monastery was the only place on Mirriendor where women were considered equal. Many of these women knew the pride of having fought back Borderforges several times: brutal warriors who would have carried them down the mountain and forced into some servile role, even life as a concubine. No, those Borderforges might have subjugated most of this world, and spread their misogynistic ways continent by continent, but they would not do so here. Mount Snowblind (called so because of the blinding drifts that the mountain winds drove into the eyes of climbers) would remain a sanctuary for women, and anyone who wished to live as they wished, not as Borderforges decreed.

            She recited the morning incantation, and then scanned the monks’ faces until she saw her daughter Baz, slouching to one side as always. Not a hint of moss on her face yet—would she ever manifest her abilities? She returned her daughter’s confident nod. Then, she met the stony gaze set in the rock-crusted face of bulky Hunishima. She bowed, and then beckoned with her finger, and the broad-chested monk stepped forward. In practiced unison, the other two hundred or so monks turned toward each other, bowed, and assumed a fighting stance.

            Three far-off horn blasts obliterated the silence of the morning. Intruders.

            The Mossbringer looked at her daughter and shouted, “Baz, stay here.”

            Baz shook her head.

            The Mossbringer sprinted toward the twenty-foot wall of the caldera and cleared it with a bound. Most of the children ran for the cave, while rest of the monks turned and made for the ladder, Baz limping behind last.

            The Mossbringer stood atop Mount Snowblind’s summit, purple moss patches glittering in the sunlight, indigo-and-black hair streaming in the wind. Far down the mountain path, between gusts of snow, a dozen men in furs and glinting, green-tinted breastplate emerged. She frowned. Green armor—the fabled Plague Steel? She would need to procure a set of it for training.

            The Mossbringer reached a hand inside a pocket of her robe and brought out the red crystal known as a Mystral. She tossed it to bald, pebble-faced Hunishima, who had just ascended the ladder.

            Hunishima caught the Mystral. As a Crag, he had the strength of the mountain within him. The Mystral would bring out even more of his power. He crushed the Mystral in one rocky fist, closing his eyes and breathing in, letting the pores of his hand drink in the hazy Myst. He shuddered against the thrill of foreign memories as his arms and shoulders swelled, strained the fabric of his tunic. More jagged pebbles surfaced across his cheeks, forehead and knuckles.

            An arrow whizzed over the Mossbringer’s head. She turned a contemptuous look upon the knights advancing below. Fools; such missiles were all but useless in these winds.

            Rocks were another story, though.

            A row of boulders ringed the edge of the caldera. The Mossbringer nodded to them, and Hunishima grunted agreement. She turned to Dek, another Moonblood, who had just arrived behind her, a grin twisting his chapped, flaking countenance.

            Dek held up a blue Mystral—he had saved one. Good man. He knelt and smashed the blue Mystral on a rock, closed his eyes as the faint cloud of Myst swirled into him. He trembled. The skin of his face and hands pulsed red, as if an inferno raged beneath his skin.

            There were only a handful of Moonbloods among them—that is, people with bloodlines running back to Gelfius himself. A Moonblood’s abilities depended on where they were born; as hulking Hunishima was born on a mountain, he had its strength. As for Dek, who was born in the desert, he was a Scald. The burning sun’s heat was in him.

            The Mossbringer nodded at the two. “On me.” She turned back toward the growing group of monks forming behind her. “They want to take me from you, fellow monks. Let them try.”

            A cry went up among the purple-fur-clad monks.

            “Wait for us to engage, and then send them hurtling off our mountain.”

            “Snowblind monks,” boomed one of the knights. He towered over his fellow knights, outfitted in ill-fitting greenish plate armor, a bear pelt draped over his shoulders. Like all of the knights, a pointed black tabard covered his platemail. In the center of the tabard stood a flame with a sword rising up out of it: the sigil of the Borderforge, and of the god Gelfius. The wind twitched his tabard aside to reveal chest plates that sagged. The greaves on his legs hung at awkward angles. His ruddy face gleamed with sweat.

            He continued, “We wish you no ill will. Fiery Necrant are storming the plains below. There is a war on. We need the Mossbringer, along with any Mystrals you can spare. Then we will leave in peace.”

            The Mossbringer yelled, “The long journey in such heavy armor seems not to have agreed with your constitution. This is no place for mere Borderforges. Go back to Luxia.”

            The hollow-cheeked knight only stared. There was a disturbance in the air around his armor, as if waves of heat were rising from it. The Mossbringer cocked her head. He raised his right, gauntleted fist, which held a red Mystral. He crushed it. A Moonblood.

            This Moonblood ripped his two-handed blade free from its back scabbard, and the blade elicited the pained scream of a newborn as it was drawn. A black Mystral protruded from the pommel. Sacrilege. That black Mystral trapped the soul of a newborn, and as such, would impart to the wielder the rage of a life cut short.

            He held the sword aloft. The knights around him began chanting, all of them feverish-looking in their distorted, superheated armor, all gleaming with sweat even in this icy wind. They chanted “Kildare, Kildare, Kildare.”

            The Mossbringer squinted. Could this be Kildare himself? The leader of the Luxia Legion. No, this evil, sickly, ill-equipped man could not be him.

            And yet, as the knights chanted, the plates of his armor began to shift. The greaves straightened on his legs, the chest plates lifted and separated. He was growing, filling out his armor. What type of Moonblood was he? Best not to wait and find out. The Mossbringer nodded at Hunishima.

            Hunishima hefted a horse-sized boulder up over his head, and with a yell, launched it toward Kildare.

            By the time the boulder had left his hands, the Mossbringer had already blurred down the steep, mossy mountainside. The Mossbringer had no need to crush Mystrals to extract Myst; she grew Mystrals. The Myst was in her, always. She charged a Borderforge knight who aimed a drawn bow at her. Like Kildare, this knight’s face dripped sweat despite the cold and wind. He released his shot.

            The Mossbringer sprang in a high arc. The arrow zipped harmlessly beneath her. As she descended toward him, her right foot shot out, and a moment before impact, she used Myst to turn the skin of her foot into whatever it happened to be touching: in this instance, her steel anklet. A “clang” sounded as her steel foot met his helmeted head, and the knight rolled backward down the mossy mountainside. She landed in a crouch, and used Myst once more to turn her foot back to flesh and moss. She stood to face the two knights running to engage her.

            Hunishima’s boulder landed with a crash to the right of the path and bounded toward Kildare. The two knights at his sides dived out of the boulder’s path, but Kildare only sheathed his blade, and lowered his shoulder. The boulder smashed into him with a ringing of metal—and stopped.

            The boulder Hunishima had thrown rose into the air—was lifted—by the towering Kildare. And then he launched the boulder, not in an arc, such as Hunishima had done, but straight-on like a meteor streaking. Hunishima did not have time to dodge, but simply disappeared as the boulder crashed onto him.

            On the other side of the path, two Borderforges charged the Mossbringer simultaneously, one from either side of her, but they were plodding in their heavy armor. She darted forward and parried a two-handed slash with a clang, thanks to her left arm, which had become steel at a thought. She cried out when she did so, though; the greenish metal was of a superior ore. The wound burned, but that was the only opening the Mossbringer needed. She stepped inside his guard, and with her left hand snatched and snapped the leather strap holding his greenish chest plate in place, exposing the chain armor beneath. With her right, suddenly steel fist, she punched him in the chest, and he collapsed. She dove into a forward roll over the fallen man just as the other Borderforge lunged to skewer her. She rolled to her feet and held up her right arm; a black wound gaped in her forearm. Inky tendrils snaked out from the wound and over her moss. What had that cursed metal done to her?

            Dek leapt atop a boulder and lifted a bottle in his hand. A rag trailed from the mouth of the bottle. He lit the rag with his flaming left hand and lobbed it at a Borderforge who had just turned toward the stunned Mossbringer. The bottle exploded in flash of fire, and the man screamed, throwing himself to the ground and flailing.

            The other monks met the rest of the Borderforges in battle on the mountainside. She heard a cry as her friend Kusk was run through. No. The monk Gast ripped off a knight’s gauntlet and then spun and struck him in the head with it, felling him.

            The Mossbringer had just dropped the last Borderforge near her with a spinning steel kick to the helmet when Kildare arrived, charging across the mountainside.

            The boulder that had landed on Hunishima rolled off him, and the Crag stood shakily. “To me,” he cried, blood streaming from his nose and mouth. “We must fight together.”

            The Mossbringer cradled her festering arm wound, and took in Kildare’s brandished green blade of that poisonous metal. She turned and bounded up toward Hunishima, but cried out suddenly. She landed in a heap, something protruding from her back.

            Quick as thought, Kildare had drawn and thrown a knife composed of that green metal. Hunched over, the Mossbringer reached for the pommel that protruded from her back, but moving with unnatural speed, Kildare was upon her. In a sudden lunge he thrust his silver-green blade through her back and pinned her to the ground.

            All the Mossbringer knew was the agony of fire. She screamed, and then vomited black gore.

            Kildare ripped his blade free, sheathed it, and then lifted the Mossbringer and threw her over his shoulder, even as she convulsed. He strode back down the path, as more Borderforges emerged from the swirling snow below and took up defensive positions. Stunned monks simply watched Borderforges drag their wounded down the mountain, slowly retreating backward after them.

            The Mossbringer’s young daughter, Baz, came limping down the mountainside. “Save her!” she cried. “Hunishima, Dek, please!” She looked from face to face. Three monks lay unmoving. Another two monks attended to one who was moaning.

            Hunishima limped down to her. “I cannot stand against Kildare,” he said. “My Myst is spent, and with your mother gone, we have no more Mystrals. He is too strong.”

            “Cowards,” sobbed Baz, tears streaming down her face. “I’ll go after him myself.” She stood to walk down the mountain, but her heel was stuck.

            “What in Mirrirendor,” she said. The purple moss on the mountainside had rooted to the bottom of her foot. With a yank she tore it free.

            Hunishima extended a rocky hand and stroked her cheek with a finger. “Purple tears,” he said.

            She felt her cheek. A rough patch had grown there. She picked off a piece and looked at it—purple moss.

            “Come back up the mountain,” said Hunishima. “We will plan your mother’s rescue.”

            “No, we need to go now,” she said. “Before they get off the mountain. We outnumber them. We can do it.” She looked up at the mass of monks who were making their way down now.

            Another monk spoke, one Baz had regarded as something of a father: Yunis. He said, “But we have a new Mossbringer. We cannot lose both of you to the Borderforges.”

            Hunishima nodded. “Kildare is too strong. We need to regroup.”

            Baz turned to run down the mountain, but he caught her by the arm. He grabbed her other arm, lifted her, and threw her over his shoulder.

            “What are you doing? Stop. Put me down! Yunis? Tell him to put me down.”

            “You are crippled,” Yunis said. “What can you hope to accomplish alone?”

            Baz kicked and writhed as Hunishima limped up the mountain. “No, what about my mother?”

            “Patience is our best weapon now,” said Hunishima.

 

 

 

 




  Chapter II: Baz

 

 

            With a gasp Baz tore her face free from the floor. There was a hole in the purple carpet where her face had been, but the moss was already creeping over the gap like a healing wound. She tore the patch of moss hanging from her face and tossed it into the embers of last night’s fire. She blew on the embers until they smoked, turned yellow, and sprouted flames that began to eat the moss.

            She picked the bits of moss from her eyes and ran her tongue over her fuzzy-feeling teeth. Her dry throat itched. Orange-tasting moss coated her teeth, tongue, and the inside of her mouth. She needed to get off this mountain before the moss choked her. How her mother had managed it with grace, she could not tell. She had asked her mother time and again about changing her skin, and the growing of Mystrals, but she had always put it off. Her mother knew that Baz would become a commodity the moment she sprouted moss, but now the time was here and she was not ready. Even worse, Hunishima was tearing the Mystrals out of her skull before they were even ready, and she was sure he was an addict—snorting them.

            Above all else, she missed her mother. She missed frightening legends told by the night fire, wind whistling ghost-like as her mother’s words crafted images of the corpse dragon Lavichorus and his army of burning trees, led by flying, bloody cloaks of leaves come to life in undeath. She’d give anything to hear her tell one of those stories again. She wondered where her mother was now, if she was even alive.

            Baz bowed her head and recited a short prayer for Gelfius to protect her mother. Her dry eyes burned with tears. She sat up and slammed her fist on the mossbed. A month. How could Gelfius look on and not take her part? Every moment she was imprisoned here was a moment her mother suffered. If her mother had escaped the Borderforges, she would have come back already and smashed that wooden door like matchsticks.

            The door creaked open. Baz stumbled on her stunted leg, pulled on her tattered robe to cover her moss-splotched body. She winced at the bright flame that seemed to float in, a torch carried by the hulking form of Master Hunishima. He carried the brand to where she sat. Hunishima dropped a bucket on the floor, water sloshing over the sides. He tossed a small pouch next to it.

            Baz choked with rage. “Let me out of here,” she tried to say, but her throat was too dry. She coughed up flecks of moss. She limped forward and then bent down and tipped the bucket so she could drink. The cool water soothed her throat. She hated herself for taking anything this bastard brought.

            “Easy now,” rasped Hunishima.

            Baz set the bucket down and wiped her mouth. “Let me out of here. I want to find my mother.”

            “Then the Borderforges would have both of you.”

            Baz feinted with a quick right jab and then kicked for his groin with her shorter leg, but Hunishima twisted so that her foot only smashed against his rock-studded thigh. She fell back, holding her torn foot.

            Hunishima’s glittering eyes were on her. He leaned down and placed his pebble-rough palm on her mossy cheek.

            She recoiled. “Get away from me.”

            “More moss,” he said. “You lack your mother’s control. She had discipline, the discipline to control her abilities. You clearly do not.”

            “It’s this moss-covered mountain,” said Baz. “Just let me go and I’ll leave. I won’t come back.”

            Hunishima shook his head. “The purple moss grows out of you, not the mountain, foolish girl. But I must say, the moss has spread even farther down the mountainside, and the crops grow even faster. Bigger pumpkins, too, than your mother ever grew.”

            “You have no right to keep me here.”

            “It is my duty to keep you here. Your moss feeds hundreds—would you have them starve?”

            “Then live somewhere sensible,” she shouted, “not a blasted old volcano.”

            “The Borderforges would find and enslave us if we were down on the plains, as they did your mother. You know that.”

            Baz fisted her hands. “How are you any better than them, locking me up?” She lunged for the burning torch in his hand, but he swung it out of her reach.

            He crashed the back of his rock-studded hand across her jaw. She spun and fell to the soft carpet of moss.

            She glared up at her captor.

            Hunishima pinched his nose, wiped it. She knew what he did with those Mystrals. These days, he always had dried blood crusting his nose lately, his movements jerky. A Mystral addict. Her mother had warned her about those, but she had never expected Hunishima to become one.

            He seized her chin, staring down into her eyes. “You’re fortunate we ever took pity on you and your mother. You know Necrant are coming across those plains. Why do you think the Borderforges took your mother when they did? They need her Mystrals to fight those monsters.”

            “I’d gladly take my chances with them.”

            “There is a war on, girl. We are not leaving this mountain with all of our families in the midst of it. So handing over your Mystrals is the least you can do, for the good of the monastery.”

            “Liar,” she said. “You’re snorting them.”

            He rubbed his nose with his fingers. “Once in a while, for the pain. If you were ever crushed by a boulder, maybe you would understand.” He placed the torch in a wall sconce. Then, he grabbed her long, purple-black hair roughly, pulled her head down for inspection. She strained vainly against his stony grip.

            Hunishima twisted her hair painfully, turning her head. “Hair looking purple, even your eyes. Soon you’ll hear naught but the voices of the dead, and you won’t be able to distinguish them from what’s real.” He tapped on the bud of a crystal coming through. “This Mystral, white as milk. Be ready tomorrow, I’ll bet.” He released her hair.

            She pulled back and batted his hand away.

            Hunishima chuckled. “I’ll be back tomorrow.” He turned and strode out, and then slammed the door. A thud from the outside announced the dropping of the beam that barred it shut.

            Broken man. He hadn’t always been this way, but her mother’s loss had also been hard on him. Her mother would never have let this happen. This was what her mother had run from all those years ago: imprisonment. The story was, her mother had come to this lone monastery to hide from Borderforges who sought to enslave her. Now they finally had her. Bastards.

            Baz tore a swath of the purple moss from the floor and limped to the small stone hearth. She tossed it on the fire. Baz sat and stared into the flames. She hobbled to the pouch Hunishima had dropped and picked it up. She opened her mouth and upended the pouch. Her mossy tongue vibrated with pleasure as she held the salt in her mouth, and then swallowed. Of course she knew why Hunishima brought salt. Mystrals were composed of one part salt, and one part soul, according to her mother. Being a Soul Shepherd was indeed a family curse, and she had heard of no other family on all of Mirriendor who ever had it. Then again, she had lived almost all of her eighteen years isolated on this mountaintop. But she knew one thing. Even if she was going to die soon, it would not be here, having Mystrals pried from her skull by Hunishima.

            Baz felt a thrill as her skin prickled, and a woman’s cry rippled through her; she had absorbed Myst. A departed soul had found her, even in this cave. The Mystral in her scalp throbbed. If she could only pull that white Mystral out before Hunishima, she could use it, couldn’t she? She hadn’t become any stronger since the moss had started growing on her. Not like her mother. Crags like Hunishima crushed Mystrals to fuel their strength, so maybe it would work for her. Tomorrow, Hunishima had said. Maybe that white Mystral would be ready earlier. Maybe tonight. Baz felt the top of her head; the Mystral was more than a bump. Enough of it protruded for her to get the tips of her fingers around it. When she’d heard that woman’s cry, and felt the thrill, the Mystral had grown. Here was her chance. She sat down cross-legged, clutched the end of the smooth crystal and pushed it to and fro. She gritted her teeth. It was like a tooth that wasn’t quite ready to come out. She pulled it back and forth, and with a sudden jerk she ripped the Mystral from her scalp.

            “Agh!” She slapped a hand over the searing hole in her head.

            It was the biggest Mystral she’d ever seen. Warm and white as a new tooth, long and sharp as a dagger. What was it about these things? She held it and closed her eyes. She didn’t feel any different. She squeezed it. Nothing. She could crush it, but if it didn’t work, she’d have nothing. She fingered the gap in her head where the Mystral had been. The hole was closing, just like the moss on the floor. The next time Hunishima pulled her hair, she could stab him with the Mystral. But then what? He could snap her neck like a flower stem.

            Baz added more fragrant moss to the fire for light. Then she tapped the crystal against her palm, looked around the room. She could hide the crystal. But Hunishima would just beat her, find it anyway. She got up and limped to the door. That beam on the other side…

            Baz knelt, slipped the thin white crystal through the crack between the door and the jamb. The Mystral was just slim enough to slide through. Now if she could only lift the slab of wood barring the door with the Mystral. She slid the crystal up until it bumped the heavy wood. She strained, all her concentration focused on the fingers gripping the crystal. The beam began to rise, and then, “snap.”

            With a bright flash and a woman’s moan, the crystal shattered: the last sound that soul would ever make. A fiery wind stormed through Baz’s chest.

            The fire raged all the way to the tips of her fingers. Her breath was gone. Her palm slammed against the door as if by magnetism, and she watched and felt her fingers harden and turn to wood. Her hand was numb and stiff as a board, with a black knot right in the center of it, rough-grained, just like the door.

            Baz spun around, staring in horror at her immovable wooden hand, and bumped her back against the door. The back of her head stiffened, and then it spread down her neck. The stiffness spread across her shoulders. Whatever her skin touched, it became. Oh Gelfius, how did her mother control this?

            She stepped away from the door and felt her neck with the back of her left hand: solid wood. She could not even bend her neck to look down. But if she touched the soft moss… she crouched unsteadily, and then fell over sideways onto the mossy floor. The relief was instant. Her neck and back turned flexible once more, as moss crept over her. Her wooden hand softened, and purpled, and the slow, warming tide of moss washed up her arm. Her back and neck were covered in moss, now. The moss tickled as it crawled from her feet up her legs. She could not touch something without becoming it. But for how long?

            Baz tried to stand, but her leg spasmed and she collapsed. Searing pain shot through her thigh, and she clutched it and cried out. What was wrong with her? After several minutes, the pain began to subside. She pulled up her robe to reveal a splotchy trail of moss that ran up both legs, but now an even band of purple ran all the way around her shorter thigh. She stood and flexed her legs… her symmetrical legs. For the first time she was staring at two legs blissfully even with each other.

            The moss had lengthened her stunted leg.

            If her mother could only see her… that Mystral… somehow, breaking it had fixed her leg. So that’s what it was like to drink Myst. If she could use it to her advantage, perhaps she could escape this imprisonment and find her mother. The other monks might help if they knew the truth.

            A chance to get free, and yet, when he found out she’d broken that Mystral, Hunishima might just kill her anyway. No, it was time to finally find her mother.

            An open wooden hand would not be much good for breaking through the door. She approached the mossy cave wall and scraped off the moss to reveal the stone beneath. Fists of granite could be helpful.

            Baz fisted her hands and pushed them against the stone. Her fists grayed over, turned cold, then solid. She pulled away when both fists were gray, speckled stone to the wrist. So this was how her mother did it. She walked to the door. Countless small indentations covered the door where she’d punched it in rage.

            Baz squared her shoulders and shot her stone fist straight through the door with a crash, sending a rain of splintered wood into the moss-covered corridor. It worked. What’s more, her muscles swelled and tingled with strength. For the first time in months, she felt hope.

            But her fist was no longer stone. The knuckles of her right fist had become wooden from contact with the door. She quickly smashed away the other planks on the sides of the hole, then vaulted easily through the gap. Out here, the torch on the wall showed the extent of the purple moss—like her room, the stone corridor was covered, floor, wall and ceiling alike. A violet tunnel. Was this much moss truly all growing from her, as it had from her mother?

            She scraped away the moss on the wall with her wooden fist, and then pressed her fists against the cool stone. Stone her fists became once more. She stared at her rough, gray fists, the fists of a statue. This mystral has made her strong—as strong as Hunishima? Time to find out.

 

 

 

 




  Chapter III: Baz

 

 

            Baz pushed her fist against the iron latch and handle, and her cold stone hand grew colder. A tide of black washed over her gray fist, and she did the same with her other. She held her fists, black and pitted, before her. Stone may beat wood, but iron beats stone. Two iron fists for you, Hunishima.

            Using her iron fists, Baz awkwardly opened the white birch door to exit the cave system, but the mountain wind blasted it back. She shouldered the door and squeezed out into the icy gale. She squinted against the blinding sunlight. The entire caldera was carpeted in purple moss, just as before. Above, the sky loomed blue and cloudless. Beneath the bright spring sun stood the whole enclave—nearly two hundred warrior monks, as well as children, their purple furs and robes whipping in the wind. They formed a semi-circle around Master Hunishima. Several monks wore glinting metal armor, and wielded shining swords, while monks practiced disarming them, and attacking the weaknesses in the armor, even tearing it off the wearer. Beyond the group was the only way up and out of caldera—the iron ladder anchored in the gray stone of the mountain. But wait—with Hunishima distracted, it would be better just to leave; she could get a head start that way. If she was quiet, he wouldn’t notice she’d left for hours. Onward to Luxia.

            As she started to turn to face the others, something smashed her in the side with such force that she lurched forward and ricocheted off the caldera wall. Stunned, Baz lay on the soft moss. Her ribs burned with pain. On the ground next to her lay the rock that had smashed her back, dripping with blood. Then she felt a familiar tug on her hair, and Hunishima dragged her to her feet.

            Hunishima pinned her to the caldera wall by her hair, which was wrapped around his rocky fist. On his forearm was a gaping wound, bleeding—he’d torn that rock he threw at her from his own arm.

            “Girl,” he growled, “that Mystral had better be…” He pulled her head down, searched her scalp with his fingers. “No!”

            “Master Hunishima?” It was Dek’s voice, a kind voice. A voice she hadn’t heard in a month. Baz twisted, but could not even see Dek, as he was behind the hulking Hunishima.

            Without turning to face him, Hunishima said, “Dek, you will be seated, now, with the rest.”

            “No.” shouted Baz. “You be seated!” She yanked away hard, leaving a handful of torn hair in Hunishima’s grasp, and drove her iron fist into his surprisingly soft nose. The hulking crag sailed backward and sat down hard, right down on the caldera floor, blinking, gape-mouthed. Blood streamed over his cracked lips

            “Baz!” shouted Dek. “What are you doing?” He backed away. “Striking the head of your order?”

            Not you too, Dek.

            Baz cried, “He lied to me—lied to all of you. He’s been ripping Mystrals out of my head and snorting them—”

            Hunishima rose from the moss, trembling, a hand over his crushed nose, his voice distorted and choked with blood. “So the Mossbringer has come into her strength.”

            “Can it be so?” asked Dek.

            Baz looked down at her iron fists. How long would all this last? “He imprisoned me, and none of you did anything about it. I am going to find my mother.”

            Dek said, “But wait, Baz—let us help you! If you have truly found your strength, we stand a chance.”

            “Then we go now,” said Baz.

            Hunishima shook his head. “She crushed a Mystral is all. She knows not how to control her powers. Where are your fists of iron now, girl?”

            She looked down. Moss was creeping in a tide over both of her fists, reclaiming them from the iron. She turned to run, but Hunishima caught her by the shoulder.

            Hunishima smiled, blood in his teeth. “What’s the matter? Don’t you know such power is fleeting?”

            Baz flexed her fingers—flesh again. She felt tired, too, weaker. The Myst had worn off. She tried to pry Hunishima’s stony grip from her shoulder, but in vain.

            Dek stepped up to both of them. “Baz, I will not let him steal your Mystrals.”

            Hunishima looked at Dek, and then away. “I have used Mystrals to ease my pain; it is true.”

            Dek said, “But surely we have some Mystrals reserved. Don’t we?”

            “My pain has been great of late,” Hunishima said.

            Dek said, “But to use Myst in such a way—the souls of the departed—is unseemly, Hunishima. There are herbs that can do as much.”

            Hunishima looked down “I am still the head of your order. But I submit that the Mystrals do tempt me. But we cannot release Baz. She will run after her mother and be caught. And our Purple Paradise will be barren rock, as before.”

            “I am not your property,” said Baz. “Let me go. You have no right.”

            Dek said, “As you are female, we do have the right, by Gelfius, unless you have the strength to stop us, as your mother did. This is for your own good, until you truly come into your strength. If you had your mother’s powers, Hunishima would not be able to hold you back, as he is. But you mean not to stay.” He looked at Hunishima. “The Cradle. We chain her out in the open air for the time being. It will not kill her, as she is becoming a Mossbringer, like her mother. But she must be chained because when she gains her strength, that room will not hold her.”

            The Cradle: chained to the mountaintop, defenseless in the freezing night.

            Hunishima nodded. “I concur.”

            Dek sighed and looked at Baz. “I only pity the girl.”

            “Pity is for the weak,” said Hunishima. “We Snowblind Monks cannot afford the luxury of weakness.”

#

            Baz lay chained all day, arms outstretched, in the caldera’s center.

            She had never felt better.

            Her month of nausea ended on the first day they manacled her hands and feet to iron posts driven into the rock by the caldera’s south wall. She was awash in glorious spring sunlight. She surrendered to the urge to turn her head and chew through the moss, and lick the dirt and salt off the stone beneath. She brimmed with energy. She tugged at her manacles with newfound strength, and yet it was not enough to break them. But she was getting stronger. She would break free and go find her mother. She was sure she could do it. She smiled in the warm sunshine. It was as if the sunlight were feeding her.

            And then the sun went down.

            The howls echoed from far off at first. As the howls grew closer, the wolves began to yip excitedly. They had caught the scent of their prey. It was her. Not long afterward, the first point-eared silhouette appeared on the edge of the caldera. The shape was barely visible in the dark, just a darker patch of darkness. The wolf circled the entire caldera rim. It was a twenty-foot drop, and the wolf did not seem to be willing to chance it. She thanked Gelfius for that high caldera wall—wait, no she didn’t. What did Gelfius ever do? She had gotten herself out of that cave. She would get herself out of this, too. To the Nethercanyons with Gelfius, and Dek. How long had women been held down by Gelfius’ sexist teachings? Of course her mother had been an exception, but that was only because she was so strong.

            The wolf sat on its haunches and issued a howl that made her neck prickle. Soon several more wolves joined it at the caldera’s rim, and the lone howl became a chorus. Then, it suddenly ended. She could no longer see their silhouettes. Baz breathed a sigh of relief.

            Then something hit the ground behind her.

            Baz’s breathing quickened. She tried to twist around to look, but the chains prevented her. “Hello?” she said to the night.

            In response, there was a sniffing at her right ear. She started and leaned away from it, but it followed her, and a wet nose bumped her ear. She recoiled, and twisted her head. She was looking at two slices of moon reflected in the liquid eyes of a large feline head. A mountain lion. A wave of cold washed over her hands and feet that ran all the way to her gut where it sloshed like ice water.

            The mountain lion lunged toward her and bumped its head into her cheek. She gasped, and once more it bumped her, and then turned its head and nuzzled its warm fur against her face. What was that deep chest rumble? What in Mirriendor? The mountain lion was purring.

            Just get it over
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