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One More Day








The new hybrids spawned by the Sorcerer appeared on the horizon; they were huge, of uncertain breeding, and endless. That hope was lost was evident even to the common eye. 

The people leading the resistance shook their heads. They had been putting faith in a mission to the Underworld by a Farmer Mage and a woman from the Little People. It was foolish, many sensed, but it had given hope and helped keep up morale to hold off the enemy.

There was weeping and consolation; there were discussions about whether they should fight. Some considered hurling themselves off the cliffs. 

We lost our Mage, our connection to the Flower World, lamented the Council. The worst has happened—she has ended up captive in the Underworld. Jarell, the farmer, now carries Madriel’s staff, but he has left too, for the faint hope of freeing her. True, another Quester is with him, but she’s skilled in tending Flower World Plants, not fighting sorcerers and clones. It’s reported too that a Water Person has joined them. Such a kind may have special talents in guiding, but not in fighting. How can we be deceived into thinking this plan would work? And now—too late for help—our enemy has appeared on the horizon. 

The wrong choices and bad luck, thought Dizor, gripping the battlement. For some reason, he recalled being released from the woman in that unknown realm. Some force unknown had brought him to This World. Coming back jarred him, and he spent much time in the Healing House. Dizor returned to assessing their situation, with the silent king by his side.

The nurse came to the lookout stone and joined in the watch. No one questioned her presence, for she usually gave an important word. It seemed she was seeing things beyond the horde.

“Do not give up,” she said firmly. “We must hold off the first assault. We need at least one more day. These creatures are of the day.”

The king looked into her eyes and wondered: How does the nurse know this? Does she see further than them? 

Dizor decided not to ask further, for he could not bear more bad news.

Skya sensed his unasked question. “We will need to make places ready for our Questers’ return.”

King Conad was a man who knew odds, and his assessment of their chances was clear: that they had little or none. “How will we be able to withstand them for an hour? Yet you have spoken wisdom and given direction before. Perhaps you are seeing more than we do ?”

Nurse Skya neither affirmed nor denied this, which the king and the prince had come to take as a yes.

The king continued, “Yes, nurse, we will follow what you say once more. We rally—if the others agree.”

The matter came before the council. Kasa did not need much convincing. “We fight.” Emeral was a quick second, and the men followed.

“Prepare for the final battle,” said the graying king, for he had aged since they had come upon the high mesa. 

Then, just as the room emptied, incredible pounding sounds came from the room that held the secret passageway. Warriors raced to the room filled with stones, but they were too late. The room’s walls had shattered, with stones scattered about. Standing amid the unexpected scene and confusion was a Giant. 

The defenders raised their spears and readied to shoot arrows. 

“Halt!” Dizor cried. “This giant is our friend.”

“It’s Dandor who helped us defend the pass! He lives!” And to their great surprise, two more Giants followed.

“My brothers,” announced Dandor. “You all need to listen for knocking—it will make it easier for help to come your way.” 

“How?” asked Dizor, “did you know we needed help? And what caused you to decide to come?”

“Well, my friends, I heard the people of the high mesa were in need. And Giants may be slow, but they are loyal. My brothers aren’t doing this for the same reason—they didn’t want to miss a good fight.”

“You and your brothers are most welcome. Do you know the odds we faced?”

“More of those Sorcerer’s hybrid half armies? No problem,” asserted Dandor. “With three of us, we can handle quite a few. And if push comes to shove, there’s Jarell’s words of power and the magic staff.”

“Jarell and the staff are not with us. He has gone to the Underworld to free the High Mage.”

“He has?—heroic of him... I’m sure he brought some trusted warriors with him. It’s a pity he didn’t ask us. I was looking forward to his giving us payment.”

“Payment?” asked the king. “You work for hire?”

“The usual price for my services.”

The king became alarmed. Would they ask for someone to eat, for he knew this habit of Giants? “Is it...” he began asking.

“A riddle,” said Dandor. “Jarell was good at them.”

“Yes, my god!” exclaimed the king. “I think we can provide you that. Not me—the nurse—where is she? Has she stepped away again?”

“Quick, find me a Riddler!” ordered Conad.

The Giant was forgiving. “No worries about payment for now. The price will not be due until services are given.”

Endless streams came, but the Giants’ fight was endless. They hurled great stones and had the strength to push the climbing hybrids down—hour after hour, throughout the long day. Their acts of courage were too many to count, and they saved many from dying. 

By the day’s end, one Giant had died, and another was seriously wounded. Dandor had some wounds, but could still fight. 

That day, Giants fought alongside the people, and because they did, the people on the High Mesa were able to hold off the enemy, against all odds—for one more day. 

King Conad gave a stark assessment at the day’s end. “We will not last through another day. Too many have died; we have taken too many casualties to last another day. Still, it was a good fight.”

“We will wait until morning. We make our last stand in the inner circle, with women and children in the middle.”

The night was long; it was hard to sleep. Kasa and Emeral approached Nurse Skya in the middle of the night. She was not asleep, but her eyes gazed afar as if she was seeing. 

She was not surprised by the two women asking for entrance. 

“Come in, sister warriors,” she welcomed.

“It seems you already know why we are here,” said Emeral. “Yes, we have come to ask you for help.”

Emeral couldn’t bring herself to speak, and she looked to Kasa. 

Kasa, who did not understand why, had to summon courage to speak. She hesitated, but the woman’s face only beamed with kindness. 

“Forgive us for speaking so directly. Why will you not come to our aid more? We sense you have more powers than you show. You have brought life to all of us when we were at the edge of death. Can you not help to save our people now?”

Nurse Skya turned her face away and looked toward the horizon and the moon, which was but a sliver. She spoke softly, clearly. “Things are on the edge... in the Underworld. Will you join hands with me, so we may summon the others?”

Kasa’s instinct was to say, “Is that all we can do? The horde will be at our gates at dawn, and we will pray for events in another world?”

She looked to Emeral, but her response was to lift her hand to join hers. Kasa relented and held out her other hand, and they made a circle of three.

Nurse Skya uttered a name they knew not, that sounded like a power from Flower World, or even beyond. Then she sang: 

Let the Circle of Emptiness be broken

Let the darkness divide and fall

Let the Center come to our aid 

And guide your Servants return






Nurse Skya closed with another unknown word of power. Then she said, “We must do one more thing at dawn—for This World’s fate will be decided then.” 
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Chapter II
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Dawn






Dawn was coming, a scarlet red illuminating the sky. The Bear Men were summoning the hybrids again. Nurse Skya was by the King’s side along with Dizor. Then on either side of them were Kasa and Emeral.

“It is time,” said the nurse. 

It seemed she saw more than she could say—something she tried to share with her eyes. The king wondered if she was fey. 

“Summon all the people to gather in the center. The people will now fight in a different way. We will join hands, ask evil to be banished, and for good to triumph. It’s time to lay aside our weapons.”

King Conad and Prince Dizor did not understand, but they knew the time for normal ways had expired. The nurse is our best hope, our hidden Mage, thought the king, and he concurred.

The men were few, and in the center gathered women who tended children, older folks, and children without parents. The council members formed an inner ring.

The dawn grew strong, and the rumbling of the approaching hybrids could be heard. The people of the high mesa prayed more intently, wondering if they would die.

There descended an ominous silence, then the scratching sounds of the hybrids, gripping the walls, starting their ascent.

All became silent again, as if the horde were waiting for the final command. 

“Stay with the silence—call upon the Good to do its work,” said Nurse Skya. “And do not look below yet.”

There was nothing, no noise. All eyes were upon Skya, who had closed hers. Some raised their hands, supplicating for unseen help. 

Something seemed to shift, the faintest hint in the sky—an inexplicable movement of clouds and light.

The nurse, whose eyes were still closed, raised her hands high, waited for a long moment. Then she let down her arms, opened her eyes and spoke quietly: “They have succeeded.”

The word was passed, but no one believed her... The rumbling of the invaders sounded louder than before.

She is lost in her visions, thought Conad, and his eyes filled with tears.

Then a great rent tore through the sky—something pierced its veil. And it felt as if a great weight had lifted from the world. Something dark had departed, sent far away, a power that had tried to enslave them. It was gone. 

There followed screeching, whistling sounds as hundreds of hybrids crashed to the ground. Everyone rushed to the edge to see hybrids, clustering in mounds, writhing, then becoming still. 

The Bear Men in the distance wandered about as if disoriented. Some were beginning to leave.

“It’s over,” announced Dizor. “I don’t know how so, but it is. The people of the high mesa will live.”

Then all the people cheered, thinking that the miracle had happened by Nurse Skya’s doing.

Conad thought similarly and turned to her. “I think we do not know you. We have said there is no magic here, yet power is not far from your being. You seem to know of events in the Underworld; you know events here before they happen. You can only do that if you have that gift from Flower World.”

The king paused, giving the nurse time for affirmation, some assent, but she offered none. He continued, “I will not ask who you are, how old you are... for you strike me as one who does not readily tell all, and only when you must.” 

Nurse Skya held her silence, for no question had been asked. 

Noemi would not leave her unquestioned. “Will they return? Will all return?”

The nurse had been bidden to answer, and she paused unnaturally so before this question. “They will return, but one will not.” 

A sadness came upon the council members, who were close by, wondering who would not return.

The joy of the moment was not lost, however. Though their losses the day before had been great the day before and unknown sorrow still awaited, joy that their people and their world surviving took hold and people began talking excitedly.

The Giant Dandor, however, was not yet satisfied. In a loud voice that many could hear, he asked, “Seeing as we have won, I think I am owed a riddle, as was promised, for services rendered.”

The nurse turned, smiled and answered, “You have earned it.”

“Go ahead then.”

“Now?”

“I am hungry for one. I have gone a long while without one. A Giant like me lives on food and riddles. Can you make it about the Questers, for I have wondered greatly about them?”

“Let me see if I can summon one, since you ask so directly.”

The nurse looked into the distance, trying to sense their return. She half sang, half spoke in a tongue that was fair, melodious, and not understood by any. 

“That sounded grand,” admitted the Giant. “But can you use the more common tongue? Not this flowery stuff.”

“You did not say it had to be in the common language,” Nurse Skya answered, not wishing to reveal secrets she had just uttered.

“Oh, I get it. Clever! You say the riddle in a mysterious tongue because I’m to guess the answer without knowing the question. You think this lowly Giant can’t do that, that only the great ones from Flower World can?

“I do not give up easily. Jarell, the Farmer-Mage, would attest to that. I solved all his riddles. Let me see if I can answer this one, whose words I do not know.” 

The Giant sat on a stone slab, placing his great hand under his chin. He tried, but the answer, as expected, did not readily come. “A clue, perhaps,” he begged. 

The nurse whispered in his ear.

“Do you know the answer now?”

“At least now I know the question part: who is the greatest Quester?” Dandor revealed. “Give me the options, will you?—so I may choose the best.”

The nurse had to oblige, for she was fairly questioned. 

“Who is the greatest Quester?” she intoned in the common tongue. “Kasa, whose life protected the Mother Plant, slew the Lead Clone with her knife. Marcol, who led them safely through the unknown Flower Land? The Water Woman who almost died holding the Flower of Life and rose by the Power of the Center? Or Jarell, the Farmer-Mage who wielded the Staff the best he could and banished the insect horde? Lastly, there’s Dizor whose valor held the High Mesa. And we cannot forget two more—”

“Wait...I know the answer already,” interrupted Dandor. 

Secrets were being revealed, and the rest of the community strained to hear—what of Madriel’s fate and the Water Child? 

“Yes, it’s easy once you think about it. None were greater because all are worthy.”

“You have answered correctly,” said Skya, to the applause of many. 

“I do say that was a worthy riddle and worthy of my answer. And I didn’t even need to hear it all.”

Noemi had not joined in the applause, nor had she smiled. She had not dared to ask directly earlier, but she summoned her courage. “Not all would return, you have said, Nurse Skya. Then who will not? Tell me, is the Water Child safe?”

Skya had wished this had not been asked. She decided to offer hope even if her answer felt like a lie—for she had seen only two searching to find Chilea, and it seemed they could not find her. “Her life is uncertain,” she answered. “We wait in hope with you.”

Noemi read the deep uncertainty. She raised her hands in sorrow and fury to grip the old woman—but her strength faded, and Skya embraced her, lest she fall.
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Chapter III 
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The Edge 






Madriel was in and out of consciousness. Jarell had come to her side on the platform. The circle of emptiness had disappeared, and the broken oval lay nearby, light still emanating from it.

“Is this where I live?” she asked, raising her head. Her eyes were not focusing, as if they were looking through things.

“No, Madriel—you’re in the Underworld, but things have changed. There’s more light in the air, and a hint of freshness. You’ll be coming back with me.”

“Yes, I feel it changing. But I... I feel faded. What’s happened?”

“You just defeated the Sorcerer and the Emptiness. I don’t know how.”

Her eyes drifted. “Yes, the Sorcerer—he imprisoned me. The Emptiness encircled me. I let it consume the Center. Now it’s all-powerful... it will return. What can be done?”

“No, Madriel—the Sorcerer and the Emptiness are gone now, far from here. You are free.”

“Stay with me,” she whispered. Reaching up, she touched the brooch on Jarell’s cloak.

While on the High Mesa, Dizor had gifted it to him. “If something happens to me, you can be as a son to the king,” he had told him. “You may wear this as a sign of protection from the Great House.” 

Jarell had accepted it, for in such times, one never knew who would live or die.

Madriel pulled the brooch closer to her eyes to be sure. “Dizor? You came for me? I’m so glad somebody did.” Her voice trailed off. 

Jarell was about to correct her, but she lost consciousness. 

When Madriel came to, she asked again, “Where am I? What has happened to me?”

“Don’t worry, Madriel. You’ll be coming home with me. You’ll get your bearings. You have been through much.”

Remembering the world above, she gripped Jarell’s hand. “Dizor, I don’t want to die unpromised.”

More alarmed about her talk of dying, Jarell asked, “What do you mean? You are not going to die here. In time, you will recover. Nurse Skya will make sure of that. Things will come back to you. The Sorcerer, the Emptiness—you must be wounded.” 

Madriel hardly seems to hear him—a fey look comes into her eyes. “Will you marry me?”

Jarell looks at her in astonishment.

“You see, I promised myself while I was imprisoned... I would marry whoever came for me. Dizor, you came for me.”

Jarell froze, unable to answer. She knows not her mind, he thought. How can I answer for Dizor, whom she had mistaken me for?

“I want to live,” she says in a faint voice, reaching out her hand. “Please, will you marry me?”

Jarell feels in no position to correct her, teetering as she was between life and death.

“Will you?“ she pleads again. 

Jarell takes her trembling hand into his own. “I will.”

“Yes... you promise me?”

Jarell replies more firmly, “Yes, I promise.” 

A subtle color returns to her face, and Madriel squeezes his hand with faint strength.

“Kiss me... I have not been kissed of late. I long for a kiss from the one who loves me.”

Jarell sees hope glimmer in her eyes. He kisses her. 

A smile traces her face. “Now take me home.”
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