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The Magic of Skein
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There are two major periods in the history of the magic of Skein. They are separated by The Taming, a time when the magical energy of Skein was corralled by the nexus network. That network is a series of gems that redistribute the energy through a diffuse network that both weakens it and makes it far more widely accessible.

Pre-Taming

Prior to The Taming, magic was unconstrained, raw, and powerful. However, its availability was inconsistent, since there were pockets of extremely potent sources of a specific type of magic, and wide areas where magic of any sort was sparse. The spells constructed during this time were often quite powerful, and the competition for the pockets of energy that were available was intense. Skirmishes between wizards happened frequently, and they eventually culminated in The Warlock Wars that nearly destroyed the world. In the aftermath of these wars, the survivors created the nexus network.

The Taming

During The Taming, the intense pockets of magic were captured by the nexus stones in an interlinked network that redistributed the energy across that network in a more diffuse form, which made the different types of magic both more accessible and less powerful. Wizards could no longer access the raw power of the magic directly, and the spells they forged were weaker.

In addition to restricting the magical energy, they also confiscated the magical devices (wands, staves, etc.) and scrolls / spellbooks that had been created prior to The Taming. Even the written language was changed to prevent wizards from accessing the “old magic” that had been so destructive. In essence, both the wizards who survived The Warlock Wars and the rulers of the lands that were devastated by them did what they could to prevent it from happening again while still maintaining the ability to use magic in a lesser form.

Post-Taming

After The Taming, the nature of magic changed because the nexus stones harnessed the raw magical energy and redistributed it through their facets to spread it throughout the network. There were few pools of magic that could be accessed directly, and those that remained were relatively weak and in isolated locations. There were also few areas with little or no magical energy available. This change made a variety of magic available to wizards without needing to be near the source of that magic. However, the indirect access also changed the way spells were forged.

Prior to The Taming, wizards could access the raw power of the magic, but they were highly limited by the type of magic that was available. For instance, a wizard near a nexus of flame magic could draw upon flame magic extensively but generally had limited or no access to other forms of magic. Also, they could draw upon it directly, which made manipulating it less complicated. After The Taming, a wide variety of magic was accessible to many wizards, and many new spells were developed that drew upon different types of magic and linked them together. However, the diffuse tendrils of magic that emerged from the nexus stones were more difficult to manipulate, and linking them together required using a complex series of knots that reshaped it into the form that was needed for the spell.
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Part One: Pre-Taming Stories
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A Skunk’s Tail
(or The Invention of Magic)
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Umfarg, who was named after the sounds his mother made when she had him, tried very hard not to pee his loincloth. It was difficult. He had drunk quite a bit of water during the night, and when they came to a stop to rest for the day, he had rushed into the brush to relieve himself. Unfortunately, when he got there, he was not alone: A skunk was also there.

Now, as a rule, Umfarg avoided skunks because they tended to make him smell bad. Of course, he’d only met a few skunks—three to be exact—and that was when he was younger and didn’t understand that they peed smelly stuff on him when he pulled their tails. Pulling tails was fun. Smelling bad was not. When he put these two together after the third time, he did his best to restrain his urge to pull their tails. He had done so well, in fact, that it took almost no effort to refrain from pulling this skunk’s tail. But—

He had to pee. 

He really had to pee.

And a curious thought ran through his mind, and it was one of those rare instances of curiosity that had plagued him throughout his childhood: What would happen if he peed on the skunk?

Okay, by now, you should realize that Umfarg is not the normal kind of ogre. In fact, he was rather small for his age, too smart for his own good, and, well, curious. Ogres generally just stomped on things that puzzled them or made them smell bad, but Umfarg was different: He had to understand things. Not that he did it all that well (ogres, after all, are not too bright) but he did try. So, he lowered his loin cloth, took aim—and, well, you can guess what happened next: They peed on each other. And Umfarg, much to his dismay, smelled bad again.

Now, smelling bad is part of being an ogre, but smelling skunk bad is not. But it wasn’t the first time, and he knew what to do about it. First, he had to roll in the mud (feces would be better if he could find it) to cover up the foul odor with something more pleasant. Then he would have to find some of those funny-looking big red berries. That was a problem. The pesky humans had brought them into the area, planted them, raised them, ate them, and guarded them. Not that he was afraid of the humans (he wasn’t), since ogres don’t feel fear unless dragons were around. Those scared the pee out of ogres. But they knew where they stood with dragons: Hide or be eaten. It was better to hide. The humans, though, were mean.

Now, meanness, to an ogre, is a friendly greeting. But when the ogres tried to exchange pleasantries with humans, the humans tended to get out of hand. It was not a proper greeting to poke ogres with pointy objects (it just made them mad); proper greetings involved growls, fists, head butts, spit, pee, and other bodily functions. Maybe a little mudslinging among relatives, if mud is handy. The best greetings were the dirtiest ones, as ogres saw it, and a little pain among friends was frequently well-placed and well-received. But the pointy things caused injuries, and sometimes even death. That was rather un-ogre-like, since ogres generally didn’t kill things unless they ate them. Or when they needed to be stomped on.

Like skunks.

It was a bad smell.

And now Umfarg was in a bit of a pickle because his nose was clogging up with the foul odor. He could go back to his nomadic ogre group and try to explain why he hadn’t stomped on the skunk before it peed on him, or he could find some mud (fairly easy to do; it was usually by streams and rivers, and one was nearby) and look for some of those red berries to spread all over his body. That would be the tricky part; the red berries would be near the humans, and he didn’t like the pointy things poking him. Skunk pee smell was better.

He took a step toward the camp and stopped. If he went back, he’d have to tell them why the skunk had peed on him. He thought hard about it for several seconds (it always takes ogres time to think hard) and turned around. There had to be humans near the water, somewhere.

* * * * *
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Arbid was a strange boy. Everyone said so, and that made it true. 

He would sit for hours on the front porch of his parents’ cabin and stare at nothing. Every now and then, he would wave his arms about aimlessly, grabbing at the empty air as if he were swatting at flies. He never said anything, not a single word. Ever.

His mother said he would grow out of it, but his father knew better. Arbid was already twelve, and if a boy didn’t talk by then, it wasn’t going to happen. All Arbid did was take up space. He couldn’t even feed himself. If his mother hadn’t forced him to eat, he would have starved long ago. But his mother was kind, and his father loved that kindness, so he left Arbid alone, even though Arbid annoyed him. Still, every now and then, he often thought about taking Arbid deep into the woods, sitting him on a stump, and leaving him there. But he knew it wouldn’t work. He had tried it six times when he was much younger, and every time Arbid found his way back home before the wolves or bears ate him.

Then one day, everything changed.

Arbid was sitting on the front porch waving his fingers around in the air, playing with something that wasn’t there, just like he always did. His mother had spent much of the morning by the creek pounding the breeches, tunics, and undergarments on the rocks, rinsing them, pounding some more, rinsing, pounding—it was hard work. It took time. Then she had to lug the basket of wet, heavy garments back to the front porch. The younger children had helped some, but the older ones had gone with their father into the woods to collect firewood.

It was a nice, warm day. The sun was shining. There was a slight breeze. A perfect day for drying clothes. She set the basket on the front porch beside Arbid and touched his shoulder. He didn’t respond to it, so she let it linger as long as she dared. Usually, he screamed like he was on fire, but today was a good day.

She smiled. It was a small thing, but an important one. A bit of human contact with her strange little boy, the son that was so different, so distant, so special. Even though he never said anything and had never done anything, she loved him the most, and the other children knew it. They were not happy about it, but they tolerated it because she was their mother too, and she loved them all—just not as much.

After this brief indulgence passed, she sighed and started draping the breeches over the porch railing, arranging them from smallest to largest so they would catch the most breeze and sunlight. She had just finished the third one when she noticed the bear.

Now bears in the wood are not unusual. Nor was it particularly odd for a bear to enter their clearing or come near the cabin. Usually, they ran away when she made lots of noise. So, she made lots of noise. She yelled. She waved her hands. She dumped the basket and used it as a drum (not a very good one, though; it was woven out of dry reeds). She expected the bear to run off into the forest like all the other bears had done, but it didn’t. Instead, it reared up on its hind legs and roared. It dropped down and ambled toward the cabin, its huge shoulders rippling with power, dwarfing its head—until it paused to open its maw and roar again. It had big teeth. Very big teeth. She screamed. She screamed again. She grabbed the old, dull axe they kept by the door and stepped forward—

“Stop!” Arbid muttered, his hands moving rapidly in the air in front of him.

Now, think for a moment. Here Arbid was, talking for the first time ever, and his mother didn’t know if he was talking to her or to the bear. Maybe both. It didn’t matter; she stopped—and so did the bear!

Arbid smiled—something else he had never done—and looked at his mother. Another first!

“See?” he said before turning back to face the bear. “Go away,” he added as he made a very intricate series of gestures. When he finished, fire—at least, it looked like fire, sort of, but not quite—erupted from his fingertips and streaked toward the bear. When it reached the bear, the fire-but-not enveloped it, singed its fur, and caused it quite a surprising amount of pain. By the time it finally fizzled to smoke-but-not, the bear was already fleeing into the forest.

Arbid’s smile grew as he said, “Now I understand it.”

His mother fainted.

He patted her head and smiled.

Yes. Arbid was strange.

* * * * *
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Umfarg was lost. That was bad. Ogres don’t like to be lost. Lost ogres get angry. Umfarg was angry. Being angry, Umfarg forgot to think about where he was going or where he had been, and he got more lost. Pretty soon, he had no idea where he was or what to do about it. Worse, he was in human territory, and that was dangerous. Not that danger bothered him; it wasn’t like he was afraid or anything like that, but danger made him want to pee, and that reminded him of why he was still looking for the big red berries. And that made him angrier.

“Breathe,” he muttered, not sure why. When he did, all that happened was the smell overwhelmed him. Bad skunk pee smell, covered in good mud smell, is still very pungent. He tried not breathing for a while, but that just made him light-headed.

Then he broke through the branches into a clearing and stopped. It was one of their clearings. The trees were broken off and gone. The trunks had been stacked up, and there was the smell of smoke—just strong enough to be noticed above the bad skunk smell and good mud smell. There were faint voices coming from the pile of trunks. There were big red berries, lots of them (which was good) right beside the smoking pile of trunks that was making all the noise (which was bad).

The sun was shining. Ogres don’t like the sun. They see better in the dark.

Ogres are not good at slinking. Every time they try to slink, they stumble into things, grumble, pick up the thing they stumbled into, and throw it. They slink worse in the daylight, when they don’t see so well, and bump into more things. Thrown things make a lot of noise when they land.

He needed those red berries.

He tried to slink.

He tried not to grumble when he bumped into things, but he was already angry. Angry ogres grumble easily. Sometimes they yell. Often, they stomp things.

The first thing he threw hit the pile of logs, and all the other noises stopped.

He was throwing the second thing when one of the humans stepped out of the pile of logs to say hello with a pointy thing. Umfarg growled in response and, as was customary when meeting someone for the first time, added ample spit and virulent threats of great pain and suffering to his greeting. He moved forward, bumped into something else, growled again, picked the thing up and threw it aside. He didn’t throw it at the human with the pointy thing, though; he didn’t know him well enough for that yet.

The human, who was quite a bit shorter than him, quite a bit smaller than him, and a lot less hairy than him, was grumbling in a most friendly manner, approaching Umfarg with the pointy thing out in front of him.

“Need berries,” Umfarg said, pounding his chest. “Red berries!” He had said it in ogre-tongue of course, and the human looked at him like he had said, “Grgldrgrd. N-Drgrd!” because, well, that was what he had said.

Umfarg moved toward the berries, which were right beside the human with the pointy thing, and fully expecting the human to let him have the berries. After all, he had asked politely.

He was just about to the berries when the human leapt forward in greeting and swung the pointy thing at him. Umfarg dodged—ogres are good at dodging when they have to be—and roared, “GRGLDRGRD! N-DRGRD! GNINODR!” The last he added in explanation (it meant skunk pee), but it didn’t seem to translate very well, since the human lunged and swung the pointy thing at him again.

This time, Umfarg didn’t dodge. He could have dodged (all the other ogres said he was agile) but decided to grab the pointy thing and pull it out of the human’s hands instead. It was a bit risky, but he managed it fairly well and tossed the pointy thing aside as he reached for the red berries. He plucked a couple of handfuls, squashed them together, and started smearing the juice on his body where the skunk had peed on him, letting the juice soak into the mud. After all, the greeting phase was over, and he had told the human what he was going to do.

* * * * *
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Once Arbid started talking, it was difficult to make him stop. The problem was, nobody understood him. They understood the words, but not the way he was using them. He tried to explain what he saw, what he had done, how it had worked—but they just looked at him and shook their heads.

“Strange boy,” they said.

“Don’t you see it, Papa?” he had said. “All the pretty strands of color? The patterns they weave together? See this one?” he said, pointing at nothing in particular and running his fingers through the air as if he were feeding wool into a loom. “It’s a pretty blue, and it runs through the sky with little threads branching out all over the place. This one,” he added, cradling the fingers of his other hand like he was picking up a bucket of water, “is a rustic brown and stays close to the ground, often burying itself into it. Now,” he added, moving his hands as if he were braiding his sister’s hair, “if you weave them together and pull—“ it looked like he was pulling on a non-existent rope, one that seemed to offer quite a bit of resistance—“you can make a little dust devil when you let go.” He spread his hands, fingers splayed as if he were releasing the rope, and, as if on cue, a slight breeze rustled through the cabin, lifting dust from the dirt floor and swirling it around like a tiny dust devil.

Now, if it had been anyone other than Arbid, who had never once spoken before that day, who always stared into nothingness for hours on end, who was his mother’s favorite though she denied it, his father would have tried to smack some sense into him. But it was Arbid, and he was talking, even though he was talking nonsense, and there was a dust devil in the cabin, and the windows were shuttered and the door was shut. So, his father didn’t smack him. His mother didn’t faint, again, but she thought hard about doing so. And his siblings stared at their strange little brother, their mother’s favorite, wondering what they should do. Then Arbid grinned, and they backed away from him.

Then something hit the cabin wall hard enough to knock the mud plaster loose from between the logs.

“By the gods, Arbid—“

But Arbid wasn’t smiling anymore. He was looking into the nothingness that so fascinated him, looking at the point where the thing had hit the wall, looking through the wall. “Ugly colors,” he muttered. “Bad colors.”

Then they all heard it. Something was in the clearing, something big, and it was throwing things.

Arbid’s father did what any woodsman would have done: he grabbed his axe and went to the door to see what was there. “Ogre!” he half-gasped, half-shouted before turning to command his family to stay put. Then he stepped outside, screaming “Go away you foul beast!” He punctuated this command by waving his axe about him in a threatening manner.

It was a big ogre, at least a head and a half taller than him, but his family—

He stepped forward, and the ogre growled “Grgldrgrd. N-Drgrd!”at him as it approached.

“Get away!” Arbid’s father cried, menacing the creature with his axe. “Scat, you foul beast!”

But the foul beast didn’t scat. Instead, it came at him, and—

That was when Arbid’s father noticed the stench.

Part of it was familiar—skunk, stagnant mud—but the rest was the worst odor that had ever assaulted him! It was like sulfur, rotten eggs, and dung all wrapped around a three-day-dead fish sprinkled with garlic and urine.

His eyes watered.

His family—

He swung the axe in a wide arc, and the ogre jumped back and to the side, just out of range. Then a deafening growl erupted from it, and it pounded its chest.

Undaunted (except, perhaps, by the new scent of decay that its breath had brought), Arbid’s father stepped forward and swung his axe as if he were making notches in the trunk of a tall tree so he could climb up to trim off the limbs. It was a good swing, but the ogre simply grabbed the axe and pulled it out of his hands.

He froze. What else could he do? Trees didn’t take axes from him. Sometimes the axe stuck in the tree and he had to pry it out, but it never took the axe from him. The ogre had. If the ogre had wanted to, he could have chopped him into little bits, skewered those bits on a stick, and roasted them over an open flame. The ogre could have squashed him, stomped on him like he was a bug. The ogre could have just stood there, letting the stench waft over him until he succumbed to its foulness and fell faint. The ogre could have done all of these things while he stood there frozen in place, but it didn’t. Instead, the ogre tossed the axe away, stepped over to the garden, grabbed great handfuls of tomatoes, squashed them to a pulp, and started rubbing that pulp all over its midriff, legs, and—most peculiarly of all, inside its loin cloth. (Well, we’ll call it a loin cloth, but that’s being a bit generous.)

Now, this went on for about a minute before Arbid’s father realized the axe was lying in the grass about twenty feet away. A few seconds later, he unfroze and scurried over to pick it up. That’s when the other ogres barged out of the woods, banged into things, picked those things up, grumbled, and threw them hither and yon with a great deal of unfriendly intensity.

Arbid’s father didn’t freeze this time. This time, he ran.

* * * * *
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Umfarg gleefully squashed the red berries, their juice drenching his body, drowning out the bad skunk pee smell. The red berries smelled, too, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as skunk pee. It was a sweet kind of smell that nauseated him, but he fought the urge to retch. Retching was un-ogre-like. Ogres prided themselves on the fact that they could eat anything. Besides, the berry smell would wash off.

The human who had said hello with the pointy thing was standing close by watching him, but Umfarg ignored him. Even when the human went to pick up the pointy thing, he didn’t pay much attention to him. After all, they had already finished their greeting, and once he finished smearing the red berries on his body, he would be on his way. What way that would be was still up in the air, since he was lost, but he would leave soon regardless: The sunlight was much too bright.

He had almost finished when he heard the familiar grunting, grumbling, shambling, bull-dozing entrance of his fellow ogres. They growled their greeting to him, threatening to pummel him for leading them astray. They greeted the human with friendly thumping—or tried to: The human ran away before they could finish. That was not a friendly response. Running was for prey, and it always hungered the ogres when something fled from them. The ogres, though, were well-fed for the time being, and humans did not at all taste good. Too stringy.

Umfarg turned and shouted, “Skunk pee! Red berries!”

A couple of the newcomers shouted “Followed skunk pee!” and laughed heartily. His parents shook their heads, and his father came forward alone to bop Umfarg on the side of his head. “Stomp skunk!” He grumbled before returning to the others.

Umfarg, in pain, accepted the fatherly greeting and finished rubbing the rest of the berries onto his body.

Then everything went strange.

Now, strange is a relative thing for ogres. Some ogres think eating fresh food is odd. Others think peeing on skunks is weird. Ogres who like basking in the sun, now, that’s strange. This was even stranger.

Here they were, politely keeping their distance from Umfarg, when all at once, they started dancing and singing! Now, ogres do dance, and they do sing but only at night, and only on feast days or when they are drunk. Since ogres seldom get drunk (brewing alcohol is a human thing) and since feast days only happen when they find really big prey, this singing and dancing was strange. It was even stranger because the dancing wasn’t normal. They weren’t banging their heads together; they weren’t hitting each other on the chest; and they weren’t grumbling or growling the usual friendly threats. What they were doing was yipping and swatting at their bodies, seemingly at random without any of the normal disharmony.

That wasn’t the strange part, though. Odd, yes, but not strange. The strange part was what happened next: They fled into the woods. That had never, ever, EVER happened before!

Then something bit him. Sort of. It felt like a bite—or maybe an ember burning him? Yes, that was it: he’d been struck by a burning ember. He swatted at it because that’s what you do when embers burn you, but there was nothing there. Then another one bit him. He swatted again, but there still was nothing there. Then a whole bunch of bites all at once, all over him. He tried to swat them all at once and almost fell down. He got angry.

More bites.

More swats.

More anger.

Then he felt something new, something ogres weren’t supposed to feel when there were no dragons around: fear. Something was eating him, and he couldn’t stop it. He couldn’t see it. He couldn’t hear it. But it was there, and it hurt—and not the good kind of hurt, like when you butt heads with a friend, but the bad kind of hurt that left a mark. There were lots of marks. There was nothing there making the marks, nothing there to stomp on, nothing there to smash—and that scared him.

He ran.

Sort of. It was too bright to see clearly, and he banged into lots of things. He careened toward where he thought the other ogres had gone and eventually made it out of the clearing. Whatever was eating him had followed him into the forest, but it eventually quit chasing after him. He ran a bit further before finally stumbling to a stop against a tree. The other ogres were nowhere to be seen. He was lost. Again.

An hour later the other ogres found him, and his mother thumped him with a fist to his chest. It hurt. Not the good kind of hurt, either. Then she did it again to make sure he would stomp skunks whenever he saw them.

He would stomp them, too.

* * * * *
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When the other ogres entered the clearing, Arbid’s father almost dropped his axe. What good would it do against them? It hadn’t been much use against the first ogre, and these were half-again as tall and wide as it was!

He hurried to the cabin, got inside, and used the axe the best way he could: He swung it at the closed and locked shutters on the back window to break them open.

“Out!” he shouted to his family. “Run!”

He picked up the youngest and half-tossed him outside.

“Hurry!” he said, grabbing the oldest by the shoulder and giving him a powerful shove.

“Take them to Mungo’s!” he ordered as the second oldest scuttled past, just avoiding a shove of her own.

“Don’t look back!” he shouted as he hefted the last of the little ones through the window.

“Go!” he snapped as his wife hesitated. He snatched her up and shoved her protesting body through the window.

His wife hesitated as he climbed through the window behind her, and he grabbed her arm.

“Where’s Arbid?” she asked, pulling her arm free and rushing back to the window.

“Arbid?” he repeated, staring at the fleeing backs of their children. They were all there—except for the strange little boy who was her favorite.

He turned back to their cabin and rushed up to her.

“Arbid!” she yelled as she thrust her head inside.

He joined her, saw no sign of Arbid in the cabin, and urged, “We have to go! The ogres—”

But she wasn’t listening. Arbid was in trouble, and he was her favorite. She started climbing through the window, and he pulled her back out.

“He’s not in there,” he hissed, gesturing to take in the entire room. Then, because he loved his wife and he didn’t hate Arbid, he added, “Go with the others. I’ll find him.”

“But—”

“Go!” he ordered, giving her a harsh shove. “They need you.“

She lingered, wrestling with the choice before her: Stay and try to find her favorite child, or go with the other children. A few seconds passed before she found her answer and hurried after the other children.

* * * * *
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Arbid was intrigued.

He had never gone anywhere outside of the clearing (except when his father took him into the woods to play), and he was familiar with all the pretty strands of color that were there. The green permeating the plants and trees. The blue blanket of the sky. The white lattice of snow and cloud. The flickering, angry red of the cooking fire, the sun. The brown of dirt. The myriad combinations of colors that arose when these strands merged together, overlapped, intertwined. Even the chill black that wove its way around and through the compost, smothering the butchered animals, the tree stumps—all of these were familiar to him. All of them were normal. But these colors....

It wasn’t really that they were so different (they were shades of gray, black, dark brown) but the combination of them was disquieting, unnatural. They pooled together, moving as a clump into the clearing, and the other colors seemed to want to get away from them. The blue strands of the sky parted, allowing them to pass beneath them. The brown flattened and buried itself in the dirt as they trod on it, but it couldn’t quite escape. The green, the life-giving green, quivered as it passed and withered where the clump touched it. The black and gray of the compost pile stretched outward, trying to merge with it, trying to consume it or be consumed by it. Only the warm red strands of flame seemed to be unaffected, seemed to penetrate into the lumpy mass as if it belonged there.

He needed a better look.

He took a step toward the door.

His mother didn’t notice.

His father was outside.

He made his way to the front porch and sat down in his favorite spot. He tested the old, familiar strands, but instead of feeling their muted power held in abeyance, they tingled, as if they were alive with energy.

He studied this new dimension of the strands. He toyed with them. He tasted them. He wrapped them around his finger, his arm. He drew them in....

Then the clump of new strands came into view, nasty, writhing, black and gray blobs that he didn’t like.

“No,” he whispered, shaking his head. “You don’t belong here.”

He reached out with his mind to draw a distant white strand toward him, toward the blue he already held in his fingertips, the brown wrapped around his forearm, and waited for it to respond. He really didn’t know how he knew it would respond, that it would obey him, but he did it anyway, and it did obey him. He was so focused on luring in the white strand that he didn’t even notice his father running past him, leaping up the porch steps and almost breaking down the door as he barged through.

He didn’t really see the ogres: They were covered in the writhing miasmic mesh of unfamiliar colors, and even this was only in his periphery. He had tunnel vision, and it was focused on the approaching white strand. It was gaining speed, and when it reached him, he plucked at it with a pinky and began weaving the three strands together, gently tatting them around the deep red strand to form a complex network of knots held loosely together in a radiating spiral. He worked feverishly, adding knot after knot, each one trapping a twisted loop of the pulsating strand of flame.

He almost lost himself in the process, almost forgot why he was doing it, almost—but not quite. He looked at the spiral disc, held onto the strands at the open end, and flung it outward, toward the encroaching, offensive blob, letting the strands flow through his fingers like a fishing line. Just before it reached the blob, he let go of the strands and they began to separate, gathering whip-like speed as the strands approached the knotted spiral disc—which had been engulfed by the gray-black-dark brown clump. When it struck the first knot, it paused—and then the strand of flame broke free, releasing some of its energy in a sudden puff of invisible flame. Where it struck, it punctured through the strange mass of color, allowing some of the energy from the other strands to permeate it, to push it just a little bit away.

Another knot gave way.

Another.

He reached out for the strands and called the white one back before it could escape. He began weaving....

* * * * *
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Arbid’s father stood in the doorway and stared.

He stared at the fleeing ogres. 

He took a breath.

He stared at Arbid.

He took another breath—and another.

He stared at nothing, trying to see something that only his son saw.

He couldn’t. 

He stared harder. 

He took another breath, a deep one.

He still couldn’t see it. Whatever it was.

He stared at the garden. The ogre had mangled the tomatoes into oblivion. Everything else was fine, but the tomatoes...

He stared at nothing again. It was better than staring at the tomatoes. He liked tomatoes. They were a staple in their diet. His children needed food. His children—

“Arbid,” he said.

“I know, Dad,” Arbid said. “It’s pretty, isn’t it?”

Arbid’s father shook his head. He still couldn’t see it. “I have to go to Mungo’s.”

Arbid smiled but didn’t say anything.

His father turned around, went inside, and climbed out the window. It would have been easier to walk around the house, but he didn’t want to disturb Arbid.

Arbid was strange.

Arbid frightened him.
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Shadow Walker
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“Inthebble,” Garruth said, “You’re overreacting.”

“I am not,” Inthebble protested. “I tell you, she’s cheating on me. I go see her, and she says she’s tired. I give her flowers, and she brushes me off with a smile and a kiss. I give her candy—and you know what that costs—and she tantalizes me with her mmms and aaahhs but that’s it. And when we’re finally alone together, all she wants to do is talk.”

Garruth rubbed his chin and frowned. “Well,” he said, tilting his helmet back a bit and raising his mug of ale. “Maybe you’re right.” He finished off the last few drops and asked, “Another?” He reached for his coin purse and called, “Barkeep!”

“Wait,” Inthebble said, lifting his own coin purse. “How much do you have there?”

“Hmmm?” Garruth frowned, holding his coin purse a little closer. “Why?”

“Well,” Inthebble said, toying with his jet-black goatee. “I have an idea, but it will cost about fifty silvers, maybe more. I’ve only got forty. If you can spare the rest,” he finished, letting it hang.

Garruth grumbled, reached into his coin purse to pay for his fresh ale, and said, “That’s two week’s pay, Inthebble.”

“I know, Garruth. I just have to know for sure. If she’s cheating on me,” he shook his head. “Well, I’ll take those ten silvers out of his hide. And then some.”

“What are you going to do with the coin?” Garruth repeated.

“I,” Inthebble began, sighing. “I am going to take a shadow walk.”

Garruth slowly set his mug on the table and gulped down the ale in his mouth. Then, shaking his head without comment, he tossed over his coin purse, rose from the table, and walked out of the tavern.

Inthebble picked it up, weighed it in his palm, and nodded to himself. “Now,” he muttered, “I shadow walk.”

* * * * *
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Inthebble stood outside the onyx bricks of the Shadow Temple and gritted his teeth. His pouch was heavy with coin, and he wondered if it would be worth it to know the truth. Then the image of Lisandra in the arms of another man—a man with no face—came unbidden to his mind’s eye, fueling his determination. He stepped forward and pulled the rope.

A deep, sonorous sound echoed from the bell tower, and Inthebble took an involuntary step backward. He had never been to the Shadow Temple, and the sound unsettled his nerves. He had heard stories, but—

The gate opened, and a robed figure hovered before him. “Yes?” The hollow, wispy voice seemed to escape from the deep inner folds of the heavy black robe draped around it.

Inthebble gulped, tossed the pouch on the ground—it clinked heavily when it landed—and said, “Shadow Mage.” Inthebble nodded, “I wish to shadow walk.”

“Purpose?” the wispy figure asked.

Inthebble frowned. He wasn’t prepared to be questioned. “To find the truth,” he answered.

The Shadow Mage moved forward, and the hem of his robes fluttered over the coin purse. A moment later, he said, “Come,” turned, and fluttered away from the temple gates.

Inthebble looked at the ground to find the coin purse was gone, gulped, and followed after him. The gates closed silently behind him and near darkness descended around him. The Shadow Mage led him through several dark corridors, moving deeper and deeper into the Temple’s maze. Eventually, the Shadow Mage stopped beside a bench with several small pouches on it. The Shadow Mage gestured and ordered, “Take one.” Then he disappeared through a half-concealed opening. 

Inthebble picked up one of the pouches and quickly followed, making sure he didn’t lose sight of the fleeting figure.

The Shadow Mage stopped a few steps inside the corridor, turned, and pointed to a brazier near the center of the small room. There were two bodies lying on the floor beside it.

“When they arrive,” the Shadow Mage rasped, “toss the powder on the coals.” Then he was gone.

* * * * *
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The shadows gathered around the brazier, dancing, embracing, and merging together and separating in a bizarre, silent orgy. The coals glowed softly, warmly, a dull orange-red that cast very little light. Inthebble opened the velvet pouch he had picked up and sprinkled the fine, precious powder onto his palm. It felt like cornmeal sifting through his fingers as the excess fell on the smoldering coals. They blared briefly to life, and he stared into the rising, pulsing whiff of smoke. Then he tossed the rest of the powder into the brazier, and a thick gray cloud billowed forth. It writhed about him, tickling his skin, and crept into his nostrils. It smelled faintly of charcoal and cinnamon, and he took a deep breath, relishing the mild, acrid burning until a heady, otherworldly sensation almost overcame him.

When the smoke settled around him, the shadows ringed him in, forming four gently swaying concentric circles. “Truth,” one, or perhaps all, of the shadows whispered, “is a well-spoken lie.”

“Yes,” Inthebble muttered, as if intoxicated. “Truth. I will soon know of it.” He leaned back on his heels and lifted his coal-black eyes to the sky and shouted, “Accept me as your vessel! Take me to the truth!”

A shadow—the speaker?—detached itself from the others and dove toward Inthebble, engulfing him in the oily black sheen of its essence. A moment later, the shadow wrenched Inthebble from his body and the darkness collapsed around him.

* * * * *
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Inthebble was pulled through the village as if it—and he—did not exist. Few people risked being out in the darkness, and none of them would give him a glance. Nor did he glance at them; his only interest was Lisandra. Lisandra and the man she was with.

They reached the inn, and he wondered if he was doing the right thing. He had never been a voyeur, but there was nothing he could do to stop it now. The shadow would show him the truth even if he didn’t want to know it any longer. Soon, he would know that truth. Soon he would see Lisandra and him. She said she wasn’t being unfaithful, but too much had changed between them. She had changed.

A muffled scream sent his doubts back to where they belonged, back to the undercurrents of his soul. It was a sound he knew more intimately than any other in the world: Lisandra was putting voice to her passion. The shadow propelled him up the stair, toward her room. The strangled screams grew louder. The intensity of her gasping and her painfully sweet moaning were like daggers flung through his heart.

He clenched teeth that weren’t there. The Truth, he thought. He knew part of it now: Lisandra was unfaithful. But, with whom? He forced the shadow to stop at the door, and they waited there, listening to the chilling rhythm of Lisandra’s unfaithfulness, waiting for the trill squeal of its conclusion. In his mind, he saw her body thrashing back and forth with increasing violence, her breasts heaving, her eyes rolling back, her back arching, her mouth—

No. He had to stop. He had to calm down. He had to have a clear mind. It was not the time to let his anger control him. Not yet. Yes, he still loved Lisandra, despite her infidelity, but he couldn’t let it interfere with what he would do to him.

His mind relaxed, prepared for battle. There was no danger yet. She would never know he was there. Her companion—he grimaced, a cold fire building in his heart. Her companion would know; Inthebble would make certain of that! The shadow dragged him through the door and all of his doubts disintegrated into the nothingness from which they had sprung.

Lisandra was lying on the coverlet, panting, gasping, a dull black glow surrounding her and him. He was on top of her, his small wiry body pulsing with spent energy. The man kissed her unresisting torso, first here, then there....

The man turned enough for Inthebble to see his profile, and Inthebble’s carefully controlled emotions collapsed. “SHUMBERT!” He shouted in his mind.

Shumbert’s head snapped around, and he pushed himself away from Lisandra. “Inthebble!” Shumbert gasped, flipping off the bed and landing in a balanced, defensive crouch.

The two men stared at each other, their coal-black eyes seeing what others could not, seeing the deep shadow of their guides. Inthebble dove at Shumbert with all the skill and anger he could muster, but Shumbert was quicker and had more skill, more experience with his shadow guide. Inthebble’s ferocity was unrelenting, and—

And Shumbert and his Shadow dropped through the floor and were gone.

Inthebble started to follow, but it was too late. He had his truth, and the shadow was pulling him back to the door, to the street, to the Temple. Shumbert was gone. Shumbert would have to wait.

“Lisandra,” Inthebble muttered, finally understanding. She wasn’t unfaithful! She was being used by Shumbert—by one of them! That was why she was too tired, that was why—

“Truth,” a voice whispered within him, around him, through him, “is a well-spoken lie we tell ourselves.”

Truth.

Inthebble and his Shadow floated back to the brazier, back to his body, back to his life. The shadow left him in his body, and he staggered to his feet, weak and disoriented. He turned toward the exit, took a step, and stumbled over something. He fell to his hands and knees. He gasped. He pushed himself half-upright and looked down.

The body he had tripped over was small, wiry. It lay still, barely breathing.

Shumbert!

Inthebble stared for several seconds while his mind cleared, and then a savage thought passed through his mind: What will happen if a shadow walker’s body is dead when he returns?

His clawed fingers stretched out for the scrawny neck and curled around it....
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In the Dragon’s Lair
(or Let Sleeping Dragons Lie)
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Buford drew his sword and held it before him, trying to convince himself that he could do it. It wasn’t much: just rounding the next bend in the tunnel he’d been following for the past hour or so. He had already passed several others, and nothing but more tunnel had been there. This time, though, something felt different.

He took a deep, shaky breath; gripped his sword tightly; clenched his jaws; closed his eyes; and timidly stepped around the bend. What he saw (once he opened his eyes and unshuttered the lantern) was the glistening green scales of a dragon. Even though it was larger than most houses he’d seen, the way it was curled up around itself reminded him of a sleeping kitten. 

A dragon? he numbly thought, staring at the massive chest rising and falling in perfect rhythm with the soft whistling escaping its nostrils. Its snout was tucked under its wing but a few yards away.

A dragon.

His knees wobbled. His hands shook. He struggled to inhale.

A dragon! he almost screamed—and would have if he could breathe.

A gigantic eyelid half-opened, and a huge, green-tinted eyeball the size of his shield looked out at him. Its wing crackled as it shifted its position, and it smacked its dry lips.

“Look,” it rasped, the crumbly sounds echoing through the cavern. “Let’s talk this over, peaceable-like, shall we?”

Buford stood frozen to the spot, eyeing the bulky creature with distrust and fear
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