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~THE SOUTH VILLAGE~

 


A group of homes in the country that is
larger than a hamlet and smaller than a city or town.


Chapter 1

 


Aurora sat at the water’s edge and looked
out over the lake. She’d been coming here for the past week. Every
time she went to the border and couldn’t pass, she’d end up here
sitting by the lake. She was getting bored if she was honest with
herself. And if she didn’t get to go soon she wasn’t sure what she
was going to do to relieve it. As it was, every time she sat for a
few minutes she thought about the killing of Emiskan.

The knife that he tried to plunge into her
heart was on her belt. She didn’t look at it, nor had she tried to
use it. Zapps had given it to her and she had stuck it where it was
and tried not to think about it. Emiskan had tried to kill her.

She supposed if she was purely logical about
it he had done no less than she was trying to do to him. Kill him.
But the way he’d had to…she looked up at the sky when a shadow
covered the area where she was. Birds.

There were so many animals now. Looking
across the lake to the other side she could see a group of merchats
and a few marvinrem, a staglike creature with the upper body of a
man that was perhaps seven feet tall with a mane of cool brown hair
that was nearly always drawn back. No one seemed to be afraid
anymore, at least the groups she’d seen so far. She went back to
her thoughts when she saw that all was well.

Zapps had killed Emiskan. He’d come up
behind him when he’d been about to drive the dagger into her chest
for the second time and tossed him away. Not just knocked him away,
but had backhanded him so hard that the candel had tumbled head
over butt several times before he’d come up again. Zapps looked at
her for all of a full second then went after the other man. She had
marveled at how fast the large troll had moved when all she’d seen
him do since she’d met him was move slowly as if he’d not a care in
the world. But when he’d caught up with Emiskan, Zapps had showed
neither mercy nor compassion. He’d picked him up and broke his back
over his knee.

While the candel lay screaming Zapps had
stepped on his back and torn him apart, tossing his arms then his
legs, over his shoulder until he got to his head.

Aurora shuddered, knowing that the candel
wasn’t dead when Zapps had twisted his head off. He was still
screaming, screaming for Zapps to end it, to let him drown in the
boiling lake. Zapps looked the dying man in the face as he held his
severed head up.

“Nay, candel. You’ll not spoil the lakes for
the rest of us. You’ve the knowledge of the earth here. When one as
you dies and spills blood nothing, nary a thing, will grow there
again. Nay, candel, I’ll let you lie here, spoil only this ground
for all who would try to do what you have done to his world to see.
To let them know that the champion and her men will not tolerate
this sort of destruction again.”

Then he simply dropped him where his body
lay and stepped over him. He went to the water, begged forgiveness,
and dove in. He came up from its depths with sadness on his face
that Aurora knew she’d never forget. And she’d only seen him once
since that day, the time he told her that he was leaving with her
if the magic would allow it. He would be honored, he’d said, to go
with her.

“You’ve done right by the king, my lady, and
‘twould be a great honor and pleasure to serve you as I have the
king in the past.” He bowed before her then stood. “The trees will
know how to find me when you’re ready to leave.”

Then he’d disappeared. No one had heard nor
seen him since and she greatly missed the man and his comforting
ways. She looked up again to see a lion coming toward her, and when
Pavel sat near her she reached out and rubbed her hand through his
fur. “Oh, Pavel, now what? The walls won’t let me go, I find that
I’m more afraid now than I’ve ever been to go on, and I have people
who are depending on me in ways that I don’t understand.”

“Have you been in the lake, my lady?”

Aurora didn’t turn when she heard Trianam’s
voice behind her as he knelt on the ground.

“The witch says that you stink. Not only
that, but you’re too ripe to sit near when we break our sup.”

“Then don’t. I don’t care. What are you
doing here anyway? I thought you were told to stay lying down and
rest.” She turned then to look up at him and was surprised to see
that he looked very healthy and fit. “You letting the witch give
you her brew? I hear that she’s been giving it to all animals
too.”

Instead of being mad at her insult, he
laughed. She felt small about it, calling him an animal when he’d
done nothing to deserve it. She started to apologize when he spoke
again. She looked over at him when he stood.

“Take a bath, my lady. ‘Twill do you some
good and the rest of us would also be the gladder for it.” He
tossed a canvas bag on her lap. “There be soaps the witch sent you
and fresh clothes that Miss Sophiand has stitched for you. Don’t be
coming back without that bath.” He and Pavel left her sitting
there, and she wasn’t happy that they had.

She wanted to stand and call him out. She
wanted to stamp her foot and scream at him, but she did neither.
She did stand and start to strip down to her under things, but not
because he told her to. Because she had planned to bathe today. She
stuck her toe into the water and asked for it to allow her to come
into its depths.

“‘Twould be a pleasure my lady to serve
one such as you.” The water warmed under her toes and she could
feel her body relaxing because the lady didn’t tell her to buzz
off. “Come to the water and wash. The water is warmed for you
and the fishes and other animals that seek shelter in my domain
will give you no harm.”

Aurora dove in. The water was indeed warm
and felt like heaven to her body. She swam around the middle of the
lake for several minutes before she went to the shore to get the
soap. It was a nice smelling lemon. She took the cloth off and used
it to wash herself. Her hair she washed three times and left it to
hang from her shoulders while she washed herself twice more. She’d
not been this clean in months and could feel the tingle of her
skin. When she lay back in the water to look up at the sky she
spoke out loud to the lady of the lake.

“My mother took me to a lake once. She and I
splashed around in the icy water for hours before we got back into
her crappy car and drove on. We’d been running from our most recent
landlord, I think. Or a boyfriend whose money she had taken.” She
heard the water respond, but not what she said. “I never got to do
that again, I guess. I suppose it was because she made me grow up
too fast after that and I had to be more responsible. She certainly
wasn’t.”

This time, she heard her. “‘Tis a shame,
my lady, that you couldn’t partake of the water again. ‘Tis said
that the water can relax faster than a nap.”

Right now, she could believe that. She
played around for a bit more before she decided that she was as
clean as she was going to get. She was at the edge when she thanked
the water.

“But you have not visited my sister, the
falls, my lady. She has been waiting for you for a very long time
as well.” The lady sounded so distressed that Aurora didn’t
tell her she’d had all she could take today, but asked her what, if
anything, the lady of the falls had for her. The lady said that she
did not know.

“I will visit her now. Just show me how to
speak to her or where I am to go and I’ll—”

The falls opened up. It looked as if a
curtain had been drawn open and the water was the material. She
could see a wall of stone there and a ledge that surrounded it. She
decided to swim to the falls rather than get out and walk around,
and was soon standing near where the falls had filled the lake with
a beautiful spray.

The ledge wasn’t wide really. It was big
enough for her to climb. And when she reached the widest part she
was standing before the biggest piece of jade-colored stone she’d
ever seen. She ran her finger over the smooth surface and knew that
the water rushing over it had made it feel like silk under her
tips. When she moved to the right of the large stone, looking for
whatever the lady of the falls wanted her to find, she only saw
more stone. She nearly turned away to go to the encampment when she
saw the markings.

There were nine intertwining circles. The
stone had been marked deep with the design. She ran her fingers
over the marks and thought where she’d seen this before. It was the
eight long lines that came from the circles that gave her pause, as
did the buttonlike circles that ended on each line. She was running
her fingers over each of these when she glanced at the bracelet on
her wrist.

It was the design. Not only that, but it
looked as if the jade on her wrist had been cut from the same
stone. With shaking fingers, she untied the leather to take the
jewelry off and put it into the cut. It was a perfect fit.

She knew that nothing would happen. And when
it didn’t, she wasn’t overly surprised. She picked up the shortest
of the leather strings that hung from the jade and began running
them along the ribbons cut into the larger stone. Before she
finished with the first one, she took it out only to replace it,
straightening out the leather so that no twists were visible. The
silver bead at the tip fit in the button hole as if it had been
made for it. It took her another twenty minutes to finish putting
the other strings in the remaining ribbons. That’s when she noticed
the ninth hole. There were no strings leading to it, and even if
there had been, there was no leather to run down to it. She stood
staring at it, thinking she’d made a mistake. Not in where the
smaller stone fit, but when she’d put it together.

“What? What am I supposed to fill it with?”
she asked out loud, and shivered at the way her voice echoed along
the walls. She knelt down and looked at the hole only to discover
there was a spike in it. Sharp too if she was looking at it
correctly. Standing up, she thought about how everything here was
dependant on everything else. How she could heal herself by
burrowing into the dirt and better yet, the earth seemed to like
her.

“I’m not the earth, but I have a connection.
The connection is my blood, my heritage. I’m supposed to be fae,
whatever that means.” She glared at the hole again. “So, if I put
my blood on this thing, will it give me a fungus I’ll die
from?”

She didn’t think so. Whatever else this
place was, it seemed to be very healthy. She took a deep breath.
“Okay, this is it. If I didn’t die falling into this thing then
giving a little blood won’t hurt me that much, right?” She had no
idea, but jammed her thumb into the hole and felt the soft prick of
her skin.

~~~

She opened her eyes the moment the blood
seeped through to her. She was here. The champion was finally here.
She found she couldn’t move, but she could reach out and speak.
Before she could think where the champion was, the lady of the
falls spoke to her.

“She has come to me. I’ve her in my falls
and she has spoken to me.”

The woman smiled and was happy for the
little falls. She sent her love to the falls and told her to let
her speak to the girl personally.

“Yes. That would be good. You tell her
what she has in my walls. Tell her that she will find…you talk to
her, please.”

She knew the exact moment that the walls
moved. She knew that the blood had not only opened the gateway, but
the jade that she’d used had once been hers. It had been given to
her by the king himself before he’d come to this world.

She shimmered into the opening before what
was there was fully formed. And that was when she got her first
look at the woman, a child really. She looked so much like her sire
that her breath caught. Smiling, she made herself known to the girl
by making herself more solid.

“Hello. I see you have found your way,
champion of Enneahedral.” She felt badly for the scare that
she’d given her. But she had to work so hard at staying solid that
she didn’t try to move forward to comfort her.

“You’re… Who are you? The lady of the falls
or the lake?” The champion laughed and, even to her, it sounded
nervous. “I thought you’d be clear or something.”

“Nay, child, I’m neither of those good
women. I am here to give you your tool.” She frowned.
“You’ve been told, have you not?”

She wasn’t sure how much the girl knew. Nor
did she know how much she knew about the quests, how many she’d
finished. Was she just beginning, or was she nearly done? She
looked up when the girl spoke.

“I know that I’m supposed to save some king
that created this world because he couldn’t stand the other one. I
know that through a mishap I ended up in the rug without ever being
told about it. And yeah, I know that in order to move to the next
panel I have to find my tool.” The girl snorted. “The last tool
wasn’t all that thrilled about helping me and I nearly got him
killed.”

That was pretty much it, she thought.
Nodding, she regarded the girl. “You’ve not had training then. I
have heard that you fell into this tapestry and that you thought
yourself dead for it.”

“Mostly. And you’re here because why? I’m
sorry, but I need to move on. I know that I have to save some
dragon’s butt, but I’d rather do it now so I can sneak though the
opening before the others know I’m gone. I don’t want anyone else
to get hurt.”

She nodded at her and had to bite her lip to
keep from laughing at her tone. The girl was everything she’d
heard.

“I fear you will not be able to ‘sneak’
through. The quest requires you to have help. As you move on, you
will receive more and more help. Today, I give you your tool. Are
you ready to receive it?”

The girl looked out at the lady of the lake.
The water was so smooth because of the falls being diverted. She
wondered if she’d ever seen it look so peaceful. She looked back at
the girl when she cleared her throat.

“Okay, give me what you have. I’m not saying
that I want it, but I need to move on before…before someone else
decides to join my merry band of men.”

She heard the pride in the girl’s voice, but
did not comment. Instead, she stepped back. “This is a piece to
your armor. ‘Tis only one part and, once you have them all, they
will help you in ways that you cannot imagine.”

“I thought I had a great imagination, but
now…not so much.” She stepped forward and nearly touched the metal
held by magic. “So how do I get it tailored? It’s a mite smallish
for me, don’t you think?”

“Aye,‘tis. But once you touch, ‘twill
conform to your body. The other parts will as well. You’ll find a
part of your suit as you finish your quest. Some will be as this
one is, hidden in the earth or grounds, or others still will be
given to you by someone of great importance. I know not when or how
you will receive them.”

The girl started to touch it again and
looked at her. She smiled when the girl seemed slightly afraid of
her next question. With a brush of her finger over the armor it
disappeared, only to reappear fitted to the champion. At her sudden
intake of breath, it was covering her chest to her hips.

“Who are you? You seem to know so much about
me, just who the heck are you?”

She turned to Aurora when she didn’t answer
her right away. She honestly wasn’t sure what to tell her but the
truth. “I am your queen, Illuminaria. My mate, the king, and I
are dragons.” When she took a step back, Illuminaria smiled and
touched her bare skin at her wrist. “And you have awakened me as
no other could. Thank you, Aurora Kirkpatrick, Champion of
Enneahedral.”


Chapter 2

 


Aurora woke with a start. A dream. She’d
been dreaming again. Looking down at her damp clothes she figured
that she’d fallen asleep after getting really relaxed in the warm
water. She ran her hands over her chest and waist to be sure.
Nothing there.

It had been a vivid dream. The woman she’d
spoken to seemed so real and so had the feel of the armor on her
body. Reaching to touch her shirt again, she was both relieved and
disappointed that all she felt was her body and nothing more. She
stood up, stretched, and looked over the lake.

The animals from before were gone now and
another group of them, larger ones, now stood grazing in the same
area. Aurora smiled when she thought of the pack they’d made. No
one would kill any other until their numbers were better able to
absorb the death of some. She’d suggested that piece of advice to
them, making it clear to everyone that if one member of the nearly
used up animals were to fall, it could mean the difference between
extinction and a future for them all.

That was why right now animals as big as
bears were grazing with ones that would normally have killed the
bear for his dinner. Aurora watched as the lioness with her
grand-cub was playing with a trio of bear cubs while the adults
watched. Shaking her head, she turned to the falls. Such a weird
dream.

The woman had been so lovely that Aurora
couldn’t get her out of her mind. Long dark hair of a red so fiery
that Aurora knew it hadn’t come from a bottle. She was tall and
willowy. Her fingers were long and tapered, as where her legs.
Aurora loved her dress of a red as flaming as the woman’s hair, and
just as silky feeling, she was sure. But it was her eyes that
Aurora was never going to forget. They had been the deepest of
blues she’d ever seen. A blue so rich that even if she lived to be
one thousand years old, she’d never see the color again in this
world or the human one.

She was just getting back to the encampment
when dinner was being served. She realized that for the first time
since Emiskan had been…gone, she was hungry. No, that wasn’t it,
she was starved.

“We have fish and greens. I’ve even been
able to brew up some tea if you’ve a mind to have a cup.”

Aurora nodded at Sophiand.

“‘Tis some honey to add to it as well.”

There was a banquet. In addition to the fish
and tea, there were warmed biscuits and honey, churned butter, and
salad. She looked around at the group of people enjoying the
food.

Tonna and Nairum sat with their children
close behind. Pavel and his nephew Haeocus, who had been a fixture
at the table for a week now, were there as well. Karrah was there,
but paying very little attention to anything or anyone but the
woman who was handing him a plate. Genese and Sophiand fussed
around the bubbling pots, filling more plates. Even Yerpal was
sitting with a couple of his wives. Mykaal and his two little ones
were still playing about the fields while a couple of bear cubs
tumbled with them. Amberyls and Venitice sat near each other and
Trianam leaned against a tree stump. She smiled when she thought of
the strange “family” she now had.

“You’ve a smile. It’s been an age since
we’ve been privy to it. Would you mind sharing with us?” The deep
timbre of Karrah’s voice made her smile bigger. “There’s a
girl.”

“I was just thinking about all of you.
You’re the closest thing to a family I’ve ever had.” She looked
over at Trianam when he snorted. “What? You don’t want to be my
family?”

“Nay, ‘tisn’t that. It’s a poorer family
that you’ve come from, I’m thinking.” He seemed to realize what he
said. “I’m sorry, mistress, I never meant to ins—”

“No. You’re right. My mom was somewhat of a
flake. I never knew my father, and my grandmother? I never met her,
but I’ve heard she was a real peach.” She looked up when a shadow
crossed over her. “Zapps.”

“Aye. I’ve heard that the lady Sophiand has
made some small pies. I’ve come to have a dozen or so.” She watched
him sit close to the fire with the others and lean back. “Did you
miss me some, my lady?”

It was his wink that got her. “Yes. Just a
little, though. I’m glad to see you. I didn’t think you’d come
around again.”

They talked until the children had to be put
to bed. Tents, she just noticed, had popped up in several places
around the field. No one mentioned the circle of dead earth not
twenty yards from them, nor did anyone mention the candel being
gone. Life, it seemed, had gone on. She stood up when Genese yawned
for the third time.

“I’m going to bed. I’ve had a long day
and…and I want to try and figure out what I have to do to move on.
I think someone said we were headed in the direction of the South
Village.” She looked over at Zapps when he asked her what she
meant. “I’ve still no clue what or who my next tool is. I have to
have it before I can move on.”

He looked at her oddly and she remembered
the dream. It had been so real that she’d…she turned to her blanket
and tried not to think about the way the wall had opened for her.
She rubbed her chest again and was both relieved and disappointed
that she could feel only her flesh.

“I don’t think you’ll be having any more
issues, my lady. If you’d like, we may break camp on the morrow.
I’ve a feeling you’ve got all you need from here.” Zapps winked at
her again as he lay back and rolled to his side. “Aye, all you can
glean from here is with you.”

~~~

Envir stood near his wife and absently
rubbed the smooth surface. “Who would have thought it could be
Emiskan? He’d been so…well, I was going to say loyal, but you never
cared for the candel.”

A group of sliueruce moved along the ground
in search of whatever nuts had fallen from the trees. He shook his
head. They looked nearly like the squirrels from the human world
that he nearly forgot sometimes that they weren’t.

They were small and bushy-tailed, but that
was it as far as the similarities went. While these were brown in
color, they would turn to match whatever they were near when
frightened. He’d seen a whole pack of them become as green as the
grass they fed from when another animal startled them. He watched
as the sentry kept watch while the others ate. He wondered what
they would do if he were to suddenly shift.

“I’ve been speaking with our champion. She
is smart and has her head on straight.”

He didn’t mention how she argued with him at
every turn. Illuminaria would have told him that they were a
matched pair, his champion and he.

“I’ve been thinking as to why Trianam didn’t
die as I had seen it. She is much stronger than I’d first thought
and she simply willed him to live.” Again, that wasn’t entirely
true. He’d sent Zapps to the area where the candel was and from
there Zapps had chosen his own path. “I wonder what she waits on;
her tool has been shown to her.”

She was to take the lion with her as well as
Zapps. Envir did want to see his old friend again and thought
bringing him along would help the girl if anything else happened.
He knew it would. There was no doubt that she’d run into more
trouble. She’d only just begun her quests.

There was a noise from the field and he
looked up just in time to see the sliueruce suddenly disappear.
They had turned to the colors of the flowers and grass surrounding
them. He could just make out several of them who were yellow and
green. Poor things. He watched the large stag clear the trees and
look about. It wasn’t long before three females and a pair of fawns
came out from behind him. As they grazed, he too watched for
anything that would harm his family.

“I’ve a thought as to why she has chosen the
path that she has. Something draws her
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