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The first Druid of the new order stepped out of the molten core of the Brightsphere, sparks flying to each side of him, the embers of the Brightsphere dying as it retreated to a liquefied cocoon, glinting into the abyss as it returned to the world between worlds that had summoned it.

The Druid Daaynan looked to one side of him, then the other, his tall frame stooping slightly as he contemplated his surroundings as if for the first time, cloaked and hooded, nearly seven foot tall.  The corner of the keep in which he stood carried the moisture of faint damp, the window slits carrying fresh air from outside to the very centre of the castle.  It was a stronghold that had protected his predecessors for many years, stretching back before the time of the old histories and the recording of the course of lives they had been charged to protect had taken written form.  The environment had been very different then, almost unknowable when compared to today, yet the keep had been much the same as it was now, the complex of rooms and corridors it housed burrowing from beneath the earth and rising to the height of the turrets and steeples that looked out over the vast domain the members of his order had called their own.  From here through the vents he could smell everything from cultivated crops to the heather in wild fields that circled the castle.  He walked through the castle’s many chambers, surveying what lay hidden within them, assessing and making note of what had now become his property.

He tilted his head fractionally.  There was an alien presence outside, something he couldn’t identify easily, something that did not belong to the fields and hills surrounding the Druid fortress.  He sensed it as an impulse rather than a smell, carried in the warding lines that were laid outside the building, something that tripped the invisible threads signalling an intrusion of one kind or another.  It was too big to be a man, and too powerful.  It carried magic of its own, and it could sense his presence here.  

Daaynan stretched his arms out in front of him, his hands touching, Druid fire- blue in colour- stringing from his fingers up and through the narrow window that lay above his head and toward the source of the intrusion.  The blue fire acted as a probe, giving him a mental image of the dimensions of whatever it was sent to investigate.  He had never used it before, yet he had been schooled in its use from inside the Brightsphere, the birthing cocoon of the Druids.

The intruder was human-like in appearance, he saw, impossibly tall, draped in a long broad-cloak like himself, though red, not black in colour, its features obscured by a large hood.  One of its hands, large and misshapen, protruded from the cloak it wore, shoots of unnatural wiry hair sticking out from beneath the cloth, growing wild and uneven.  A creature of some kind.  It stood motionless before the entry gate to the keep, waiting for something.  Waiting for him.

Daaynan lowered his hands, the blue flame dying at his fingertips.  It was difficult to ascertain what manner of being this was, shrouded as it was inside its robing.  You would have to get close to it to find out, and perhaps by then it would be too late.   The Druid records would be of little help as they needed a clear image to work with.  That left his instincts and these told him that this was a trap of some kind.  There were those in the Northern Earth who knew of Daaynan’s coming, of his rebirth as a sorcerer, those from his old life he had left behind in order to come to Fein Mor and train as a Druid.  Although he had tried to keep it a secret there were always some who knew.  Now he must face the consequences of that knowledge.

He was alone in the keep.  There were no other sorcerers, or sorcerers’ assistants, or staff of any kind.  No one to direct him in his transformation.  His calling to the order had come in the form of visions expressed to him in a sequence which told him in unmistakable terms that he was to be the next governor of Fein Mor.  He was living at the time in the small hamlet of his birth at the edge of the Northern Earth.  The villagers of Bottom Dell knew of the visions and of the illustrious history of the Druids and they would not have been surprised to learn that he had been receiving what they called The Summons, though he had kept it a secret from everyone he knew.  He had displayed magic abilities from a very early age, communicating soundlessly with animals from the woodlands surrounding his town, talking to the trees, changing their form and shape.  He had started by using simple hand gestures to evoke his magic, then had progressed to speech and finally he had wrought change on his surroundings by thought alone.  He had so far limited his use of magic to involve animals and stationary life.  As Druid, however, he would need to confront people and win battles, and although he had amassed an enormous amount of knowledge during his time spent in the Brightsphere, he was still relatively inexperienced and the thing standing outside the keep knew it.  There were elements in the world that sought to put an end to the Druid line and it was possible that this was an agent of such.

The Brightsphere, he thought.  Maybe it could help him determine the nature of this creature and the threat it posed.  It was worth an effort.  He made his way back to the corner of the keep where he had emerged inside it transformed.  The Sphere was nearly melted away, pooling in the cracks of stone on the plinth where he had stood and contemplated his surroundings for the first time as Druid.  Lifting his hands, he summoned fire from his fingertips.  This flame was green in colour, its magic capable of drawing back matter into the world of real things.  People too, if it were tasked to do so.  

Never having employed it before, he was cautious in its use, drawing an aspect of the Sphere at a time. Slowly, it took shape, its lines of power extending from the walls and floor of the keep, converging to form a solid mass once more.  Sparks flew and hissed as the wellspring of its creation stirred to life, calling to him as it had earlier done in deep gravel tones, its voice unnatural, coming from another age.  It was not human but an elemental, a facsimile of human life with the addition of power beyond reckoning: power to change life, to enhance or destroy it.

“What would you have me do?”  It asked as it had done when he requested his transformation.  “You are Druid.  Is this not all you want?”

“There is a creature beyond the walls of Fein Mor,” Daaynan said.  It guards the castle, waiting for me to emerge.  I know nothing about it other than that it has a forbidding presence.  I wish to discover what manner of being it is, and its plan for me.”

The Brightsphere shifted, the life-force inside it stirring as it contemplated his question.  Minutes passed in silence.  Finally, it said “It is a Windwalker, an ancient creature whose kind were born long before I was brought into being.  They were creatures of terrible intelligence, and strong.  They did magic, though of a different kind to yours.  This one is different somehow.  I imagine it has had to be to survive in your world all this time.  It is a hybrid, a combination of Windwalker and a species not known to man.”

“And its intent?”

“Simple.  To confront and destroy.  They are gruesomely single minded and hold no regard for other races than their own.”

“But you said this one is a cross, a mixture of species.”

Silence for a moment, then “I haven’t seen one like this before.  Perhaps it is more Windwalker than not.”

Daaynan took all this in.  “How did it find out about me?”

“It was drawn to your magic.  Its own is peculiar in that it seeks out magic that others possess and confronts them.  Ultimately it destroys them.”

“Because it feels threatened?  Or wants to serve a need for self-gratification?”

“It does not feel threatened.  It is curious about you.  It wants to learn what you are first.”

“Am I a match for it?”

“Perhaps.  You are the first Druid of an order that carries but one member.  As such you have the repository of knowledge and power of all Druids who came before you right back to the first order and the beginning of recorded history in the Northern Earth.”

“Do you have any advice for me, anything you could add to what you have told me?”

“You are Druid.  You have all the advanced knowledge you require.”

Daaynan was about to ask another question when the Sphere began to collapse, retreating from view, the entity inside it directed elsewhere, its mind on matters in other worlds it inhabited, other dimensions of existence that lay beyond Daaynan’s reach.

He reviewed what the Brightsphere had told him, weighing matters over in his mind.  The elemental was confident he could stand against this creature, yet he was not so sure.  Its kind existed before the creation of the Sphere after all, so far back in time there were no historical recordings of them, no mention of their existence whatsoever.  What chance did he have against such a thing?  At the same time, he could not stay within the walls of the castle indefinitely, simply hoping that it would go away.  Sooner or later he would have to act.

Daaynan brooded on his problem for hours before arriving at a solution.  It was a makeshift plan but held the benefit of inflicting the least damage to his person and it afforded him the opportunity to discover more about this being.

He stepped outside the walls of the keep, choosing a spot directly beneath the North Tower and away from where the Windwalker stood.  Slowly, cautiously, he walked toward the creature, drawing fire- yellow this time- to his fingertips, ready to confront it should it wheel round and attack him without warning.  He didn’t think it would though, at least not yet.  The Sphere had told him it was curious about him, it would need to find out more about him before it decided on a more aggressive tack.

It stood motionless as he approached, in the same position it had always been.  He thought of saying something, calling to it, yet tempered the impulse.  He would wait for it to make the first move.  When it did he would be ready, or so he hoped.

When he came within ten feet of it, it turned around to face him.  It did so unhurriedly, almost casually, as if it knew he’d been there all this time.  Its hands- claws, he noted on closer inspection- lifted yet only to draw back its head-cloak, its eyes visible from the deep shadow of its hood, then its forehead and cheeks as the light hit its face, running down the length of it, its features exposed.

Daaynan stood face to face with himself.

He stared, disbelieving.  He was looking at a mirror image of his own face, the features, the nuance of expression identical to his own.  What was this, he wondered in consternation?

The being, whatever form of creature it was, chose this moment to attack, its arms raised suddenly, yellow fire sent shooting from its claws to the spot where Daaynan stood.  He could only watch, completely taken by surprise, all thoughts of constructing a defence absent from his mind, rendering him helpless.

The fire shot toward the Druid, scorching the evening air as it travelled...and passed right through him.

The image of Daaynan shimmered once and was gone.  From within a chamber at the top of the North Tower, the Druid’s real form observed the scene playing out down below.  The Windwalker released an unearthly shriek as it realised it had been tricked, lifting its head to the walls of the keep, its eyes- a cobalt blue like Daaynan’s own- scanning the towers and steeples for signs of the Druid, realising that what it had just confronted was an illusion.  After a minute it quieted, drawing its hood over its head and turned to face the entrance to Fein Mor once again.

From within the protected confines of the keep Daaynan considered what he would do. Days passed like this, the Druid going about his normal duties- the ones that had occupied him before he had become sorcerer- as if nothing had changed.  When these were done at the end of each day he visited the Druid Archive, a large chamber in the south wing of the castle that contained vast shelves of books comprising the Druid records.  He browsed the information gathered there, trying to find some mention of the creatures that called themselves Windwalkers, without much luck.  Finally, he stumbled on an entry containing information about them, a fleeting reference only, adding little to what the Brightsphere had told him.  They were ancient beings, existing in this world before the official histories of the Northern Earth, perhaps before the recording of time itself.  They were thought to have been wiped out of existence though precisely when was unclear.  Daaynan learned nothing else of interest other than that they generally did not speak but communicated instead via ‘impulse impressions.’  This one was a hybrid of some sort the Sphere had told him.  It could be that it was a shape-shifter, a being that could morph itself into the form and image of anyone or anything it encountered.  It would explain why it looked like him.  He entertained the fleeting possibility that he had imagined it all, that it was some manner of apparition brought on by the change he had endured in becoming what he was.  No, he decided, it was real enough, and whether it chose to look like King or peasant it was out there stalking him, waiting for him to make a countermove.

He emerged from the keep on the sunrise of the fifth day of his confinement, not his real self but another projection while his true form observed everything from the top of the battlement.  His projected image could not summon fire or conjure sorcery of any kind but that was not his intention.  Instead he walked right up to the Windwalker and spoke to it, calling attention to himself in this way.  The being ignored him, standing as it had before at the entrance to the keep.  After a time, its eyes lifted to the battlement and met Daaynan’s own with a challenging look.  The expression in its eyes was almost lifeless, unchanging, apparently fixated on him.  

The Druid sighed.  He would have to leave the building sooner or later.  There were provisions stored in the keep to last him 6 months, maybe a year, and what then?  He would have to confront the creature when his supplies ran out.  Better to do it now and not postpone the inevitable, but he realised he had already decided this.  

As day ran into night he thought about what he would do, what approach he would take.  Finally, as the sun bordered the horizon, an orange-red haze settling everywhere as it crested the skyline, he came to a decision.  He went to his bed chamber and slept through till dawn.  On the morning of the next day he rose, washed and dressed himself in a fresh blue broad-cloak.  Lowering the hood to permit vision, he exited the castle through the main entrance.

The creature stood where it always had, twenty feet from the entrance.  It registered his presence with a slight turning of its head from within the folds of its hood, its lips splitting open in what could have passed for a grin.  Daaynan walked right up to it and lifted his arms, his cloak spread wide, yellow fire flaming from his fingertips, shooting toward the other in a single continuous burst.  In the instant before it struck its target, the Windwalker conjured a shield to protect itself from the flame and it bounced harmlessly off its form inches before it touched.  Daaynan continued to approach, however, the Druid fire streaming from his hands and fingers, his arms raised to the level of the creature’s face, seeking to do damage there.  The Windwalker summoned fire of its own, meeting the Druid’s match for match, joining in a starburst of flame between where they stood, hammering one against the other, the ground beneath them scorched.  For long moments neither gave way, each sorcerer vying for supremacy over the other, then the Druid in one fluid action drew from some great well of resolve that lay deep within him and a giant flare shot through and past him, sweeping toward the other, enveloping it in a vast conflagration, swallowing the being whole.

There was nothing left of the Windwalker but the charred remains of skin and ash.

Daaynan turned back in the direction of the keep, unsteady on his feet, utterly spent from the force of the attack.  He passed through the entrance and walked to his chambers, barely able to stand upright.  In his chambers there was a simple basin with fresh water and some ointments beside it.  He washed his face free of dirt and applied one of the creams where the other’s fire had marked him.  Then he went to his bed and lay down tiredly, falling asleep in moments.

When he woke, it was the evening of the next day.  He ate a breakfast of dried fruit and some bread and began to walk through the many rooms of the keep, thinking about what he would do.  As Druid he had responsibilities and he would be expected to carry them out.  One of them was to recruit and train sorcerers who wished to apply to Fein Mor as helpers.  He would start this as soon as he could, he decided, beginning with those who wished to apply from his home village Bottom Dell.  From there he would look further to the south, where it was rumoured there were those who practised magic and were friendly to the Druid order.  He walked past a window overlooking the drawbridge entrance to the keep, glancing casually over the patch of land where he had yesterday confronted and killed the being.  He came about abruptly.

Standing where it had stood yesterday, cloaked and hooded in its scarlet broad cloak, looking directly ahead at the entrance to Fein Mor, was the Windwalker.

He couldn’t believe what he was seeing at first.  He blinked hard again and again, convinced it was his mind playing tricks on him.  But it was there just as before, as real as it had ever been, the wind whipping around the tail of its broad cloak, its face, his face, lost in the shadow of its long hood.

What manner of creature was this, Daaynan wondered?

He stood staring at the Windwalker for some time, unable to take his eyes away.  Finally, he abandoned his vigil, headed for the deep interior of the keep where the chamber that housed the Druid records lay.  There must have been something he missed, he thought.  Could it have been an illusion he had fought, like the one he himself had brought about?  No, he decided, no illusion could have sustained injuries like those he had inflicted on the creature, nor have produced a smell like the one he had encountered.  Besides, an illusion could not match fire with fire.  

It occurred to him that, in searching for mention of this being in the records, he had been looking in the wrong place.  There was mention in the books of beings known as Morphlings, shape shifters who could alter their appearance, indeed their whole identity for long periods of time.  Upon entering the vault chamber, he reached for the shelf that contained books on Morphlings and Alterforms, scanning through these for some cross connection between these and Windwalkers.  It was late in the evening by the time he finished and he was no better off in his search.  He went to bed tired, his eyes puffed and sore, grimly resolving to continue his search the next morning.  His sleep was fitful, his dreams irregular and broken-sequenced.  When dawn arrived, he re-entered the vault and resumed his search, not expecting much.  He had the germ of an idea, however, something that stood out from the general tumble of his dreams and stayed in the forepart of his mind.  What if he had been using the wrong kind of magic?  The idea bore closer scrutiny.  He had attacked the creature using conventional Druid sorcery but what if this kind of magic was useless against such a thing as this?  It had matched him fire for fire but what if it used another kind altogether, or at least was vulnerable to it?  He reflected on this for a time before an idea struck him.  

Of course, how stupid he had been!  The answer was obvious.  It was a being from another age so it stood to reason it employed a sorcery from that time.  What sorcery?  The records wouldn’t help him there.  However, he now had access to all manner of enchantments and in time could select the right one.  Time, after all, was what he had in abundance.

He decided to test his theory sooner rather than later.  He was mindful of his impatience, yet over the past few days a slow anger had been building inside him, railing against the outrage that had been done to him, trapping him in his own home.  He would have to act if he were to escape his prison.  If he were to best his opponent.  First, however, he tried once again to communicate with it.

He stood in the well of the North Tower, closing his eyes, and summoned an image of the being that stalked him outside the keep.  It came to him clearly, a well-defined picture of it standing no more than a few feet from the entrance to Fein Mor.  He spoke not in words but in impulse ‘impressions,’ rather like pictures that expressed feelings of what he intended to communicate.  He sent them in a code to convey sentences much like his own speech structure.

For long moments there was no reaction from the Shape-shifter.  Then, slowly, it began to respond, sending coded images of its own, tentatively at first, then with greater speed.  Many of the images were unfamiliar to Daaynan and as a result much of the communication was lost.  There were pictures and summonings of another time, depictions of creatures at rest and in battle wearing markings and using gestures he could not identify.  They came and went at speed in a sequence he didn’t understand.  He asked it what manner of sorcery it used and the confused impression he received in response was of no immediate help.  After a time, he gave up.

His failure to communicate with the Shape-shifter left him with the same problem, namely how would he discover what manner of sorcery it used?  Even if he could have conversed with it would it have come straight out and told him?  He thought not but it was curious about him, the Brightsphere had said, and might possibly trade information with him.

How would he find out the nature of the sorcery it used?  The Druid records wouldn’t help him but...

He shook his head slowly in self-admonition.  The Faerie Archives.  Of course.  It stood to reason if it were a thing from another age, perhaps it went as far back as the age of Faerie.  If not, the Archives might yet have some mention of its kind, their lineage, the power they possessed...

He walked quickly to the South End of the keep, past the Rooms of Reflection and the private study chambers on the ground floor, where once individuals had read giant tomes on magic and had conducted investigations into sorcery in a time when there had been many Druids.  The last of their kind had passed on more than a hundred years ago and until now had taken knowledge of the Dark Arts with them into the netherworld.

He stopped at the bottom of the South Tower and inspected the floor’s stone-flagged surface.  There was a metal ring at the edge of one square flag, about the size of Daaynan’s hand, hooped through a section of the stone.  He got down and gripped it, dragging it upwards and the flag with it.  Beneath was a set of narrow steps that led down into darkness.  He cupped one hand slowly and in the centre of his palm a gentle flame sprang to life, illuminating the stairs and a section of a narrow passageway that lay at the foot of them.  Walking forward with one raised hand, he negotiated the steps and passageway until he came to a fork.  After deliberating a moment, he chose the right-hand corridor and followed down it to its conclusion at a thick door made of oak and hinged with metal.  There was a combination of metal studs embedded in the wood at the level of his head.  Instead of inserting a key and turning a handle, you needed to press the studs in the correct sequence to gain access to the room beyond.  He remembered the code from his druidic teachings.  This was the vault that contained books comprising the Archives of the Netherworld and tomes from the age of Faerie.  If he were looking for an answer to his current problem, he told himself, he would find it here.  He pressed the buttons in order and the door swung inward on its hinges, making barely a sound as it did despite the number of years it had been in existence.  There was magic at work here, he knew, preserving what was kept in this room and beyond.  

Facing him were rows and rows of shelves containing books, some of them fitted beneath arches that led into other rooms that stretched in different directions, lending the place the appearance of a honeycombed catacomb. There were no signs over any of the arched entrances indicating where what was filed, yet Daaynan ignored this oversight, walking through a series of entryways until he stood in a chamber that was somewhat larger than those around it with rows of shelves constructed in a circle around him on at least ten different levels.

This was where the Faerie Archives were stored.  His eyes cast around the room for a long moment and he took several books from their perches, examining each one, sometimes lending the pages they contained a cursory skim, reading others in more detail.  There was mention of the world of Faerie, of the location now known as Fein Mor before it had become a Druid keep, and of other locations, some of them indistinct, others recognizable in the writings as what they were today. He spent a long time in the chamber, hours running into days, pouring over chapters of various books, unmindful of the passing of day into night and day again, until finally he had what he was looking for.  He closed the book he was balancing in one hand, the other hand that provided the light he needed beginning to weaken, the flame thinning and flickering. 

Could this be true, he wondered?  He marvelled at such a thing, at his thinking which had been so wrong.  He wondered at the approach he must now make, and yet at the same time he knew it was the right move.  He would need to make the right preparations yet he was confident this was possible.

Despite his certainty it was not until late the next day when he left the castle.

He emerged outside the keep from one of the central passageways near to the main entrance where the creature stood, his real self this time and not some projected illusion.  The creature seemed to sense this and upon seeing him lowered its hood.  He saw in its features his own face projected back at him yet as he looked the being’s face changed, becoming something of what it really was.  So, it knew, he thought.  Its true face was finely wrought, small boned, almost delicate.  Its facial skin was like a fine, gossamer fabric that clung to its bones, its grey hair spilling back from its forehead in thin spools that spun halfway down its back.  It smiled at him, its bloodless lips parting in a yawing split, an eerie sight that might cause some to draw back despite themselves but Daaynan did not flinch.  Instead he continued his approach, his hands by his sides, not signalling any form of attack, just watching the creature as it seemed to measure every step he took, taking everything in.

He made no attempt at communicating with it.  This was practically impossible at any rate, requiring months of study he did not have.  Better for him that he approached things this way.

When he came within yards of the Faerie it lifted its arms, releasing a blood-curling shriek, and yellow fire came lancing from the tips of its fingers toward the Druid, searing in the heat of the evening air as it travelled.  Daaynan made no move either to deflect or intercept the attack yet kept walking toward it.  The Faerie crouched to a gnomish squat, the flame shooting upwards from its fingers, concentrated into a single continuous powerful burst.  

The flame struck Daaynan at the level of his head...and bounced harmlessly off him.  The Druid barely broke his stride, reacting hardly at all to the attack save issuing a small warding gesture as if to brush some unwanted dirt from his face.  The Faerie rose and stared at the other as if unable to comprehend what it had just witnessed.  A fraction of a moment later it broke its paralysis by delivering a second attack, similar to the first yet with more concentrated force, directing it against the sorcerer’s midsection and upper body this time.  It combined its thrust with a high ululating scream designed to put the other off balance, attacking with more than one sense to unman the Druid.

Neither strike was successful.  The sorcerer was right before the creature now yet the Faerie, through overconfidence or disbelief, did not shrink away.  Daaynan reached for its face with both of his rough hands, pinching its nose shut to open its mouth and with one hand summoning a ball of flame that was lighter in density than its own fire, he pitched it deep down inside its throat.  He balled his hand into a fist and pushed deeper inside, the fire shooting from his hands and fingers in white-hot contrails, setting the Faerie alight from the inside out.  Finally, he stepped back, yet not before closing its mouth with a punctuating snap, holding it firmly shut.

The Faerie creature listed to one side, unsteady on its feet, ablaze with what had been placed inside it.  It opened its mouth to scream yet no sound emerged.  It writhed and twisted in an attempt to shake free but to no avail.  Then it simply exploded in a ball of conflagration as the fire inside it detonated, large fantails of light sent shooting out in all directions, razing the earth and the night air, consuming everything in its radius.  Seconds later the creature was no more.

The Druid stood for a time at the spot where it had disappeared as if making sure it was really gone, this time for good.  The Faerie magic he had cloaked himself in had accomplished its task.  It had taken time to construct the Whorl, more than a day, yet it had been successful.  He thought of the expression to meet fire with fire and smiled grimly.  In this case he had employed Faerie fire to meet the creature’s own.  The Archives had told him that the world of Faerie was lighter in density than his own world and to render himself immune to attack from one of these beings he had needed to cloak himself in the Whorl, which was simply a shroud with a heavy density, so compact that any attack directed against him would simply be deflected.  He had combined this with fire that had a much lighter density, so light it would break past the Windwalker’s defences and destroy it.  And he had succeeded.

The first Druid of the new order finally turned and walked slowly back toward the castle of Fein Mor, stripping himself of the Whorl.  He was exhausted by his efforts but satisfied that what he had set out to accomplish had been done, the enemy bested and a normal state of affairs restored.  Yet what was normal, he wondered?  What could he expect to encounter as Druid from now on and how would it change him?  He would ponder these questions later, he decided.  For now, for right now, he would let sleep take him, a long dreamless sleep inside the heart of the keep while Fein Mor protected him from any danger that lurked outside the castle walls, from those who elected to stand against the Druids and what they represented.  He was a newly born Druid and was still discovering what that meant but there would be time to do so, plenty of time.
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His days in Fein Mor passed quickly over the next few weeks.  It was perhaps surprising for a man living alone in a stronghold but there was a lot to do.  The gardens outside needed tending to keep them from growing as wild as the land around them.  Atop the castle, the pennants and flagpoles needed to be cleaned while inside, the many chambers, anterooms, halls and corridors also required cleaning.  Then there were his studies.  Daaynan spent his evenings poured over books containing reference material to the Northern Earth, as well as recorded spells, thralls and incantations suited to every purpose, memorizing as much as he could, putting some of the enchantments into practice.  One of the reasons he had taken so long to dispel the Faerie wraith from Fein Mor, he thought, was his lack of knowledge of creatures or ages that did not belong to this world.  He would not make the same mistake twice.

There was much information on the Northern Earth.  He felt it would soon be necessary to introduce himself to those who governed the lands around the stronghold.  The steward of Brinemore, for example, was ruler of a vast city to the Northwest.  Once a regency, when the royal line had died out Brinemore had passed into stewardship under the care of a ruling family much like the royals.  Karsin Longfellow, the current steward, came along in a time when Brinemore elected its officials based on political merit.  He had a formidable reputation as both a politician and an astute businessman.  He would be curious about the return of the Druid order to the Northern Earth, if only to see what kind of trade negotiations he could open with Fein Mor.  He would hold talk with him soon but what would be the nature of that conversation?

Daaynan was musing over this question when he received a visit from his cousin.

Jareth Tox was the firstborn of his mother’s younger sister.  He was junior to Daaynan by almost 10 years and growing up in the village of Bottom Dell, Daaynan had been cast in the role of Jareth’s guardian, a role he had not always been able to fulfil due to his early ambition to become a sorcerer.  Still, Jareth had always liked him, and as far as he could remember never expressed disappointment at his not being around at times when he was needed.  Jareth had been an independent child, self-contained, possessed of a defiant nature, the rebellious period of his childhood only serving to highlight these qualities.  He had taken to wandering about the Northern Earth from an early age, riding the large thoroughfares on his horse to places he had read and dreamed about, unheeding of the dangers others told him he might encounter there.  He loved to visit Brinemore, captivated by the size and scale of the city and the various activities of its inhabitants that had been expressly forbidden in Bottom Dell such as horseracing and riverside gambling.  He visited the many opium dens scattered throughout the city where he held conversation with many of the customers who lived fascinating lives- to him at least.  Jareth’s parents had urged Daaynan to have a talk with him over this, take him in hand, but by then he had begun his training as a Druid and had little time to spare for anything else.  Maybe now he could exert some influence over the boy.

Jareth stood at the entrance to the keep, a smile breaking out on his face when the drawbridge lowered and Daaynan emerged from its interior.

“Hail, cousin!”  Daaynan said.  The younger man stood looking at him for a moment before answering.  The Druid was covered head to toe in a black broad-cloak with a large hood draped over his face, partially drawn back to reveal his features.  At almost seven feet tall, with a large build from his broad, powerful shoulders on down, he cut an imposing presence.  The broad planes and angles of his face served to heighten this impression, his look dark, almost severe.  But Jareth didn’t seem intimidated.  He marched toward the other with a spring in his step, offering his hand.  “And hail to you, cousin!”  Jareth was young and seemed full of energy.  He carried a brash appearance, enhanced perhaps by a mane of long, straw blond hair that was swept down to one side of his face.  His features were sufficiently even to give him strength of looks, marred only by the irregularity of an over-long nose and ears that stuck out slightly.  He looked around him at the gardens and fields and up at the towering façade of the castle, an approving regard to his expression.  “You’ve kept the place well.”

The Druid shook his head slowly, indicating the well-tended lawns with a sweep of one hand.  “I am in need of a proper gardener, someone who knows what they are about so that I can tend to my other duties.”

Jareth followed his motion.  “I don’t know, I would say you’re managing just fine.”

“Yes, but it takes up too much of my time.  Care for the job?”

The younger man looked taken aback, unsure of what he would say next.  That was a rare thing in the child he had been familiar with, he smiled to himself.  Maybe that certainty, that take-everything-on nature had changed with his development into a man.  He would see.

“I didn’t think the Druids took on helpers?” he queried.

“They don’t, but times change.”

“At any rate, that is not why I have come to you today.  There are things we need to discuss, about people back home, about my new role in Bottom Dell.”

“My cousin has an agenda.  That’s not so surprising.  But let’s not stand out here all day, jawing into the wind; come inside and I’ll fix you a half of whiskey along with something to eat in more comfortable surroundings.  You are old enough to drink, aren’t you?” he teased.

“A mouthful of whiskey would go down well,” he responded, ignoring the taunt, “maybe more than a mouthful?”

Together they walked inside, Daaynan leading his cousin into the building’s vast, domed hall and through a doorway at the other end that led into a series of interconnected rooms until they arrived at a large chamber inviting them with an arched, open entrance.  Jareth gazed at the intricate depictions carved into the rock along the walls they travelled past.  There was a look to his face that approached something like wonder.  It had replaced his previous expression, which Daaynan hadn’t been able to fully identify.  It was as if he were studying something which, for reasons of his own must remain a secret.  He hadn’t trusted the look and it made him more curious as to why his cousin had chosen to visit him now.  He would get the answer in time, of course, Jareth had never been one for secrets.

“I won’t ask you if you miss Bottom Dell,” Jareth said, gazing at the depictions.

“It was not really my place,” Daaynan admitted.

“Joren and Sera miss you though.”  Joren and Sera were his brother and sister, Jareth’s aunt and uncle.

“Do they?”  The older man’s voice carried an amused undertone.

“They fight like they always have done, all the family does, like they did with you when you were around, but they seem sad whenever I bring up the subject of you, almost as if they regret their behaviour.  The fighting you know, it’s only because they live in each other’s back pockets.  Given time and distance they would realise how close they all really are.”

“The images on the stones are of the world Fein More used to inhabit,” he told Jareth, changing the subject.

“The Faerie world?”

“Not as far back as that.  This world came into being later and was more of a halfway state between life in the Northern Earth as we know it and life in the age of Faerie.  The figures you see are men and women engaged in various activities.  Their bodies are different to ours, hence the speculative nature of the depictions.”

“I see.”

There was a table in the chamber, surrounded by chairs of a uniform sort.  Daaynan gestured the other to sit down and did the same.  There was bread and dried fruit on the table in small bowls.  Beside one of the bowls stood a jar of whiskey and some glasses.  He indicated the food and poured whiskey into two glasses, a measure in each.  He passed the liquid beneath his nose, inhaling deeply, then sipped some.  Jareth did the same, helping himself to the fruit and bread.  Leaning back in his chair, Daaynan regarded the younger man.“Now cousin, what has you out here all the way from Bottom Dell?”

Jareth looked at him, his eyes sharp, glistening.  “Actually, I’ve been spending my time in Brinemore the past few years.  City life appeals to me more, anyway I’ve never been able to spend more than a few weeks in the Dell without getting bored, as you know.  I joined a league which the steward of Brinemore set up last year.”

The Druid nodded.  “Karsin Longfellow.  I know of him.”

“Yes.  Brinemore is in a politically tight situation.  It’s in danger of losing its hold over the northern territories to the Cru dynasty which is on the rise, has been ever since they discovered gold beneath their lands.  Their political and economic influence has increased considerably.  The league I’m a part of has the task of attempting to provide solutions to this problem. There are many other such leagues scattered around Brinemore.  We mostly sit around and talk, but occasionally we’re provided with the opportunity to act.  Longfellow visits us from time to time.  I met him once and all the things they say about him are true.”

Daaynan leaned back in his chair, his expression unreadable.  “And what is that?”

“He’s a powerful man.  He radiates charisma and intelligence.  On the occasion we met he talked about you, about how you bested that Faerie creature.  He admires you.”

“How did he find out about that?”

Jareth smiled.  “Cousin, you’ve maybe spent too much time holed up in your castle.  It’s the talk of Brinemore.  I believe the creature was seen approaching Fein Mor.  Someone must have witnessed your struggle with it.”

“And this Longfellow, he wanted you to come out here with a proposition of some sort?”

The young man nodded, giving the other an admiring smile.  “A Druid would be a powerful ally to stand against the Cru.  He wants you to assist Brinemore in its struggle against them.  By doing this you would teach what you know of sorcery to the inhabitants of Brinemore, that number restricted to individuals he would select of course, lesser magicians if you like.  He would keep their learnings secret from the rest of the population.  You have an opportunity here to help the city stand against any form of opposition, to protect its inhabitants.”

“Hmm.  Would you say that, for the steward of Brinemore, you are a strange choice of messenger?”

“I took the opportunity.  He knew I was your cousin and he approached me with the idea.  Sure, he could have sent one of his envoys but you don’t know them like you do me.”

The Druid studied Jareth for a time.  “I see,” he said finally.  “Cousin, I would like to take you on a tour of the keep but there is something that I must do first.  I’ll leave you here but will return shortly.  Help yourself to some more food and drink if you like.”  He left the room.

Daaynan returned soon as promised.  Jareth seemed relieved, standing up in acknowledgement of the other’s presence.  He really was forbidding, he thought, that face and those dark robes lending him an almost sinister bearing.  He could see burn marks on his face, probably from his encounter with that Faerie.  He had given nothing away in their earlier conversation.  He supposed that he was now in the business of acquiring information, not giving it away for free.  Jareth wondered if all the Druids had been like this?  Things had been different when they were younger, Daaynan happy to teach him all that he knew at a time when he was discovering something new about sorcery every day, Jareth happy to absorb everything he had been given.  Yes, things were different now.

Daaynan took the other out of the guest chamber and through another series of interlocking rooms until they stopped before a grand entrance in the East wing of Fein Mor.  “This is the conference chamber,” he told Jareth.  “Many discussions of great importance took place within its walls over the years involving tribal leaders and heads of state.”  They went inside, Jareth looking around him with a cursory sort of interest at the long, oak table, ringed by plush chairs and windows which offered a view of the Eastern Gardens.

“When was the last time there was a meeting here?” he asked.

The Druid was watching him, gauging his interest.  “Years ago, as many as a hundred and fifty, during the Punic Campaigns.  I believe one of your steward’s predecessors was present, defending the expansion of Brinemore when it was no more than a small city state.  It had ambitious plans, even then,” he smiled thinly.

“That was when Brinemore was intent on reclaiming sacred relics they had found in other states,” Jareth said.

Daaynan nodded.  “That’s what they said.  Whether it was true or not is another matter.”

“You told me that years ago, when I was growing up.  I wish we’d seen more of each other since then.”

“It wasn’t possible, Jareth.  I had accepted my calling as sorcerer and wished to move away from Bottom Dell.”

“I wanted to move on too.  I left the Dell for Brinemore, remember?  I wanted to stay in touch with you.  I came out here five years ago, looking for you.”

“Did you?”

“You weren’t here, or you weren’t available.  I remember being very disappointed.”

Daaynan was looking at him closely, his expression sharp.  “Is this the real reason you came today, to express your disappointment?”

“In a way,” Jareth responded, “but I also wanted to deliver you this.”  In a flash of movement from beneath his robing he produced a knife, long and serrated on one side- a hunting blade- and in one, quick action delivered its length into Daaynan’s midsection, the blade cutting easily through the cloth protecting the other’s stomach, burying itself to the handle.

“Karsin Longfellow wanted me to give you this,” Jareth said.  He pulled the handle down, slicing through the contents of the older man’s lower stomach before letting go.

Daaynan fell to the floor, shock flooding through his body and he heard his cousin’s voice as if from far away:“That’s the end of you now, Druid.  Your body will soon let go and you will have a relatively painless transition to the Netherworld.  You’re luckier than most, Longfellow told me to kill you quickly, afraid as he was of your sorcery.”  Jareth laughed.  “He doesn’t care for your assistance, he’s not interested in any shared venture between you and Brinemore, he simply wants you removed from the picture.  

“It’s funny, with all your power, with everything you could do, all it took was a simple blade to put an end to you.  I ought to thank you, I’ll be telling this story for the rest of my life, how a lowly steward’s clerk put an end to the Druid of Fein Mor.  I think I’ll take a souvenir...your heart, while it’s still beating.  I’ll display it in a case on my...”

A flash of something white issued from Daaynan’s fingers, shimmering faintly, weakened by the Druid’s near lapse into unconsciousness.  It spiralled up toward Jareth, the grains of light turning in a disorganised coil, curving toward the younger man.  The light covered the young assassin in a bright shroud, at first no more than a pale webbing of light, then strengthening
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