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      Moralynn glanced back to the little man following her. She shook her head, not just at him, but at the hall’s construction. Not a proper stone in sight, not even wood, though some of it was meant to look it. Maybe a composite of sorts; these modern materials were complex, but dead. None held the energy to support shaping.

      “This way.” She jerked her head to Boderien. Her metal-rimmed boots made strange echoes within the modern door-ridden corridor, but no one turned or gave notice. If anyone had they would have found a tall, muscular female, wearing painted chain mail from shoulder to toe. She had known she would encounter no martial challengers here so did not bother with the helm, though she still carried some of her weapons on belts as they were foci. This left her long, brown, not-quite black hair to trail down her back.

      She was attired and equipped at the height of Shaper might. Too bad their time on Earth had passed centuries ago.

      Boderien, the only one who could hear or see her, did not follow. He hesitated by a door, his nose twitching. “She is here.”

      Moralynn grabbed him. “She is there, but the child is not. We must find the children.” Her words were true, but that was not the only reason she did not want to enter. Neirin would be in there. It still hurt to have lost him; he had so much promise. Those years were but a blink to her centuries though, and she would continue her work with the next generation.

      Boderien grumbled but complied. Moralynn slowed her pace so she would not get ahead of his squat legs. Better they walk together.

      Though she disapproved of it, there were still some redeeming qualities of this hospital when compared to other modern structures. Most places were built too wide, too open. This building maximized its space and contained real smells, no matter how brief, as one passed. Too much of today’s world suppressed expression. Too white, too bright, bland aromas, and too much uniform space.

      Soon they reached the maternity ward. She peered through the glass, looking at the names. Oh, how script had changed through the ages. Storing knowledge and meaning in written word, however, was too useful a tool to lose, so she borrowed tomes from her apprentices every several decades. Lewis, Lloyd, Penderson, Powell… wait no M’s? Ah there it was, shifted one more rank to the right: Morgan.

      Moralynn stared at the squirming little thing. Birth, the beginning of life, was one of the few things that fascinated her still, breaking through her own jaded eternity. It filled her with hope, but also dread.

      She put a leather-gauntleted hand on the glass and stepped away. No reason to linger, this was best done sooner than later.

      Boderien tapped the glass. “The fae do not birth like this.”

      Moralynn glared at him as she crossed the threshold. “I, of all people, understand that.”

      “I do not understand why they birth here. Or separate young from their mothers. They seem to be an important part of things.”

      While considering her response, Moralynn caught the eye of a young nurse, cleaning a child in the back. The young lady did not react, but Moralynn did enough for both of them.

      “Time passes, and some things change. They try to make it safer, more successful. However, the more things change, the more some things cannot. People cannot remove all the visceral mess of life.” Moralynn blinked, then her eyes shut and saw another mess. Bodies along a shore. Not one moving. Well, of their own volition. Blood and fluids leaked from different breaks and tears. The wind caught hair and trappings, making a mockery of motion.

      I was not there. Focus.

      She could never focus for long; the older she became the harder it was. Memories came to her when she did not want them, even ones not entirely her own. When she did wish to summon memories, they hid for some time, or could not be found.

      Boderien’s voice broke the vision. “Which is she?”

      Moralynn nodded towards the Morgan child and walked the rest of the way. Boderien followed, his small stature putting him eye level with the babies’ cots. It was a curious sight to see the dwarf amongst modern human furnishings, but she could not do this without him. A Smith had certain talents, and a Life Smith in particular had talents denied to her. She was but a shadow of the Phoenix, only the Phoenix Sparked.

      It was one of many ignominies she had to deal with. Moralnn was life for the fae realms, performing the rite of reincarnation an untold number of times, cursed to do it ever since they wiped out the druids over a millennium ago, including herself. She still had nightmares from that dreadful day, the bloodbath of Camlann, where the fae turned on their human allies. In a rage, Merlin killed himself, leaving the fae without a Phoenix to perform reincarnations. How she survived Raebyn’s vicious attack no one knew, but life found a way. It took many years, but as Merlin’s apprentice, the Phoenix Sparked, she eventually woke to a new body and a new responsibility.

      Though she retained the Phoenix Spark—attached to her soul—she could not call on the full powers of the Phoenix magic normally handed down from human to human. She had become something else, a half-breed, a chimera. The Phoenix would not fly within her, that power was denied to her.

      But not to others, if they could find their way again.

      Moralynn rested a hand on the cradle, but did not touch the little one. While the child could not yet communicate, it would not stop the little Morgan from recognizing her presence, unlike the adults. Such a small thing. She would grow and change, but there were already hints of what made her special. There was a curve to her chin and a point to her ears. She would have an elfin cast, and Moralynn wondered if that was auspicious.

      Moralynn sensed she would be a character, and hoped it was not imagination. She wished she knew the little one’s name; neither she nor Boderien had overheard Neirin’s or Aderyn’s choice, though perhaps they still debated.

      “I will watch over you, little one. I name you family.”

      Boderien raised a bushy brow. “I did not know you could claim people so easily. Sounds like ownership. I thought humans had gotten over that ugly practice.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Yet the fae organize themselves into extended families.”

      “That is about loyalty.” Boderien flicked his eyes to the child. “Your newborn starts too young. She cannot speak for herself. How can she pledge loyalty?”

      Moralynn closed her eyes and composed herself. “Her family is pledged to me, Bedivere’s descendants. I promote and protect them, since they bear the smallest slip of blood from those golden times.” Moralynn peered again at the newest Morgan. Her wiggling slowed, her head shifted in Moralynn’s direction, and she cooed.

      Boderien laughed. “You made her do that.”

      “I did nothing of the sort.” Moralynn disobeyed her instinct and gently stroked the dark brown fuzz on the little one’s head. She wished she could give a foci to the child as a token, but the adults would refuse it. Not just any foci, but an alloy, something through which she could lend strength, and help the Morgan straddle the mundane and magical worlds.

      Moralynn took in another breath. Boderien was more ally than partner. There was mutual benefit in working together, but they did not share the same ideals. How could they? For all she was broken, she was still human enough on the inside.

      The mechanized beeps of the hospital reasserted themselves as Moralynn and Boderien remained silent.

      “This will not hurt the child,” said Moralynn. “She won’t pledge until she is old enough to choose. But this must be done early. In new birth the body is stabilizing.”

      Boderien tapped the edge of the cot, but his eyes were still large and thoughtful. “Perhaps a later sharing could be accomplished when combined with their medicine.”

      Moralynn frowned. “What do you know of it?”

      He stroked his beard. “Though I keep to myself, I live on this Earth more than you now, Moralynn. Or do you think it is safe for me in the fae realms?”

      Moralynn stilled and spoke in a steady voice with half-lidded eyes. “There have been no more Life Smiths for Oberon’s heralds to gift grisly deaths, so it is hard to tell.”

      “Precisely. I know a few things, though I am not sure I completely understand them. Medicine does not maintain the balance of the elements, it allows them to not just shift life, but extend, promote, using knowledge and tools. But they produce a greater potency than the effort to produce them. I cannot help admiring the efficiency, though it does not feel natural.”

      “Efficiency?” Moralynn raised a hand, and looked with that peculiar other sense, beyond her armor and skin, seeing the paths of life within her own mangled body. Medicine seemed to be about probabilities, while shaping, life, elements, and even psyche, were all about proper cause and effect. If you accumulated enough foci of the proper strength, and the requisite knowledge, you would accomplish what you meant to. Life shaping was somewhat different in that it drew from a human’s inner life flow, and while it could be boosted, it did not require a foci. If you were a human with the right inner life flow and the knowledge of how to direct it, you could tell the body to fix most anything. “Efficient, perhaps, but not entirely effective.”

      “No doubt.”

      New apprentices, generation after generation, were just probabilities, like medicine. Granted, they waited for the proper tool.

      Boderien was not just here to help with the connection. He was a Smith, and his greater task was recreating the Phoenix Grail, the original no doubt lost to Oberon’s vaults for all time. It was cruel for the fae god to withhold an artifact so important to humans, despite the fact he had forged it. Without the Grail plate the Phoenix could not rise and she would continue to be mired in death, except the one she most yearned for. Thus she needed the Phoenix Grail. And an apprentice.

      She closed her eyes. “I cannot go through this again.”

      “Afraid the next one will outright say no?”

      “No, I…” She blinked at Boderien. “I have lasted too long. One should not count their life in centuries. It is a curse, not a blessing.” She could not return to the person she was, a small someone, a mere child in the golden court of King Arthur and Merlin’s last apprentice. She was separated from those she loved and was now forced to support those she despised.

      At least I remember… but I am losing that as well. Memories were not meant to linger this long.

      She continued out loud. “If you would complete the Grail someday—”

      “Imitating the work of a god is no easy chore. I should not dally long.”

      Moralynn grabbed the cot and leaned over it. It jerked, and the Morgan child cried out, but only for a moment.

      The nurse in the corner spun her head. Her eyes darted, but she quickly returned to the child she was tending.

      Moralynn let out a sigh. “You still believe you can do it?”

      “Of course.”

      Although it had been many years, it was a fraction of Moralynn’s life, so she held out hope. Her first few centuries after the Battle of Camlann and the death of the Druids she had spent in a fevered sleep. During the next two she adapted to her new life, roles, responsibilities, and it was only then she thought to grow a more formal presence on Earth. From there it took time for a plan to form, to find and then attract a Life Smith to her side, though she owed that more to the steady disappearances and deaths of the others rather than her own diplomacy. Life abilities, in shaping or smithing, apparently were no longer welcome in the fae realms.

      It was hard to believe, but she sensed she was running out of time. Her memories, her ability to function—things were slipping away. But she could not let Boderien see that, know that. She must explain it another way.

      “Boderien, people are dying, faster and faster in this world. Without the Phoenix to manage life forces, conflict, strife, and disease will control these people.”

      “Moralynn, we are both doing what we can. We have the Spark, samples from the previous Phoenix just in case, and the Mantle. However, we need the Grail and a host Druid with a bit more humanity than you have remaining. What else do you wish to do to hasten the return of the Phoenix?”

      Moralynn fingered the diamond in the mess of chains and gems she wore, the Phoenix Mantle. As her hand trickled to the other gems—emerald, sapphire, garnet, and then turquoise—she realized it was a fair question. She supplied Boderien his forge needs, space, metals, and plenty of quiet, but beyond that, there was little more she could do. Once they had the Grail, she needed a ready apprentice.

      She offered her left hand. “Take a specific aspect. Take my wonder.”

      “No.” Boderien shook his head, his beard shuffling. “Nothing so large, Moralynn. Only the tiniest splice is safe. This is no easy thing, splitting a soul.”

      Moralynn grit her teeth. “I know, but this one, she must understand. She must not walk away… She needs wonder, to see. To appreciate this faerie world just out of phase with her own. To help me save this mundane one.” She paused as her mind raced. “So she can make her own full pledge of loyalty, like the fae families, when she is old enough to appreciate the role I offer her. And wise enough to see how she might accomplish it.”

      Boderien drew himself up. It wasn’t so much making himself taller, but an adjustment to his posture. Though they had been allies for some time, and had developed a certain comfort around each other, there were aspects of this dwarf she did not understand.

      He nodded. “If you insist.”

      “I do.”

      He took her hand. “This will not be comfortable.”

      “I—” An incorporeal force pierced Moralynn and cut off her response. It was nothing like the other times. There was no single thread, a barbed one that snaked along her life lines in a space she could sense but not touch, scratching along within her body. Instead this was a wallop, a mesh that twirled like a vine, searching, sifting for something. She gagged, unable to bring in breath, as if her body’s functions had paused the longer this took, trying to wait out the invasion. Yet she could feel it grasping from within. A yank that pulled at her, once, twice, and then it felt like something left her hands.

      Once she regained her breath, she looked at the girl. The baby Morgan’s eyes were open, wide, staring straight at her. Moralynn blinked, and the child blinked right back. She brushed her hand along the child’s head again. She couldn’t figure it out, but something was different from a few moments ago.

      “Miss Morgan,” she said softly, “I will see you again, soon. You are my apprentice, my avatar… and my child.”

      The babe opened her mouth and cooed, not for a second taking her eyes off Moralynn.

      Moralynn smiled. Though she was losing herself, perhaps this little one would find a way to bring her back home.
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      Jamie knelt to the floor, pretending to retrieve something. Cleanliness was important in a hospital, so it was an easy excuse to hide his surprise and revulsion from spotting the phantoms. Another had joined the ward, hovering by Mr. Pryce, a patient of several days. The demonic tree’s branches caressed Mr. Pryce’s chest, leaving raw red skin. The rash itself was mundane, normal. Everyone saw that. Only Jamie saw the phantom terrorizing him. It was the clearest one he’d spotted since his father.

      Jamie’s heart skipped a beat. He shoved the memory away before it gripped him. That moment had driven him to medicine at a young age, but there had been no lesson on predictive hallucinations. It wasn’t like they were consistent, phantoms did not appear for everyone who died. But when a phantom appeared, that person died. All he could do was treat people and make sure the phantoms never arrived in the first place.

      “Mr. Penderson?”

      Jamie stood and shook out his messy brown hair. “Sorry, found a loose glove.” He walked away from Dr. Howell and the other students to the nearest trash receptacle and pretended to shove something in.

      Dr. Howell grumbled, but did not bother him further. “Okay, Mr. Sampson, what can you discern about this patient’s condition?”

      Jamie put their babble out of mind and worked to calm down. He couldn't let his classmates or instructors see his panic. In addition to the anthropomorphic figures, he saw blurs, miasmas, things that did not belong. He’d spent a long time practicing ignoring them or hiding his reactions one way or another. He was a bit jumpy sometimes and reckless others, especially when the hallucinations covered up something about the world. But he tried to check all that at the door when he entered the hospital. He couldn’t afford to be startled when handling patients. While he hadn’t hurt anyone—yet—there was talk of keeping him for an additional foundation year for his outbursts.

      The phenomena weren’t limited to the hospital, but Jamie didn’t witness many deaths elsewhere, so the worst of the hallucinations happened here. His father had been in a hospital, too; not here, the one back home. He had been sick for some time, but took a sudden turn and passed faster than anyone imagined. When he studied at the Cardiff University School of Medicine it was easier, but now he spent more and more time at the university hospital itself, so sightings were inevitable.

      Over the years he tried to research his phantoms, making discreet and quiet inquiries. Nothing appeared on any scan he could sneak. It didn’t impact his cognitive functions. He simply saw things. They never interacted with him, and there was nothing there to touch. As long as he ignored them he was fine.

      He just needed to hold out a bit longer. The hospitals back home were smaller, enough to support a village in the foothills of Mount Snowdon. There would be less sudden appearances there, and the local townsfolk might accept his quirks once he settled in and started practicing.

      “Mr. Penderson, do you have anything to add? Or is there something fascinating about the trash?”

      Jamie gritted his teeth, but he rejoined the group in a few quick strides of his long legs. “I think Mr. Sampson covered it.”

      The patient, Mr. Pryce, snorted. “Even I know the little squirt didn’t say enough. Thanks for waking me up for useless prattle.” Little bugs danced down the twig fingers of the phantom and crawled up Mr. Pryce’s nose after the snort.

      Jamie narrowed an eye at Sampson. Sampson jumped, but didn’t otherwise say anything. Jaime suppressed the urge to sigh. It wasn’t his fault, but Sampson’s mistake was just going to make a hard day harder for Jamie now.

      The bugs migrated towards Mr. Pryce’s throat, causing him to sputter as he spoke. “At least the pimply one had the balls to look me in the face when he tried, boy. Your head too high in the sky to look down on us poor folk?”

      Jamie’s lip twitched. He wasn’t actually that tall, just had a lean frame. He typically wasn’t a very still person, but he couldn’t jog his way out of this one. Everyone looked his way.

      Dr. Howell tapped his foot. “Mr. Penderson?”

      He closed his eyes. “I would move on to the next patient. There isn’t anything else we can do here.”

      One classmate elbowed him. “That was callous.”

      “Terrible time to cop out, Jamie. Save excuses for assignments, not people.”

      Mr. Pryce’s coughing turned into a sputter, then a heave. His vitals jumped, and he shook.

      Dr. Howell yelled out for the orderlies, and students rushed to grab the man.

      Jamie stood still amid the chaos—reality had left him.

      The phantom tree’s twig hands stroked Mr. Pryce’s throat. A cavity in the tree morphed into an upward crescent moon and dropped pieces of bark, creating a toothy smile.

      Jamie’s eyes grew wide. Was it emoting?

      The phantom monster winked at him.

      It reacted. It knew he could see. It wasn’t some stupid vision to ignore. Jamie screamed and ran off the floor, he couldn’t face the smiling monster any longer.
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      Jamie sat in his advisor’s office. Head and eyes down. His hands became fascinating. Simple, flexible, safe. A known quantity. He trusted his hands more than his eyes. Perhaps he should grasp something to keep his grip on reality.

      “Jamie, shame won’t help you solve this. The stress inevitably gets to everyone. It’s hard to see so many sick and suffering.”

      “Stress?” Jamie pounded a fist on the edge of Dr. Lloyd’s desk. “You think that was stress? I—” He paused. “I know what I did. I didn’t just make a fool of myself.” He laughed. “That I almost wouldn’t mind. I told a patient he would die, in the most awful way possible.”

      Dr. Lloyd tilted his head. He didn’t deny it, but didn’t go on about it, either. That was kind. He was trying to help.

      Jamie loosened his fist and gripped the desk edge with both hands, trying to generate comfort from the simple metal. Dr. Lloyd had been a great support when he joined the program, especially after he lost his first mentor, Doc Morgan. The Doc had done everything he could to nurture young Jamie’s growing interest in medicine, encouraging him when he got distracted, especially since the distraction was often Doc’s daughter, Alexandrea. Though he hadn’t started out with the best grades, the Doc had helped him focus enough to make it into school.

      It wasn’t as if the Doc had pushed him into something he didn’t want. The Doc helped him pursue what he wanted when he was being a jerk kid blowing off his future for a bit of sport. Jamie wanted this. The death of his father still haunted him, death from a disease they never identified. It grew into a need to help others, to fix them, to reduce their suffering, to allow them to go about their lives. He didn’t want others to suffer the pain he did.

      But could he do that if it drove him mad? He couldn’t save everyone. Death was inevitable, so if he couldn’t handle death…

      “Dr. Lloyd, maybe this isn’t for me.”

      “It’s a bump in the road, son. I know how much you want this. You have a good head for the theory, great patient interaction, and technique will come with time.”

      “When I'm not predicting their passing.”

      Neither spoke. That might be what disturbed the university more. It wasn’t only Jamie’s behavior, but that he was right. Nothing explained Mr. Pryce’s sudden decline. Jamie had had out-bursts in the past, but never close enough to the actual death to link it. Granted, he’d never said it aloud like that, either.

      Dr. Lloyd’s eyes flicked to the ancient monitor that dominated the desk corner to his right. “What is it that got to you in that moment? Maybe there’s something we could do.”

      Jamie massaged his temples, his hair falling over his hands. “No, not again. It’s not fair to the patients, my classmates, me.”

      “Give me something, Jamie. This has been brewing for a while, hasn’t it? I want to help you, but I only know what I can see. What’s going on in that head of yours? Share it with me so we can figure out the best course of action.”

      Jamie glanced to the ancient clock high on the wall. He couldn’t look Dr. Lloyd in the face. “I’m not sure I’m a simple problem to diagnose.”

      “Well, I have thoughts on treatment, but I don’t want to prescribe the wrong thing.”

      “Really?” Jamie couldn’t help but smile at how he put it. “What have you got in mind?”

      Dr. Lloyd leaned over his desk. “It depends on you. Since you won’t explain your issues, well, this could end up being worse.”

      Jamie raised an eyebrow. “Try me.”

      Dr. Lloyd tapped his screen. “The National Health Services paramedic corps is a little short. There are several openings coming up, even one back in your old hometown.” He frowned. “I know you wanted to practice back there someday.”

      It was amazing how something that had happened years earlier could still grip you. Maybe it was another symptom of his madness. “Doc Morgan died years ago. I don’t know who’s practicing there now. Want, yes.” Jamie had once seen it as an answer to his problems, but hadn’t considered returning this way. This was different. “This isn’t exactly how I envisioned going back.”

      With his poor mum forced into a home out west, and because of the fallout from the Morgans’ funeral, he hadn’t visited in some time. Still, he had chaps up there; it’d been too long since Rhys’s last visit. He could even join up with the local football club again.

      Could he handle a faster paced but more traumatic situation? If he handled things well enough the emergency room, hospital, and doctors would take care of the patients he delivered. If they died on the way, there wouldn’t be enough time for a phantom to materialize.

      Jamie smiled. He could make sure no one died quickly, give people immediate aid. “Dr. Lloyd, that sounds like a great idea.”

      He gave a slow nod. “Well, let’s get your paperwork going. I bet the service will be grateful to have a mostly trained doctor running through the training course.” He grabbed Jamie’s hand and shook it. “Do this as long as you need to. But don’t forget, you’re always welcome to return. You’re a good man, Jamie.”

      Jamie squashed his smile. Mad people weren’t good, but they could cope.
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      Rhys hadn’t showed yet, so Jamie wandered towards the shop himself. Despite being back several weeks, he still got a twinge as he passed Trefor’s Teashop. It wasn’t the shop’s fault. It was what stood next door, or used to. The one wooden building in the village center, surrounded by a sea of stone, held a tea shop and a doctor’s practice. Jamie had spent many an afternoon shadowing Doc Morgan, and although it had changed, he couldn’t shake the familiarity.

      Now it was a bookstore, run by the Doc’s daughter Alexandrea. The same Drea who stopped talking to him when he went to the university. The same one that refused to let him mourn with her after her parents’ funeral. Doc wasn’t his father, but he was his mentor, and he missed Auntie Addie, too. He grew up with Drea because their mothers were close.

      After their deaths, Drea wouldn’t acknowledge anyone, acted like she alone could mourn. She wouldn’t even accept people’s happiness that she had survived the crash. He recalled talking to her after the service, trying to get her to open up, let others help her remember them. He didn’t believe she truly wanted to be alone. He certainly didn’t when his dad died, and he couldn’t stand the thought of being alone in that moment, either. Then… well, he couldn’t recall the words, but he distinctly remembered the image of the front door to her scary old house, closed in his face.

      He shouldn’t hold it against her, she was grieving. Still, she hadn’t said a thing afterward. He didn’t like being shut down and shut out. He couldn’t help but remember when they were younger; they were such friends as kids. Romping around the countryside, tumbling into brooks, fighting imaginary trolls. This was before he realized his vision was so different. While most friends thought he made things up and tried to outdo him, Drea always played along.

      A thud brought him out of his trip down memory lane.

      The door came rushing at him and someone dashed past, out of the shop.

      “Excuse me, coming through!” The girl was gone before he could react.

      Jamie stood dumbfounded, frozen. He caught the door and let the cool, brisk breeze of early autumn in.

      “Drea?”

      But she had already dashed next door to Bardic Tomes, either having not heard him, or ignoring him altogether.

      He missed her. He’d forgotten how attractive she was. Multi-hued brown hair fell to her hips now. It twirled as she spun round, something he didn’t recall from childhood, although the boots might have altered her stride. The belt that hugged her hips was strange—metallic glints between the leather strips. Why couldn’t her brown eyes behind those thick-rimmed glasses meet his?

      “Earth to Jamie.” Rhys waved a hand in front of his eyes.

      “Oh, hey, you’re here.”

      “You don’t seem to be. Or are you taking on a second job as a door man?” Rhys winked. “Tell me all about it after we order.”

      Jamie followed him into the teashop. It wasn’t anything special, just comfortable. Lounge chairs took up the front with smaller tables for two towards the back. The counter ran along the walled shared with the bookstore. Faded chalk boards described the drinks, sides, and specials, but they were the same from before he left for school.

      They were in and out in a matter of moments, though the barista, Gwen, gave him a lingering wave as they left.

      Rhys nudged him, luckily not in the side holding the hot tea. “So, first contact after how many weeks now? When is she going to join us at the pub or the pitch?”

      Jamie fiddled with his cup top, trying to cool down the drink a bit. “I’ve talked to Gwen plenty since I got back. She’s on shift more than half the time.”

      “Not Gwen. Alexandrea.” Rhys waved his hand with each syllable of the name.

      Jamie lifted the cup high for a sip, putting it between him and Rhys. “Actually, we didn’t say anything.”

      Rhys stopped. “Wait, that was Alexandrea coming out of the shop, right? I don’t think another woman in town wears that combination of sweater, shirt, and skirts.”

      Jamie laughed. “And you know every outfit?”

      “Anything worn by a male, female, and anything in between.” He snorted. “So, how did you pass each other without saying anything?”

      Jamie kicked at a pebble down the sidewalk. “I don’t think she recognized me.”

      “What? Impossible.” Rhys spread his arms wide, losing tea to the ground. “That girl’s memory is freaky. You know, last time I went in there she told me the number of times we’d spoken since secondary school, and I think she was right. Spooky.”

      Jamie raised a brow. “Why were you in the store?”

      Rhys coughed. “Been trying to convince her to sell me her dad’s Jaguar. What?” Rhys shrugged. “She’s not driving it. A classic like that is just wasting away on her property.”

      “Would you mind saying hello again sooner?” Jamie asked.

      “Figured I’d give it a few more months before asking again.” Rhys halted again and spun to face Jamie. “Wait, you want me to go in there and, well, I’m not sure, do something for you?”

      Jamie glanced behind at Drea’s shop's bay window. She was settling into a chair and children joined her on a green rug, a stark contrast to the rows of brown shelves.

      “Well, I guess not now. But yeah. She remembers you if she’s been counting. Maybe invite her somewhere, so you can make a reintroduction—”

      "Master Jamie Penderson, scared of a librarian." Rhys leaned against the next column and smirked.

      Jamie clenched his fists. "I’m not scared. I just don’t want to startle her." Was he taking her rushing past too much to heart? Maybe he was a little nervous. Jamie wasn’t sure that if he walked in if he’d see the childhood friend he grew up with or the girl who’d rejected him twice before.

      “Fine, I’ll do it. But I'm going to ask if she would take in a tenant because I want my couch back."

      Jamie glared at Rhys. “I’m not on your couch.”

      A dwarf appeared in the distance over Rhy’s shoulder.

      Jamie blinked and jumped back. No, he hadn’t seen any phantoms since he left the hospital. But that short figure at the end of the square was no child, not with its long beard and thick stout body. He was too far away to see its clothing clearly.

      He shoved Rhys aside just as the dwarf’s head turned to him. It smiled and nodded.

      Jamie paused.

      The dwarf stepped into the bank.

      Jamie hung his head. He was such an ignorant, prejudiced idiot. It was just a person. He was in the medical field; he knew all sorts of conditions could account for height-challenged individuals.

      Rhys tapped him, interrupting his moping. “What’re you staring at?”

      Jamie waved a hand dismissively. “Nothing.” He’d debated so many times over the years sharing with Rhys, but he had always landed on no. Rhys was his buddy and would support him, but probably he’d support him in getting some sort of treatment.

      Rhys sighed. “Okay, I’m sorry about the couch joke. But are you sure you want me to bother her?” Rhys motioned back towards the shop. “How about you wander in during story time, take a seat with all those kids. Maybe she’ll recognize you more as a child?”

      Jamie jerked away. "Come on, Rhys, don’t be like that."

      Rhys shook his head. “You really want to pick on your mate who’s just trying to help you?”

      Jamie sighed and smiled. “You’re right, of course.” He gave Rhys a gentle clout across the back. “Thanks, I owe you one.”

      Rhys nodded to the shop once before walking pointedly away. “Great, so you’ll cover groceries for the week? We can pick a few things up and be back before she’s done.”
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      “I thought Bedivere threw Excalibur, not Galahad.”

      Alexandrea cleared her throat to give herself a moment to recover. She itched to tell the story true, but it was not the story the world accepted, so she must tell the one they knew. All the tales she told were fictional, so why did she trip over this fictionalized account of real events?

      “You’re correct,” she said.

      Despite her challenges with the Arthurian legend, it was one of Alexandrea’s favorite times of the week: story time at her store, Bardic Tomes. The long lines of shelves, each one a different shade of bark brown, stopped short on either side of her to create this circle in the store. A clearing amongst a forest of books where she now sat surrounded by children, all leaning forward in anticipation.

      Perhaps she captured too much of their attention if the children were finding mistakes. But Rhian was older than the others, going through a growth spurt that put her close to Alexandrea’s short stature. She leaned against a bookcase, towering over Alexandrea and the other children sitting on the moss green rug.

      Whenever Alexandrea told Arthurian stories, a second track in her mind recited the lesser known details. She couldn’t recall the last time she switched a part. She ought to give good old great-great how-many-times-removed Uncle Bedivere the role society believed he played. It wasn’t like she hadn’t already given Galahad his due several weeks ago, diving deep into one version of the Grail hunt. That was always tricky with the children. There were so many versions of these tales, but she had to pick the path that made the most sense to complete a full turn of the narrative.

      “Shall I continue?” The children murmured approval, and Alexandrea launched into the rest of the episode, describing Bedivere’s challenges with Excalibur, until the Lady of the Lake, Viviane, took it in hand. After King Arthur accepted the explanation, he passed, and she described the great queens bringing Arthur to rest on Avalon. She closed the over-sized picture book. “That is the story of the great King Arthur. Some say he still rests on Avalon this day, waiting to save us from our greatest peril.”

      Bethan, one of the little girls, wobbled and shook her pig-tails while raising her hands. “Why wasn’t Merlin at the battle?”

      Alexandrea frowned. How could she explain? Viviane, the Lady of the Lake, imprisoned him originally, but likely realized her mistake when Galahad returned Excalibur and released Merlin then. Somehow he escaped and made his stand against the fae court. When Oberon demanded Arthur’s life returned, Merlin instead killed himself, denying the Phoenix and thereby the fae’s path to reincarnation for several centuries.

      She wouldn’t share the actual morbid end, but in this case she could assign the blame to a worthier candidate. The one who tricked Viviane into imprisoning Merlin in the first place. “Because Morgan Le Fey trapped him.”

      After a moment of agreement from the children, they grew silent. She rattled her cymbal bracelet, an air and psyche foci. It caught her own air, her words, and increased her ability to influence through the psyche. She wanted to be sure she hadn’t unintentionally influenced the children, but no, she didn’t get a sense of any stray psyche energies in the room. Psyche shaping was not as well understood as elemental or life shaping, and it was more difficult to craft than elemental, at least that’s what Boderien claimed. She had rings and bangles for all the elements, but only two psyche foci. It was more subtle, invisible, and therefore more useful in her current mundane life.

      Not that she didn’t summon the occasional breeze in the summer-time.

      One thing she did not have any foci for was life shaping. While one could use a foci as a boost, no foci was necessary to shape life. Something inherent to the human soul itself served as the focus for life shaping, which was why only humans, or chimeras, could heal. But it wasn’t every person, only those with that particular spark to their soul. In the past they had been called Druids.

      Alexandrea stood and adjusted her sweater. "Thank you for coming. This has been story time at Bardic Tomes. Please feel free to peruse the stacks."

      Most of the children bounded up, looking for their parents, but Bethan waved at her.

      Alexandrea strode over and knelt by the little girl. "That was a good question you had today."

      Bethan's face lit up. "I've been reading."

      "I see that." Alexandrea grinned. "Any other stories?"

      Bethan ignored the question, and pointed. "Who's your friend?"

      "Friend?" Alexandrea twisted round and groaned. When had Moralynn arrived? Travel between Annwn and Earth was no everyday commute. Given that, Moralynn could never say when for certain she’d come.

      Moralynn and Boderien, and anything else from the fae realm, had proven to be invisible to adults. Alexandrea still worried that someday someone would notice their impact on the environment, if not Moralynn herself. Alexandrea was fighting to bring magic back into the world, but until she could, it was best to hide its existence from those who couldn’t understand. Most fae weren’t friendly, and she didn’t want to throw the world into a panic.

      But then, children had imaginations larger than the sun and could accept what their eyes saw.

      Bethan giggled. "She's dressed funny."

      Moralynn approached and knelt by the young girl. "This is Llehfin armor, little one. There is nothing funny about it." Moralynn's gauntleted hands traced the tongues of flame painted across her chest, rendered in rings of red, yellow, and orange.

      Bethan's mouth opened.

      Alexandrea shrugged, attempting to act casual. "I think it works for her."

      Besides the painted mail, Moralynn had pauldrons topping her shoulders, polished to a high sheen. A sword hung at each hip, a dagger hilt poked out of her left boot, and a secondary belt hinted at one Alexandrea knew she kept at her back. But these foci were overshadowed by the Phoenix mantle. A collection of five large stones—spessartite, emerald, diamond, sapphire, and turquoise—bound by rings of copper, iron, and steel.

      It was rare to see someone physically carry their responsibilities in today’s world, but fae magic, foci and artifacts alike, had a weight to them. Too bad the mantle alone did not a Phoenix make. The Investiture to summon the Phoenix involved several things: the mantle to bear the responsibility and connection to life forces; the Grail plate to kindle the flames, fueled by either the Spark, or the body of the previous Phoenix; and most of all, a Druid with great skill in life shaping. Alexandrea learned her lessons well, but Boderien still forged.

      She had come to know many of the children, telling them stories in the years she ran the shop, and sometimes in the library prior. She delighted in their ability to comprehend more complex stories as they got older, but she alone recognized and regretted the loss they suffered. No one else Alexandrea met saw the things she did past adolescence. Once innocence and imagination were lost, their sight was gone, and any memories of magic were soon forgotten. It was a selfish hope. She knew the world wasn’t ready, but every time she wondered: Would this one still see? Would there be someone who could understand what she did for the world? What she wrought?

      Rhian came round a shelf. "Who are you talking about?"

      "The funny lady." Bethan pointed again.

      Rhian swung her head. "Who?"

      Moralynn leveled her gaze at Bethan. "You must stop speaking of me, little one. She does not see."

      Alexandrea held her tongue. It was a selfish, dangerous wish to hope someone past childhood saw. While not ugly or gruesome, the fae were painfully beautiful creations of Oberon. They haunted the world less now, though sometimes still borrowed mineral wealth that was dwindling in the fae realms. It was more their lingering curses that hurt both those who could and could not see them. The fae relied on human life to fuel the fires of rebirth, and as the fae scuffles turned to war, more human lives were required to revive fae.

      It would be better to not see the doom and live in ignorance. But such a choice was not left to Alexandrea, not when she might be able to stop it.

      Bethan bobbled her head. "Shh, she's invisible."

      Rhian grabbed Bethan's hand. "Right. Mom's ready to go. C'mon Beth."

      Bethan waved, except her arc was stretched, appearing to also include Moralynn.
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      Alexandrea strode to the bay window, looking out on the town while waiting for the children to disperse.

      Nestled in the foothills of Snowdon, the highest mountain in Wales, most of the village was made of local stone. Alexandrea felt a kinship to the stone, though no faerie smith molded her town. The buildings were no foci that could be used to perform shaping, well, except for smiths themselves. Fae smiths were typically discovered when a young fae managed to shape earth, stone, or dirt without a foci. It was never much, and it typically hurt, mutilating the fae, but from that point on they knew, and their training as a smith began. They could not wield foci, only create them for others. Smiths were not Shapers. Was it due to the trauma from that initial shaping without a foci to help?

      Boderien had sometimes threatened to mold during his occasional visits, suggesting how he might replace a stone here or there with a foci for particular effect. Foci, the talismans needed to shape the elements, were forged metal creations. The great contradiction in her life was choosing to stay in her wooden store, with its dumb, dead timber, when she was the only person in town that knew stone could hold magic. She wouldn’t leave it for all the magic in the world, the building used to house her father’s practice.

      Moralynn came to stand beside Alexandrea.

      “It is good of you to complete your story for today. Boderien has a new foci construct for us to try. We should depart.”

      Alexandrea tensed and tilted her head, avoiding the appearance of talking into blank space. A foci, but not the Grail. She suspected she’d have more warning if Boderien was that close to completing it. But he was always close, always on the right track. He just never got there.

      Because of this she had a wonderful collection of foci, but she was running out of places to wear them. Besides her cymbal bracelet were a collection of turquoise bangles to help with water. Each finger other than her pinkies had rings made of silver and copper, helping her with earth, water, and plant speaking. Woven within the braid of her leather belt were more rings made of some steel alloy granting her fire capabilities. Depending on the season, she could sometimes get away with ankle chains with charms of various small gems.

      She was especially proud of her torc, the gaudiest piece. It contained strands of all the shaping metals and a thin line of pearls. They melded into a spray of pearls on one side, and, on the other, a gem-studded copper falcon’s head—or a phoenix.

      “It is not the Grail yet, Moralynn,” Drea said softly.

      “I understand. However, it is progress.” Moralynn came closer. “You do not sound excited by this prospect.”

      “Of course I am.” She frowned. She wanted to be excited, but with each additional step, each new experiment, it seemed the Grail would never be done. She wanted to rise as the Phoenix, bring magic back, and make life safer. Alexandrea suspected fae magics forced humans to die and fueled some of the idiocy, war, and intolerance menacing the world. Imagine, without those pressures, what a place the world could become. She knew it wouldn’t be a utopia instantly, but some breathing room ought to help some of the persistent conflicts.

      Even if magic didn’t come back, that would be a world worth giving everything for.

      Alexandrea shut her mouth and tried to figure out how to wave Moralynn to the back. She could not have a complex conversation out in the open. There was usually a lull after folks dispersed from story time, but the store was not yet closed.

      Though she dared not speak aloud, her mind still raced. She knew what was at stake, but she didn’t have time to mourn every death and ponder if it was natural or taken in order to return a fae to life.

      The car accident was never far from her mind, no matter how much time passed. Weeks turned to months turned to years. The car had spiraled out of control, but if she hadn’t been too busy stitching herself she could have saved them. She knew how to heal. Why hadn’t she throttled her own skin to save her parents?

      She knew the answer.

      She had been afraid. They weren’t alone—a fae shadow lurked over the three of them as they lay strewn across the stony ditch. It had grinned at her and scampered up the scree. By the time she’d recovered from the fear it was too late, her parents had already passed.

      She took a deep breath and let it out in stages. She typically went through this exercise a couple times a day. It provided a kind of comfort. It was good to be known for more mundane eccentricities, instead of just magical ones.

      Alexandrea gazed out on the town square, still not ready to answer Moralynn, and caught someone out of the corner of her eye, near the pharmacy’s columns.

      It was Jamie.

      But it couldn’t be. He was at the university. Still, this guy had his lank frame and his comfortable attitude, as if wherever he stood was right where he meant to be. He even had tufts of brown hair poking out like Jamie did.

      The door chime interrupted her thoughts.

      That was how anxious she had become, she was imagining old friends. She regretted pushing them away, but once they summoned the Phoenix it would all be worth it. Alexandrea was just a bookworm, a bit of an amateur historian, but really, all she did now was help some kids with their imaginations. Even as a Druid she could only do so much—speed a body’s ability to heal, borrowing from future life. But if she became the Phoenix, she could help folks all over the world, save lives and bring wonder back to a world filled with hate.

      She shook her head and shrugged at Moralynn before walking towards a step stool, pointedly not looking out the window. She climbed the stool and fronted a few book spines. “I might show my excitement as cautious optimism.”

      A much more masculine voice responded. “That’s a fair start.”

      Alexandrea teetered on her stool and grabbed the shelf to steady herself. “Rhys?”

      “Do you need a hand?”

      She suppressed a frown. It wasn’t often she stood taller than someone. He appeared a touch broader from above, but with an edge of calculation to his carefree demeanor.

      Best to return to even footing.

      “No, thanks,” she said. “Can I help you, Rhys? That adventure module you asked for isn’t due for days.”

      He snorted. "I can't just stop by? Say hello? We are dear old friends, after all."

      Moralynn stepped beside them. "Who is this one?"

      Alexandrea took a step back, leaning on the shelf. “Dear old friends, huh?”

      Him being here did bring back memories. Her, Rhys, and Jamie had been quite a trio through school. Jamie had been the glue that kept them together. When he left for the university, she found she had little to share with Rhys anymore, magical studies aside. He’d already been doing some work as a mechanic, and then started working his way up through the local car dealership.

      “We’ve barely spoken in years, Rhys. Don’t get me wrong, it’s nice you’re supporting the business, when you aren’t asking for my Dad’s car, but it’s been forever since we’ve been friends."

      “Friendship is stronger than words, Alexandrea,” he said, patting the book spines on the shelf above her. “I know you can appreciate how powerful words are, so you know what I mean. Time apart doesn’t end a friendship.”

      Moralynn shifted to loom over them both. “I do not like his stance. Why do you not dismiss him?”

      “But lack of touch points atrophies one." She squeezed out from between Rhys and Moralynn. She needed space. Why was she feeling like this? She’d imagined Jamie and instead got Rhys, but she was being rude. It wasn’t his fault she was having flights of fancy about his best friend.

      "I’m filled with surprises,” he said, apparently oblivious to her callousness. He grinned, and Alexandrea begrudgingly returned it. “I thought you could use some fun. Come out with me. We'll make a day of it."

      “I thought I wasn’t your type.” The moment Alexandrea said it, she regretted it. “Okay, still. Even as friends, a day with you? Let’s see, watching you lose football—"

      “Hey, the Mountain Miners haven't lost a game in weeks. You should see our new midfielder.”

      She’d given him too much credit. He must not have a date for the weekend, desperately so to be talking to a woman. Had he truly run out of folks in town by now? She went back to organizing books. “Right. Football, followed by drinks at the pub, with the guys. Followed by… some bumbling move?"

      "I make no moves my partner doesn’t want… and I don’t bumble. Jump down now, girl." Rhys dropped his smile and his face went cold. "There you go tearing off and trying to make this into something else. I was just suggesting we talk.”

      She swung around and crossed her arms. “Rhys, why now? We haven’t ‘just talked’ before. What are you really after?”

      He stamped a foot and glanced out the window. Alexandrea looked too, but there was nothing there.

      "No matter how giddy you sound to those children, you've gotten cold, Alexandrea.” He strode past her and slammed the door on his way out.

      Alexandrea stood still, fighting an involuntary twitch of the eye. “What was that about?”

      Moralynn grasped her shoulders. "It matters not." She smiled and brushed the torc that circled Alexandrea’s neck. "We have much to do. We should find Boderien and depart."

      "Yes, of course." Alexandrea said, putting Rhys out of her mind. She couldn’t worry about him. But wait. “Boderien?” she hissed. She looked back out the window, trying to find the dwarf. Given they’d just done story time she was lucky he disdained her store. But Boderien was more than a bit fascinated with her town. Hopefully he’d wandered far enough before the children left. Maybe he was by the fields, checking out that stone circle he nattered about sometimes. To this day there were still mysteries dotting the countryside hidden in plain sight.

      Still, best to find him quickly. She walked over to the counter.

      “Karen, you have things in hand here?”

      Her manager stared back blankly, but a smile grew. It was a strange relationship they had, manager and owner. When she opened the store she had thrown a lot of herself into it. After her initial grief for her parents there were lessons and magic to distract her. She knew she wouldn’t always be around, so she pulled a bit away, though not completely. She needed to let her manager run things. Karen was patient, luckily, but they weren’t exactly friends, either. Maybe in another life.

      “Of course. When will we see you next?”

      Alexandrea tapped her fingers. “At least a few days, I’ve got a new avenue of research to pursue.” Karen nodded, but said nothing else. Alexandrea waved. “Thanks!”

      She paused at the door, letting Moralynn through, but for anyone else observing, it looked like she was surveying the store.

      A new foci to try. It wasn’t the Grail yet, but still a step closer. She’d be back before she knew it, and she’d continue to walk both lives, the magic and the mundane.
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      Alexandrea yanked the red door closed and grumbled at the accompanying thud.

      “If you did not wish such a large sound, why did you close it so quickly?” Moralynn asked.

      She shook her head at Moralynn. “We are not the only ones here. Phil may be about.” She pushed ahead. “I don’t want to get caught in conversation when we should be finding Boderien.”

      She was the sole survivor of her family and had inherited the old stone hall. Only parts of it were modernized, and though not an official historical site or museum, parts required more upkeep than the average home: hence Phil and Janene. Boderien’s forge and space were hidden in the furthest back portions of the house, past the illusions. No adult could see him, but his equipment would have been apparent, and despite their precautions, sometimes wisps of smoke still appeared, trailing outside the hall.

      Phil believed the space to be haunted and wasn't unpleased by this. She still didn’t want to give him further hints, in case his curiosity ever manifested. Given all the time she interacted with the invisible, she’d developed a reputation as a loner to others. But she was more a person who enjoyed either libraries filled with books or the wild spaces that surrounded her home. She had never come up with a good reason to spend too much time in these cold, empty halls. Yes, there was potential for magic within the stone’s metal, but it was mostly barren and alone, empty.

      Her eyes flicked to Moralynn as she came to the last barrier. Moralynn had worked with Boderien on this wall centuries before, granting it the ability to shift within its stones. It was a specific, single-purpose foci.

      Alexandrea placed a finger at the mortar intersection of several stones, in a spot more towards the right, a good foot above her height.

      As she traced, the foci stones activated, shifting first back, then to the side, to reveal the opening.

      The area was a tight cell. They couldn’t allow much room or folks would realize there was too much outside not accounted for. Boderien claimed he liked the cozy space as long as he had a path to escape to the woods. Beside the second hidden door stood the hearth, dominating the interior wall that led to the courtyard. That was not all—an anvil, quenching barrels, several grind wheels, and other tools filled the floor and walls.

      Boderien lifted his grizzled head at their arrival, setting down the piece he was polishing. “Ah, Phoenix Sparked heir, I see Master Moralynn has found you.”

      “Found me? Yes, and now we’ve found you.” She let out a sigh of relief, though she didn’t know why she worried. When they couldn’t find Boderien in town they rushed back, but where else would he be? Maybe the woods, but definitely on the property. It wasn’t like anything in this world could hurt him. “Why bother coming into town only to leave so soon?”

      Boderien wiggled a bushy brow. “Such beautiful stone, but ultimately lazy. I grew tired of its false hopes, and thought to return to work on more promising ones.”

      “I see.” She blushed as she walked around the table to draw closer. When she was younger she had laughed and giggled at the hairy dwarf, saying the most awful things, thinking he was an imaginary friend. Now that she was an adult she was always mindful, but she couldn’t quite forget her earlier behavior. One particular concern: the fuzzy beard of his that had delighted her as a child seemed out of place in his forge. She often commented on it, asking if the beard was dangerous so close to the fire, but he insisted any smith who could not manage their own self within the space was no smith at all.

      Boderien offered her the rounded metal sheet he worked on, though, perhaps it was more of a disc. Moralynn came around to peer at it as well. It was a simple, round, grey, slab of stone. Worked metal, but it looked unremarkable. It was larger than the hand that brandished it, but not much so. It could almost be a primitive dinner plate.

      Alexandrea wasn't fooled. It must be a foci, just not a style she was familiar with, yet. Unlike her shaping magic, which gave her a bit of a sense of the elements, she could not sense foci unless she interacted with one. That was the lot of the smiths. Smiths were curious and crucial to fae society which used shaping for their technology. A Smith could meld magic through forging, the perfect balance of the elements as outlined by Oberon the creator, to create a foci. But they could not use them. Sometimes she helped Boderien in shaping things, often mineral from the local quarries.

      While she understood and practiced the basics of earth shaping, it wasn’t a particular specialty for her. Of the elements, wind was what she preferred to shape; there was a flow and elegance to it. Of course her greatest focus was as a Life Shaper. Besides Moralynn, she was the only one in the world who could do it, at least until they summoned the Phoenix. It wasn’t just the absence of the Phoenix, but the death of the life-rich bloodlines which destroyed the Druids. But if the Phoenix flew again, it would sing to the life in peoples’ blood.

      She knew Boderien would not show them something without purpose. Though the foci was round, this was not yet the Grail plate they desired. Still, as Moralynn always put it, it was a step forward in replicating it.

      She rotated her wrist, jangling her air psyche foci, another one of Boderien’s experiments. He wasn’t just hammering away at a single piece to recreate the Grail. He experimented with different aspects of the shaping magic that must be imbued within it for different applications. There was a certain similarity to each elemental shaping, though each still had their unique effects. Psyche shaping was still somewhat less understood, but provided a sense into others’ minds. Boderien and Moralynn thought it was similar to life shaping, though more abundant. By experimenting with the elemental connection to psyche, perhaps it would help with elemental connections to life, which the Grail would need.

      Alexandrea wasn’t sure how long Boderien had been experimenting with Moralynn. It must have been quite some time. Alexandrea knew when Moralynn originally lived. She never dwelt long on it, but she recognized the great coincidence that meant they would solve things during Alexandrea’s lifetime. Moralynn was confident and had prepared her to be ready to take part in the Investiture of the Phoenix. They certainly could use it now. Casualties mounted from spurious wars, terrorism, and rampant disease, all in her mundane life. A single Druid couldn’t stop all that, but the Phoenix could balance the life cycle.

      Moralynn opened a hand beside Boderien’s, and he gave her the disk. “Is this some sort of fire shield?”

      Boderien pointed and grinned, shuffling off his stool. “Yes, but more than that. It isn’t an indiscriminate fire protection, but one that senses someone’s life force.”

      He tapped the underside of the disk and Moralynn flipped it. It glinted, even in the low light. A sprinkling of clear and red gems studded its surface.

      “While looking for the appropriate candidates is not the final planned effect of the Grail this gives us a start recognizing a Druid while still performing elemental shaping abilities.”

      Alexandrea’s breath hitched. That explained the clear gems, likely diamonds. It wasn’t just fire shaping, but life shaping. Her heart raced; perhaps soon it would be time to take the Grail in hand and summon the Phoenix.

      Moralynn ran a hand along the side, her fingers caressing the facets. Her gloves were off; she must have removed them on the way. “This is not as simple as you say, I suspect. This will not guard just anyone who wields it, will it?”

      Boderien nodded. “Yes, this foci requires bonding in order to recognize the wielder more clearly.” He took the piece back and held it towards one of the torches lighting the room. “I know the Grail has much more arcane requirements, but I thought despite—”

      “It is fine,” Moralynn said, sweeping a hand between them, being careful not to touch the disk.

      Alexandrea watched, but did not want to disturb Moralynn, though she longed to touch it. Maybe after things were properly settled. “Is it ready for a bonding ritual?” she asked.

      Boderien blinked. “Why, yes, that is why I called for you.”

      “Me?” A hand flew to her mouth and she looked to Moralynn. “Oh, I mean, of course you wanted me to witness this bonding.” It was selfish for her to want this new foci. A fire shield would be more beneficial for Moralynn given her frequent travels in the Earth Marrow.

      Moralynn swung her face around, and for a moment Alexandrea saw the deepness of her eyes. These were tired eyes. Eyes that had seen too much and lived too long. But they lightened, and her lips turned to a smile. “No, it is for you.” She offered a hand.

      Alexandrea took it, and warmth flooded her. Each time Moralynn trusted her with something like this Alexandrea’s spirit sung.

      Moralynn put another hand atop their joined ones and pumped it once. “Boderien, should we adjourn to the courtyard?”

      “Nay, we may remain in here.” Boderien shuffled past them towards the hearth. “Given the fire connection, I must stoke the flames.”

      Alexandrea blinked. There was a difference between bonded and non-bonded foci. While she called the ones she wore hers, they were not unique to her and would work for whomever wielded them. A bonded foci only worked or answered to their master, unless a Smith re-aligned the ownership. She had seen a few bondings as Moralynn took on new creations from Boderien. There was always some interaction with the primary element to guide the foci to its owner. Moralynn stood steadfast, despite the slap, whip, punch, or smolder from the associated elements.

      A fire foci. Alexandrea banished images of burning flesh, determined not to flinch.

      Moralynn squeezed her hands. “It shall be fine. Do not worry about bravery, simply withstand the connection, then

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/images/ofplogohammerstraightday3-2.jpg





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/phoenixgrail_fullres.jpg
PHOENIX
GRAIL

HELEN SAVORE





OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





