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Dedication

 

This one is dedicated to those who picked up the Ring Realms books while it was in its infancy and kept hope alive for a hopeless writer who might still be writing but not nearly with as much fervor. 
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A Word (or two) About Mythology

 

Welcome to the Ring Realms universe, a cosmology populated by magic, technology, gods, goddesses, and multi-verses. Comic fans will feel right at home, but fandom is not necessary to be drawn into the world's magic and heroism. Those learned in mythology may see a name (or a score of them) that they recognize. Intentional. In fact, I've taken heat for not creating my own gods and goddesses. Key to the point is they ARE my gods and goddesses, and you the reader's as well. I wanted something familiar to the readership rather than add EVEN MORE bizarre names to the milieu--something that is one of the all-too-common pitfalls of fantasy writing. If you see a name you recognize, rejoice in that knowledge because where possible I have tried to keep to the spirit of those myths whilst incorporating them into a much larger cosmology. Notice, I say 'spirit of'--please don't flagellate me (however much I might enjoy it) for not adhering more closely to the source myths. Liberal dramatic license has been taken in order to heighten and enrich the story...Enjoy.









 

 

 

What Has Gone Before

 

Fifteen summers have passed since the combined might of the three newly accepted houses of Malan stood in defiance of the Baronian horde. Fourteen summers have passed since the marriage of Bannor Nalthane Starfist and Sarai T'Evagduran, and slightly less than that since the birth of Vhina Drielle Starfist-T'Evagduran, fourth princess of Malan. A decade and half has been spent in preparation and training. In that time, no light has been shed on the plans of the Chyrith, the enemies of Eternity and all those who live within it...


 

 

 

 

Little Vee? What a fireball of a kid. Sure glad I don't have to rein her in every day--just watching her once in while can be traumatic enough...

--Liandra "Wren" Kergatha, 

2nd Princess of Cosmodarus

 

 

Chapter 1

Grand Elders and Little Ladies

 

Dangling by her fingertips from a parapet battlement, fourteen summer old Vhina Drielle T'Evagduran glanced to the terrace fifty paces below. Violet eyes fluttering, pale hair whipping in her face and heart drumming, she swallowed hard. Tao flight wasn't as easy as Auntie Ziedra made it look. All that spying, she thought certain she'd figured it out! Darn Mother and her 'too young to fly'. She would shredded learn to soar if it killed her!

Vhina's hand slipped and a bolt of fear shrieked through her. She shook her head to clear the spots in her vision and struggled to find a foot purchase on the tower wall to brace herself. The backlash from the failed magic stung. She glanced to the far away ground again. Hitting that granite walkway would hurt a lot more though. She'd fallen from high up before--but never quite this high. It didn't matter if she survived the drop. If there was another "incident" Mother would ground her for a century!

Vhina drew a breath and focused. She felt the warm security of Gaea's energies swelling up from her middle and surging through her arms and legs. With a burst of energy, she flipped herself up over the parapet wall and landed on the edge of the platform.

She sighed. Punishment averted. She cast a look at the parapet access door. No one had come to investigate the sound. She still needed to get down from here without being caught. 

Vhina took a breath and pulled her blue academy uniform jacket straight, and ran her fingers through her pale hair to smooth it. Straightening up, she calmed herself. Tall for her age, Vhina was finger-widths from catching up with her mother who was big, even for a human woman. People who didn't know her sometimes thought she was an adult, or confused her with the third princess. Her nonna once joked that the only things she inherited from her human father were his ears and his stubbornness. She wasn't sure she liked the part about stubbornness. Her ears looked a little like her mother's, not being quite as pointed as that of a full-blood elf. 

Now, it was time to figure out how to get back to class without being noticed. She brushed at the sleeve of her jacket and heard the disturbing sound of fabric tearing. She looked down and poked at one of several blackened spots in her uniform. The charred material fell apart, the only thing noticeably undamaged was the starburst armband of the Eternals wrapped around her upper right arm. 

"Errrgh." She rocked her head back. The magic surge from when she tried to fly had ruined her clothing. It was always shredded something. If Nonna or Mother saw her jacket, they would have a fit. Dren, she needed to hide this one and find another. Where to start...?

"I suspect those thoughts will get you in worse trouble," a heavy syrupy female voice said from above. 

Vhina jerked and jumped back from the source of the sound. She didn't see anyone until she looked up. A dark-haired woman dressed in white and wearing a crimson cloak stood on the pinnacle of one of the tower pennon staves. Feet close together, arms folded, the wind rustling her long hair and cloak, she stood perched on the tip of the thin rod of wood as if she were waiting for a carriage. Her pale face had a soft look to it except for the eyes which were the color of blood.

As the woman tilted her head to one side, her glistening purple lips pulled into a smile. "I also think your take-off needs a little work."

Vhina retreated a step. She felt a tingle in the back of her neck. This lady must be one of Gaea's daughters. One she hadn't met. Vhina blinked and focused her tao. Lines of color began shimmering and dancing around the woman's body; big magic, bigger even than her nonna's.

She held herself still, thinking back to something Dad told her about meeting powerful people she didn't know. Vhina composed herself and curtsied. She didn't meet the lady's eyes but fixed instead on those smiling violet lips, shiny and wet like the color of crushed wine-berries. "Milady, you startled me," she said in a forced voice. She swallowed, trying to keep her tone level. "Can I help you?"

"My word, such a polite hellion," the woman responded. She reached up and fingered a gold amulet around her neck. "Your name is Vhina, is it not?"

"Just Vee, Milady," she answered in a cautious tone. The colors that swirled around this person didn't appear hostile. Still, based on how long and tangled the woman's aura threads were, she must be someone ancient, someone who could touch Eternity's power. Someone like that could work immense magic. "Mother only calls me Vhina if I'm in trouble, or by both names if I've really done something bad. Might I ask your name?"

The woman sniffed and stepped off the pole and landed on the parapet deck in a flutter of clothing.

Vhina caught her breath, lurching back a step but forcing herself to hold her ground. 

The dark woman raised an eyebrow at Vhina's reaction, and flipped a few strands of dark hair over her shoulder, long fingernails flashing as though on fire. "Vulcindra," she answered. The woman grinned with bright white teeth. "They call me that whether I'm bad or not."

Vhina dipped her head. "Milady Vulcindra." She recalled the name from somewhere. Something she overheard in a conversation with one of her aunts, something about wanting momma Gaea to 'do something about her'. She wished the green mother were here now. Even though she was being nice, this lady was frightening. Vhina measured her breathing and pushed her feet into ready stance like her G'yaki teacher taught her, loosening her muscles and marshalling her tao energies. The key Su'ko had told her over and over was to be ready to fight without looking ready to fight.

Vulcindra put her hands behind her back, cast her gaze skyward and looked around the empty stone battlement that stood in the eastern corner of the citadel. "You needn't be so tense, Child," she said. "I'm not here to do you harm."

Vhina knew better than to believe that. She cast a look toward the parapet door. It was a long way away--and locked. Why did she have to lock it? Being made of thick wood bound in iron she couldn't break it in one shot like she did the flimsy interior doors. Focused back on Vulcindra, she doubted running would do any good. Someone this old and powerful could probably teleport like many of her father's friends. If nothing else, she could fly. How else did she get up on that pole? Her only chance to escape might be a distraction of some kind.

"Milady, you'll pardon me, but the tactic of cornering me alone suggests you aren't here to do me a favor."

Vulcindra pressed her hands together. The woman seemed delighted. She stepped closer and leaned forward. "Indeed. How old are you, Vee?"

She frowned. Why did she want to know that? "I'll be fifteen come summer."

The woman nodded. "Fifteen," she repeated, straightening up. "You have excellent trainers. Do you like working with Su'Ko?"

She loved Su'Ko even though the woman made her train the hardest. She didn't think she should tell this stranger that. "She's okay," she responded in her best neutral voice.

Vulcindra raised an eyebrow. "Interesting. Well, Vee, I couldn't help but notice you were trying to teach yourself to fly."

Vhina gave her a guarded nod.

"I can teach you to fly and a lot more," Vulcindra said.

The girl felt a shock of excitement that she quickly capped. Learn from this dangerous lady? It didn't make sense. She glanced over her shoulder and looked around the parapet. Aunt Liandra told her to always look around when someone offered something for free. Her throat felt abruptly dry.

"Why?" she said in a tiny voice.

Vulcindra eyed her. "Why what?"

"Milady, why would you teach me? What, uhhm, what do you get?"

The dark-haired lady clapped her hands. "Pragmatic as well? What a delight you are. What do I get out of it? I get a student who is beholden to me, who could do me big favors in the future. That's not unreasonable is it? I help you and sometime later you help me when I need it."

It didn't seem unreasonable. Still, she had heard enough bedtime stories to know how such deals usually ended up.

"Milady, I--"

Vulcindra over-rode Vhina's objection with a wave of her hand. "You don't have to answer now." In a blink, the woman flashed and appeared by Vhina's side. 

Vhina lurched but Vulcindra already had a hold on the metallic armband of the Eternals. She started to raise a magic defense and thought better of it. 

"Was Advocate Koass serious to have you wear this?" Vulcindra asked. 

She looked down at the elaborate band. Filigrees of metallic thread described interlocking starbursts in gold and silver. Four seasons ago the Advocate Eternal had given it to her and told her to wear it at all times. The device possessed powerful magic but she'd never been told what it did. She had her suspicions though.

"Milady, I don't know what you mean."

The woman sighed and let go. "Your clothes are a shambles. Let me do you a favor." She gestured.

Vhina tensed as a blue-green light wound out from Vulcindra's fingers like a dozen tiny glowing snakes. The strands hummed as they rushed through the air, spinning around Vhina's middle, arms and legs. Wherever the magic touched, it felt like hot damp breath on her skin. In the faded glow, the fabric of her clothing no longer appeared damaged...

Vhina pulled at her sleeve. The jacket looked newer than it did when she went to academy this morning. She blinked and looked up at the powerful woman. She bowed. "Thank you, Milady. That was very gracious." 

Smiling, Vulcindra drew a long nailed finger down her pale throat. "Think nothing of it, Child. Do keep my offer in mind."

"Actually, Vhina," a melodic female voice said from behind her. "You would be wise to forget you ever saw her." 

Vhina stepped sideways so she could see this newcomer but still keep an eye on Vulcindra. The first thing she noted about the intruder was her metallic gold skin glinting in the late morning light. She had silvery hair that reached all the way to her ankles. She wore a simple sleeveless indigo blouse tucked into matching jodhpurs. The dasta Fabrista starburst crest was stitched in gold over her left breast and into the hip swaths of her pants. Like most of the Kriar Vhina had seen, she looked young, her smooth oval face flawless and calm. A triangular red matrix jewel pulsed above the woman's all-black eyes that shone like pieces of the night sky. 

Already tense, Vhina's heart picked up speed. As she had done with Vulcindra, she probed the new person's aura. Vhina blinked and wiped at her eyes. Lords, she'd never seen magic this big except in Mother Gaea! Who was she? She thought things were bad before. This lady was at least as strong as Vulcindra--maybe stronger. Now what did she do?

Vulcindra rolled her blood-colored eyes. "Theln, what the frell are you doing here?"

"Vul, that's my line," the lady called Theln said. "Vhina is the niece of my apprentice, blood of my line and my next apprentice."

Apprentice? Vhina's jaw dropped and she stared at the beautiful Kriar lady. Auntie Janai's magic master?

The dark lady folded her arms. "Theln, she's about as related to you as I am."

The Kriar lady laced her fingers together and gave them a crack. Reddish trails of sparks began to wind around her arms and a white light shined in her eyes.

Vhina looked back to see how far it was to the tower wall. If those two started fighting she would need to get behind cover fast. Magic large enough to flatten a village rasped and sparked around Theln's hands. 

Vulcindra's gaze stayed fixed on the spiraling energy. "You needn't get so riled. I didn't do anything." She shook her head. "I didn't even touch her."

"Vul, you talk to her again when an adult isn't around and I will personally turn you inside out."

The dark-haired lady blew out her cheeks. "Theln, pull that post out of your arse! You know what's coming. We need her." She pointed a finger at Vhina.

The gesture made Vhina clutch her chest.

"That is not our decision." 

"Like frell it isn't," Vulcindra snapped tossing back her hair. "Mark me, those babies on the council will lead us to destruction!"

Theln snapped her fingers and pointed at Vhina. "Miss Sheento, come get your sister."

Before Vhina could move, a rush of air and warm arms engulfed her from behind. A familiar aura, normally soothing but now prickly, pulsed and surged protectively around her like a gleaming second skin. 

"You okay, Vee?" her older sister Daena asked in a tight echoing voice.

She nodded.

Vulcindra held out her hands in a placating gesture. "I swear. You two are over-reacting."

"Oh no we aren't," Daena snarled. "If I was over-reacting you'd be doing a tour in the void right now. Stay away from my little sister!"

Vhina looked up at her elder sibling. Her glowing green eyes were narrowed and shining like stars, wisps of auburn hair fell across her face. She felt her sister's arms trembling as she clutched her. Daena was scared! She didn't think anything scared her big sister. Vhina turned in her sister's grasp and hugged her tight. "I'm okay. She really didn't do anything."

Daena stroked a hand through Vhina's hair and nodded but she continued to glare at Vulcindra.

The woman stared at them with gleaming red eyes. "I'll leave for now, but I'm going to knock some sense into you people. The Chyrith are coming and we've played around long enough."

"Yes, yes," Theln said with a dismissing sweep of her hand. "Just be-gone."

With a growl, the lady vanished with the flash and a thump of in-rushing air.

"Thanks," Daena said to Theln. "With Mother Gaea out of reach, I didn't know who else to call when I saw it was Vulcindra."

Theln bowed. "That's fine." She leaned her head to one side, silvery hair falling across her ageless features. "I trust you learned something, Vhina?"

Vhina nodded. Next time she tried to fly it would be closer to the ground.

 


 

 

 

I love Vee, sometimes so much it hurts. I mean I'm supposed to care about her; she's a daughter of Gaea and my spiritual sister. What I feel is beyond that--different. I think it goes back to the days when I was infatuated with Bannor. I guess in a way there's a part of me that sees her as a part of him. A part I can openly cherish without getting backhanded by Sarai. 

--Daena Sheento, 

Ward Prodigal of Malan

 

Chapter 2

Kel'Ishtauri Academy

 

Vhina raced along to keep up with her older sister's long strides as they headed down the broad-way through the old growth in the center of town. Daena's steps sounded heavy on the path even over the tinkling of wind-chimes and the chatter of merchants hawking their wares. Vhina didn't need to read her sister's mind to know she was upset. The set of her shoulders and the furrow on her brow said it all. 

Eyes wide, the elf citizens paused in their activities to watch the two of them pass. Long ago, Vhina became accustomed to being stared at when she was with her sister. By itself, Daena's gray close-fitting uniform, the garb of the respected Nightslash elite military unit, attracted stares. With Daena's willowy height, billowing waist-length auburn hair, and glowing green eyes, one glance from her made people stumble over themselves. 

Vhina's sister sighed and put her hands behind her back. Her gaze went to the ancient scale-bark and tinsel-wood trees that leaned over the avenue. Paper lanterns and streamers left over from the spring celebration hung from the boughs stirring in the lethargic breeze. The pungent sweet odor of growing things hung in the air, competing with the heady aroma of baking bread and the spicy scent of candied fruit set out by the shops to tempt passerby.

Vhina walked next to Daena, skin prickling as she felt her elder sibling building up to something. This wouldn't be good. Daena almost never frowned at her and right now her scowl would kill a rhinotaur.

When Daena spoke her voice sounded heavy as though it made her tired to speak. "Vee, you remember that promise I made. The one when we were up on talon rock?"

Vhina swallowed and looked up at her. "You promised you'd never try to be my mother, that we'd always be best friends."

"Right," Daena agreed with a nod. She pointed to a cross-path and they rounded onto the trail that led toward the academy. Several elven soldiers on horses reined back in surprise as they crossed in front of them. The males and females made hasty salutes that Daena returned with a casual flip of her hand. "I don't want to sound like your mom--really I don't--but it seems we need to have the responsibility talk again."

The disappointed sound in her sister's voice felt like a sharp stab in her chest. "But Dee, I didn't do anything! I swear! It's not my fault that scary lady was up there!"

Daena puffed out her cheeks. "Vee, this is me you're talking to. I know about being bad. I wrote the tome on it. You were at the top of a tower with the door locked and nobody around. Was it a coincidence that both Sen and Luth were busy? That momma Gaea and Wren were both in Starholme." 

Vhina recoiled as her sister gave her a stinging slap across the shoulder. "Ow!"

"That's no accident, Vee! Worse, you're up there trying to fly when you know the idea makes your mother crazy. She panics enough as it is because you're so hard to keep track of."

"But Dee, I promised I wouldn't do anything dangerous or go..."

"Stop it," Daena said with a huff. "We both know you'd just use it to jump curfew and force Sen to give your ear a stretching. Vee, seriously, you need to stop this rebel stuff. I know classes are boring and teachers can't keep up with you, but you have to live with it. Not everyone can be Gaea, Lady Cassandra or Cassin. Just accept that not everyone has your kind of gifts--our kind of gifts. Your friends do--why can't you?"

Vee stomped her foot. "But I want to fly! No-one has time to take me flying anymore!"

Vhina lurched back but couldn't avoid Daena's fast moving hand as she gripped her ear just hard enough to hurt. She leaned down. "I took you flying last rest-day."

"That was a long time ago," Vhina protested.

Daena ground her teeth. "Do you act up like this with Su'Ko? I bet you don't. Do I need to have a chat with her?"

Vhina's eyes went wide. She held up her hands. "No, don't..."

"I will do it," Daena threatened. "Then you and Su'Ko will have the discipline and patience talk..."

She clenched her fists and gritted her teeth. "Errrgh! Don't--do--that! She'll have me doing wax-on, wax-off for a scoreday!"

"Straighten up then," Daena snapped. "Flying can wait. If you're so fired up to go, I'll take you on payday. You'll live until then. I swear though, you ditch Sen and Luth again and I will pound you. You know better--act like it. If you want freedom, show some responsibility."

She wanted to yell back at her sister that it wasn't fair, but with a heavy ache in her chest she knew Daena was right. Feeling defeated she walked in silence until they arrived at the academy entrance. The ornate mithril gates were pivoted inward to admit students. Stairs led up into the campus nestled in among the trees, extensive flower gardens making a rainbow of colors across the hillside.

Stopping at the gate Vhina turned to her sister. She didn't want Daena mad at her, she was one of the few adults that really listened to her. "I'm sorry, you're right, I know better." She paused and looked both ways down the path. "Are you going to tell Mother?" 

Daena sniffed and put hands on hips. "I should," she sighed. "But you've been grounded enough this moon. Promise to behave and I'll let it drop."

Vhina put a hand over her heart to emphasize. "I promise."

"Good," Daena said, smiling for the first time. She knelt down and gave Vhina a warm hug. She kissed her on the cheek and pointed through the gates and up the steps. "Now, get in there and don't skip class!"

She grinned at her big sister and gave her a salute. Daena saluted back and waved her inside.

Vhina headed toward the school glancing over her shoulder a few times to see if her sister was still watching. Daena waited at the steps until she reached the threshold of the entry hall. When Vhina next looked back her sister had vanished.

The academy foyer was a giant room paneled in scale-bark with portraits of famous bards and adventurers on the walls. The entire floor was a giant fresco of an open book with streamers of stylized words flowing out and down the many side-halls that branched off this one.

She checked the water-clock chugging and dripping in the fountain alcove in the back wall--eleven bells--fifth period--litigation studies--bleah.

Letting out a breath, she aimed herself in the right direction and prepared herself for the ordeal. If she broke her promise to Dee she really would be doing 'wax on, wax off' for a scoreday.

"Vee! Hold!" A voice called.

She turned in time to see her giant friend Willow De'Falcone come pounding in from a sidehall. The lanky, brown haired, spectacle-wearing romantic was the tallest girl in the academy except for her even bigger sister Marta who just became a teaching assistant last moon. Willow had the solid arms and legs of a tomboy, but she always dressed in pinks and purples with far too much emphasis on bows, hearts, and other such foofoo. Vhina liked unicorns, and sprites, and other cute things but there was a limit. Willow's attempts to appear less intimidating by dressing and acting like a priss went too far in Vhina's estimation.

Willow thumped to a stop, looming over Vee obviously without intending too. She pushed her spectacles up on her nose. When she spoke her voice always sounded higher than Vhina expected. "Where were you for fourth session? I tried to cover for you but master Swain caught me at it."

Vee rolled her eyes. "It's just math." She looked both ways. "I had other things to do."

Willow's eyebrows rose. Big Vhina's friend might be, but not dim, she was one of the highest ranked girls in the school. "Did you get in trouble?" She pulled off her glasses, leaned forward and stared at Vhina with one eye closed. "You look like you got in trouble."

"Sorta," she admitted. "I met this really scary lady with red eyes. She said her name was Vulcindra."

Willow's jaw dropped. "Vulcindra? The Sky Bane--really?" She leaned back, brow furrowing. "No, really. Did you just read about her and make up something?"

"No, she was there," Vhina confided. "I was so scared. Then this Kriar lady with huge magic came. Vulcindra called her 'Theln' and seemed really mad at her."

Willow put her glasses back on, stepped back and folded her arms. "The merchant of dreams, Theln? Now, I know you're teasing."

"You know who she is?" Vhina exclaimed. "She said something about being aunt Janai's magic teacher and that I'd be her next apprentice. Isn't that wild?"

"It sure is wild," Willow responded with a dubious expression.

"What's wild?!" An exuberant voice called as air whipped through Vhina's clothing and a lithe figure flashed past her.

Hands and feet trailing mist the other girl arced around in the hall, banking and hissing to a stop in front of Vhina, hovering a few hand-widths above the floor. 

Lily, her cousin, the daughter of her aunt Ziedra was a summer younger than Vhina. A wiry slip of a girl with infinite energy, Lily had her mother's long dark hair and her father's gold skin and obsidian colored eyes. 

She could also fly.

Well.

Whenever she wanted to.

"So what is it?!" Lily gasped. "What's wild? Was it something wizard? Something secret?"

Vhina glared at her cousin and folded her arms.

Lily looked around with a perplexed expression on her face. She rubbed the back of her neck and glanced to Willow. The giant girl made an exaggerated roll of her eyes toward the floor.

Lily glanced down at her feet. She wiggled her toes which were trailing mist and suspended a few hand widths above the stonework.

The girl's eyes widened in realization as she met Vhina's dour glare. She dropped to the ground with a thump and gave Vhina a finger wiggle wave. "Sorry," she said grinning. "Forgot."

Vhina sniffed and turned away. "Come on, I can't tell the story now. Litigation studies is starting."

"Bleah," Lily intoned.

"Exactly," Vhina mumbled, heading for the hall.

 


 

 

 

The Woodhall branch of the Kel'Ishtauri academies was the school I established for "special" children; children like my own who needed a little something "extra" to keep them engaged and on track. To that end, I called on my friends and comrades to take turns as the school master. No matter our talents, these kids are smart, if you don't keep them guessing they'll simply do as they will.

--Cassandra Kel'Ishtauri Felspar, 

Master Archivist of the Magic Alliance

 

Chapter 3

Academy Thug

 

Trudging out of litigation studies, Vhina considered her options between today and payday. Academy students swarmed past her on their way to the next session, and she ignored the close brushes and cuffs as other girls and boys pushed by. Actually, class had not been the chore she dreaded. Today, Annawen Frielos, the daughter of Cassandra Kel'Ishtauri did a turn as a special guest instructor. Kids didn't mess around when a Kriar taught a class. With those all-black eyes they saw everywhere and through everything.

For Vhina, Annawen was one of the easiest teachers because she lectured using telepathy. Some students disliked it, but Vhina preferred the method because even if you sat in the back you 'heard' with the same clarity as someone in the front row. Along with first chair hearing came a special view because if you practiced at telepathy you could pick up on what the teacher saw as well. This meant you knew exactly where her attention was focused and who would soon get a scolding.

Vhina made her way to the gallery window and looked out into the garden. The distinct fragrance of honeyblooms wafted in through the arch making her take a deep breath. Why did she really feel so miserable? Did it matter if she could fly using her own magic if her sister would take her? It irritated her though. She hated the explanation that flying was a special power and that only mages and uniquely-gifted individuals could do it. Lily made it look so easy!

"Hey!" She heard Lily's strident voice just ahead of the weight of her cousin's slight frame landing on her back, slim arms and legs wrapping around her neck and middle.

Errrgh. Think of her and there she was. Vhina gritted her teeth. "Lillly..."

"Whaaat?" Lily giggled. She hugged tighter, thin arms and legs tensing and applying pressure that would have any other student gasping for air. "What has your tail in such a knot? Why are you such an ogress today?"

"I'm not an ogress. I'm just..." She fished around for any explanation that didn't involve the truth. "I'm just frustrated."

Lily's hands and feet hummed, and Vhina felt a warm rush of air push down over her body. Vhina felt herself rise off the ground. Lily's magic spun around them, holding them in a steady hover a handwidth up.

"Hey!" She flailed for balance. "What are you doing!"

"Flying silly." Lily laughed. "Well, we're flying. I'm holding you."

"Put me down!" Vhina ordered.

Lily let go and Vhina dropped to the floor. She snorted and pulled her uniform straight.

Her cousin flitted up into the window frame and hovered there like a wood fairy, she had a frown on her narrow face as she studied Vhina. "Are you mad at me?"

Vhina folded her arms. "That's silly. Why would I be mad at you?"

"Because I can fly and you can't," Lily said with certainty in her voice. "That's why you don't want me to fly around you, isn't it? It makes you mad."

"That's dumb." Vhina turned so she wouldn't have to look at her silly cousin, or her stupid ability to fly.

"Oooh, you're jealous. You're jealous I learned to fly before you did."

Vhina turned back and glared at her cousin. "I am not! You take that back!" She launched into the window after Lily.

Her cousin flitted up and hovered out of reach over the garden. She put fists on narrow hips. "You are too!" she accused. "You're upset because little genius Vhina finally found something she couldn't do by half trying."

"Grrr!" Vhina leaped after Lily.

Her cousin shrieked in surprise trying to zip up out of range. Lily was fast, but not that fast. Vhina's jumps reached four or five paces up when she tried and she was mad.

She aimed to grab Lily's leg, but only managed to catch her foot. 

"Ow!" Lily cried spinning around. "Let go!"

Vhina tried to get a better grip but Lily's flimsy slipper gave way pitching her down. Arms wheeling Vhina slammed onto her back in the middle of school's prize patch of honeyblooms.

Lily gripped her face and grimaced. "Vee! Uhhh, are you--okay?"

"Errrgh!" Vhina punched the ground and rolled out of the dirt crater. She brushed away soil and crushed flowers, and thrust a finger at her cousin. "Get down here!"

"Ha," Lily said with a sniff. "Just because I can fly doesn't make me an air head! Hurting me doesn't make you less jealous either."

Vhina clenched her fists. "I'm not jealous!"

"Oh yeah," Lily inverted herself in the air, folded her arms and stared at Vhina. "Then what are you so angry about, huh?"

She gritted her teeth. "It was that dumb class!" she fabricated. "And...and...that dumb teacher. She didn't know what she was talking about!"

<Is that so?> an echoing telepathic voice resonated in Vhina's mind.

A cold shiver ran down Vhina's spine. Balling her hands into fists, she closed her eyes and grimaced. She steeled herself, and looked around for the source of the telepathic voice.

Lady Frielos stood in the window with fists on hips. The gold-skinned litigation arts teacher focused night black eyes on Vhina. The lady's glare could cut through mithril. Vhina's mouth dropped open.

"Hey aunt Annawen," Lily chirped, waving.

The instructor looked up still keeping a serious expression. <Lily, we don't use familiar address at school.>

"Yes, Ma'am," Lily responded.

<So--Miss T'Evagduran,> instructor Frielos thought in a dark tone. <Is this some new form of flower appreciation?>

There was a flower Vhina wanted to appreciate all right, and she was floating about five paces up.

Vhina drew a breath. "No, Milady, I fell."

<So, am I correct in assuming the flowers are the only injured parties here?>

"Yes, Milady," she answered, keeping her eyes down.

<So, you fell,> the instructor said. <Why is that? And why is Miss Felspar's shoe on the ground next to you?>

"Auntie--uhhh, I mean Lady Frielos," Lily chimed in. "I can--"

<Lily,> Annawen over-rode her. <Did I ask for your explanation?>

"Ummm, no Milady," she responded in a chastened tone.

<Lily,> she said. <Go get your shoe and come down here by me.>

Vhina stared at her friend as she drifted toward her. She picked up the slipper and handed it up to Lily. Her cousin gave her a chastened look. She hummed back to her aunt, pulled on her slipper and landed. From the gold woman's side she peered at Vhina with a guilty expression. Angry as Vhina was at her cousin, she knew Lily didn't plan to get her in trouble.

Annawen folded her arms. <So, Miss T'Evagduran--the shoe--your explanation?>

Vhina didn't have an explanation. Not one that would get her out of trouble. Lying to a Kriar was like demanding detention. She shook her head.

<Well then,> Lady Frielos said. <Let me advance a theory based on the circumstancial evidence. I hear my niece cry out, and when I come to discover the source of her distress, I find you lounging in the honeyblooms and Lily up there.> She pointed. <My surmise is that headmaster Loric's discussion with you concerning your penchant for thuggary has gone unheeded. You have a temper and you will put a cap on it. Few students have either your resilience or your strength and we will not stand for such blatant combativeness. You will conduct yourself with proper restraint and lady-like decorum or I will drag you down to Su'Ko's dojo and we will have a real row. Am I clear?>

She swallowed. "Yes."

The instructor stamped her foot making the pavings rattle. <Yes, what?>

"Yes, Milady," she corrected.

<Hold still.> The gold woman gestured and white glow spread around her fingers. Vhina felt a warm magical force grip her body and she was lifted up from the garden and carried in through the window. The lady set her down with a flick of her fingers. <Now, having had this discussion, it appears that your previous exploits in thuggary have caught the ear of Headmistress Ariok and you are to report to her directly.>

"Mistress Ariok?" Vhina gasped.

<Indeed. Now, off with you, don't keep her waiting.>

"Yes, Milady," Vhina acknowledged. She sighed and trudged down the hall toward the Headmistress Ariok's office. As she moved by her gaze met Lily's, the other girl wore a wide-eyed expression.

What a shredded great day this was turning out to be. She fumed the whole way to the administrative compound. Students who approached in the hall gave her a wide berth.

Vhina stopped at Mistress Ariok's iron-bound office door. She paused at the threshold, feeling tense. Why couldn't it have been Master Loric or Master Sebenreth? She puffed out her cheeks and knocked on the casement.

The portal opened so fast it startled her and she jumped back. A huge figure filled the opening its head only a handwidth from hitting the lintel.

"Hello, Vee," a high voice said. 

Vhina got over her surprise. "Willow. Uh, what are you doing here?"

Her friend grimaced. "I'm not in trouble, if that's what you mean. The mistress wanted to consult with me concerning library privledges." She turned her head and pushed her glasses up on her nose. "Why are you here?"

"Miss De'Falcone," a heavy voice said behind the tall girl. "That is between myself and Miss T'Evagduran. Our business is concluded, please report to sixth session directly."

Willow turned back inside and bowed. "Yes, Headmistress." She looked back to Vhina and put a hand on her shoulder and she sighed. She leaned close. "Aren't you tired of getting punished yet?"

Vhina frowned at her. "I didn't do anything."

Willow rolled her eyes. "I'll wait for you at the south gate after school...Unless you get detention."

She nodded and watched her friend disappear down the hall and around the corner.

"Miss T'Evagduran, please come in and close the door behind you," the Headmistress directed.

She summoned her courage, stepped in, and pulled the heavy door behind her closed with a final sounding rasp of the metal latch. Vhina looked around at the neatly arranged office dominated by the giant desk in the middle and filing armoires down either side. Tournament placards hung on the walls along with military service commendations and paintings of the lady's family members.

The Woodhall Academy was different than other learning places. Rather than one head person, there were several who took turns. Because of the school's connections to powerful families like the Frielos and the Felspars, many of the teachers were high ranking mages or warriors, many from the great families themselves. Headmistress Ariok was both a warrior and a mage. That made her both smart and strict. Not a good combination.

Vee had been called into the offices enough that she'd come to prefer the headmasters because usually, just giving them what her aunt called 'innocent eyes' was enough to get her off with just a lecture. The technique had zero effect on the school's half dozen head mistresses though.

Headmistress Ariok stood at the back of her office looking out the window and over sparkling waters of Nerestal Lake. The tall dark-haired woman was dressed in her customary outfit, one that really didn't fit a staid woman of authority. She wore a black leather bodice and weskit, with a short skirt and high spike-heel boots. There was one part of Headmistress Ariok's costume that all students dreaded equally; her riding crop. The broad leather end of which she applied liberally to infractions. Vhina couldn't help but notice the Headmistress had it with her, flexing it idly behind her back as she looked out at the scenery.

The mistress didn't look back. "Sit," she commanded. 

Vhina went to the sole chair in front of the desk and sat. 

The other thing about Lady Ariok, she had a voice that made you jump to obey before you even thought about it.

The mistress continued studying the outdoor panorama. She brought the dreaded crop up and set in on her shoulder. "Last tenday," the mistress began. "We had a new student join us from East Realm on a tournament scholarship, Behrard Stonereaver was his name. Know about him?"

Vhina bit her lip. "I think I've heard his name before..."

The mistress turned around and fixed golden eyes on her. Mistress Ariok's sleek ageless appearance always made Vhina tremble. It wasn't her face so much as the traits; the fangs, pale skin and lips rouged to a brilliant scarlet.

The Headmistress sauntered to her seat and slithered into it with a languid grace. She leaned back and threw her booted feet up on the desk. Tapping the riding crop on her shoulder she studied the ceiling with pursed lips. "You think you've heard his name before."

"Yes, Mistress," Vhina answered, keeping her voice firm but low.

"In questioning some other students, it seems Behrard was rather vocal immediately after his arrival on campus. Something about the inferiority of half-bloods and the weakness of Malanian warriors."

"Not very nice things to say," Vhina remarked in a wistful tone, studying the lady's more than a dozen tournament placards. Several were first place awards. Unlimited class--whoa.

"No," the mistress agreed. "Not nice at all." She dropped her feet to the floor pivoted her chair and put her elbows on the desk. "It recently came to my attention that apparently someone took matters into their own hands and forcefully discouraged Behrard from publicly expressing his opinions."

"Really?" Vhina said, studying the ceiling. "That person did us all a big favor, right? I mean who needs to hear dren like that?"

Mistress Ariok ran her tongue over her teeth. "Master Caldorian found Behrard stuffed head down in a urinal." Her voice dropped to a growl. "He might have drowned."

Vhina tilted her head. "Well, if he was such a big tough tournament fighter, he should be able to take care of himself. I mean, he shouldn't talk big if he can't back it up..."

The mistress drew a long slow breath. "Vee, did you do it?" 

She met the woman's golden gaze. "Mistress, I'm just a girl. He's twice my size, how could I do something like that?" She leaned forward trying her best to look innocent. "Did he say I did it?"

Headmistress Ariok frowned. "No." She sighed. "Vhina Drielle, I know this game. I know it far better than you do. You will not touch that boy again, understood?" She paused and fingered a prominent fang. She lowered her voice to a whisper. "Truth be told, the little fop deserved to have his head blessed in a urinal. I probably would have done the same thing. I'll be honest though, if he gets the courage to name you...I have to expel you."

Vhina felt her stomach hollow out. Expelled? Thoughts of what her Mother and Grandmother would do raced to unhappy conclusions. She would be sooo doomed. Eyes wide, she swallowed.

"Do you understand, Vhina? You put his life at risk. His parents have filed a protest. If they discover you're an immort, there will be a caterwaul of thousand choruses. Even if I agree with what you did, I can't protect you. Am I clear?"

"Yes, Mistress."

"Now, I forbid you to even be in the same quad with him."

She nodded. "I promise not to go anywhere near him."

"Good," the Mistress said. "You are dismissed."

Vhina left the office shaking her head. Now what did she do?

 


 

 

 

When Arminwen Sarai and Indarren Bannor apprenticed Vhina to me, I felt honored. They were entrusting me with their precious treasure. It is a mission that was never assigned, but one I take with great seriousness.

--Su'Ko Tai Hoshihana, 

Hoshin G'yaku Master

 

Chapter 4

The Price of Silence

 

Vhina spent the remainder of sixth session grappling with the problem she created for herself. She wasted time fretting about flying when she should have been concerned about avoiding a truly monumental punishment. If mistress Ariok expelled her for fighting, her mother would have a seven dragon conniption. Forget flying, she'd be lucky to leave her room!

Head down, she left her cult studies class with the rest of the students. Several things were said to her that she didn't acknowledge. She simply followed the flow of students heading toward the South exit where she agreed to meet Willow.

She went over it for the hundredth time in her head. The incident had occurred several days ago and Behrard's defamatory orations remained silent. If left alone, Behrard would keep to himself, the conflict would remain secret and she stayed safe. However, if his parents kept pressing, he might squeal and she would get dismissed.

Getting his parents to drop the protest seemed the best way to avert expulsion. However, she couldn't apply pressure on them through him because then he might identify her out of fear of getting another drubbing. Going to his parents fingered her for the crime. In fact, if any of her friends went to them, it would be an indirect admission of guilt.

How did she get herself into these messes?

Vhina tripped down the steps to the academy's back terrace and paused on the landing to look out at the lake. She listened to the chatter of the birds in the boughs of the trees and smelled the spicy redolence of the sliver-stems that edged the balcony. Her sister was right. She was being silly. Why did she always mess herself up by trying to escape from this place when she actually liked being here? True, she found it boring at times, but it was also where all her friends were. Even the little annoying flying ones. She would miss being able to come here.

Her thoughts were disrupted as a fist thudded into her shoulder, knocking her sideways a step. "Hey," a gravelly boy-voice said.

She stopped in mid-glare, as her gaze met the deep brown eyes of Garn Falor. The short, broad-shouldered boy with a square face and sandy-brown hair was the only person on campus that she allowed to hit her without a reprisal. A fact that he capitalized on at every greeting. As usual, his uniform was dusty and torn, and he was sporting at least three new scrapes and bruises. Garn put the word "rough" in rough-house. Bullies didn't dare ply their trade around "G-force" Falor, even the ones three seasons and three stone his senior. 'You want to pick?' he would say. 'Howabout some pain?'

Vhina grinned at him and gave his shoulder a punch back. "Hey. Why are you here?"

Garn rolled his eyes. "I came looking for you, duh." He looked down at his arm, frowned and picked off a scab. He looked back up and met her gaze, ignoring the trickle of blood. "I live on the north side, remember?"

"I remember," she answered, focusing briefly on the shiny droplet of crimson flickering at his wrist. "So?"

"Nari told me Mistress Ariok fetched you in. Did Behrard roll over?"

She frowned. Her trip to the office happened less than a bell ago, how did Garn know so fast? Was he having her watched? "No, not yet. She knows I did it though."

"She does?" he said with wide eyes. "She didn't use the crop...?"

"Nah," Vhina shook her head. "She actually told me she thought he had it coming."

"Whoa," Garn said. "That's wizard. Dad always tells me not to give Lady Ariok a hard time. I think he was sweet on her or something a long time ago."

"Really?" Vhina said with a grimace. "She's scary."

Garn snorted. "You know my dad, he's not 'fraid of nothin. Look at my mom."

"Your mother is so nice," Vhina said. "She and Mom go out all the time."

He grunted. "She runs fast and hits hard."

"Have you tried not doing stuff she wants to whack you for?" She rolled her eyes knowing she was a fine one to talk about behaving.

Garn puffed out his chest and made his voice into a growl. "Hey, a man's gotta do what a man's gotta do."

"Oooh, I bet that excuse is well received..." She said with a shake of her head.

He scowled at her. He looked around then focused back on her. "So, you want I should do something about Behrard?"

Vhina gripped his shoulder. "No. His parents are making a big stink about me giving him a swirly in the urinal. The mistress says that if he squeals, I get expelled."

"Dren." Garn responded, scrubbing a hand through his short hair. "Whaddya gonna do then?"

"I don't know," she answered, worrying her toe in the paves. "I have to somehow get his parents to drop the protest."

"Hmph, that's tough. I'd help you come up with something, but I gotta get going. Dad scheduled me for special martial training."

"Special?" Vhina said. "Who with?"

He straightened up and brushed at his shoulders with a superior aire. "I get to train with master D'shar in the Dan Sadad." Grinning, he flicked at his nose and bumped his shoulder against hers. "A real fighting style, not like that sissy G'yaku stuff you do."

She clucked her tongue and looked at him sidelong. She bumped her shoulder back against his. "You want a rematch shorty?" She cuffed him in the stomach. "Come down to the dojo any time."

He raised his chin, still smiling. "Don't think I won't."

"Su'Ko serves cookies after training on payday," she prompted.

He dashed a ways up the steps stopped and pointed at her. "I am so there," he yelled back.

Vhina waved and returned to making her way down the steps to the gate. Willow waited with folded arms at the lower terrace.

The flaps of the bigger girl's academy jacket hung open and her untied long hair riffled in the breeze. A book bag crammed to overflowing sat on the steps by her feet. She pulled off her glasses and cleaned them as she spoke. "I saw you up there talking to that ruffian, Garn," she grumbled. "What did he want?"

"He's not a ruffian," Vhina responded. "He's a boy--a nice boy actually."

"Nice?" Willow scoffed. "Every time I see him, the brute is hitting you." She put her glasses back on and frowned. "It's barbaric."

Vhina put hands on hips and rolled her eyes. "You don't know much about boys do you? He isn't doing it to hurt me--that's how he shows he likes me."

"Whatever," Willow said with dismissive roll of her eyes. "So, what was he after?"

Vhina rubbed her neck. "He wanted to know what happened in Mistress Ariok's office."

"Oh." Willow raised an eyebrow. "I am interested in that myself."

"She was dressing me down for the Behrard incident." 

"Riding crop?"

"Actually, no, she wasn't upset. The problem is Behrard's parents. They've filed a protest, which means an inquiry."

Willow rocked her head back. "So, worse. We both know the only reason he hasn't screamed your name from the rooftops is that you're a girl and three summers his junior. He knows he'd be laughed off the tournament team if he announced that to the whole school."

"Right. The mistress stressed that if his parents find out that I'm an immort, that I'll get expelled."

A pair of big hands engulfed her shoulders. "Well then," a familiar resonant female voice said. "They better not find out then, eh?" 

"Hi Sen." Vhina turned and gave the giant silver-haired lady a hug. 

Violet eyes gleaming, broad lips in a smile Senalloy knelt and folded her arms around Vhina. Being a Baronian, Senalloy was huge, easily one of the tallest persons in Malan, but somehow that made her hugs even better. With her high forehead and upturned eyes the woman had a slight elven appearance, but there the similarities stopped, her cheeks were too pronounced and her nose too broad to pass for an over-sized elf. Senalloy was dressed in her ranking gray Nightslash uniform, the same one Vhina's sister Daena wore. Daena actually worked for Senalloy, and Senalloy in turn served with her father. 

The big lady released Vhina and rose. "Willow," Senalloy greeted with a nod.

"Kul'Praelor Corresont," Willow said, bowing her head.

The lady's gaze fixed on Willow's book bag. "So, Willow, still trying to set an academic example I see." She rubbed Vhina's shoulder. "Not that it does any good with this one."

Willow snorted. "Some of us have to study. Not everyone remembers everything perfectly the first time they see or hear or it."

"I help you study, don't I?" Vhina said.

"Right," Willow agreed. "On the rare occassion you aren't in detention, grounded, or stuck doing corrective service!"

Vhina shrugged.

"So," Senalloy prompted. "What was this about you getting expelled?"

She put her hands behind her back and scrubbed the cobblestones with her heel. "Well, I kinda dunked this loudmouth's head in a urinal and his parents are hacked about it."

"In other words, they've requested an inquiry," the big lady translated.

"Yes, but I think Mistress Ariok is saying the school doesn't know anything. I'm pretty sure Behrard is afraid to tell on me because he's on a tournament scholarship and three summers older than me."

Senalloy raised an eyebrow. "You did this to a senior in finishing studies?"

She nodded.

The silver-haired lady sighed. "Your mother just let you off grounding because you promised to stop fighting at school. She's going to blow the roof off the citadel when she hears about this."

Vhina winced. "I know..." She pressed her hands together prayer fashion. "Please, please, promise you won't tell!"

"Vhina, your mother is a Shael Dal--a telepath--one of the strongest in Eternity. Secrets--telepaths--bad bet--lady Ariok is a Shael Dal too. For all we know, they've already discussed it and your mother is waiting for you to tell her yourself."

Vhina bit her lip. "No, if she knew, you'd be here with shackles."

Senalloy grinned. "You have a point." She glanced at Willow. "You're awfully quiet. What do you think?"

Willow pushed her glasses up on her nose. "I think she should stop fighting. I don't get in any fights..."

"Willow, you're the size of a house, of course nobody picks fights with you!"

Her friend glared at her. "I am not the size of a house. I'm just a little big for my age, that's all."

A little? She was like three girls in one. "Sen, I don't know what to do. Somehow we need to get his parents to drop the protest."

"You're lucky Behrard is new at school," Willow said, twisting a finger in her long hair. "Otherwise he'd already know you were an immort."

"Come," Senalloy gestured down the steps. "Let's not talk about this where we might be overheard." She gestured and Willow's book bag took on a golden glow and floated up into the big girl's arms. 

Senalloy put a hand on Vhina's shoulder as they headed down into the tree-lined path leading back through town. When they were well away from the campus and the sounds of the forest surrounding them, Senalloy continued. "Even here in the capital, few know about immorts or believe in them," Senalloy said. "The noble houses would absolutely choke if they knew how many immorts your grandparents have gathered here." She picked up a stick as they crunched along a path piled high with leaves. Tapping along the pickets of a fenced in faery ring she looked down at Vhina. "You're big for a girl and you look strong, but you aren't on any teams. If you get fingered, his parents will want to know how you whupped their wonderchild."

"Behrard is fifteen stone of brainless muscle," Vhina said, kicking through the foliage in an explosion of brown, red, and yellow that came fluttering down around her. "The clumsy idiot damn near threw himself in the urinal. A jousting dummy would have been a better fight."

"If he was that pathetic, why did you go through with it then?" Willow wanted to know.

"Didn't you hear me? He's stupid. It took a couple flushes to get through to him that he would get hurt worse if he didn't give up."

"Vee, other kids saw this. If Behrard's parents ask around enough, they might not find out you're an immort, but they will learn you're the fourth princess." 

"So, no-one at court will tell them I'm an immort."

"Vhina think," Senalloy said. "What happens when they talk to your mother and you haven't told her first?"

Vhina rocked her head. "Errrgh! I don't know! How do I fix this?"

"You want a solution?" Willow asked raising her chin. 

She stared up at her friend and the serious look on her face. She wasn't going to like it, she could tell. "What?"

Willow hiked her bookbag up on her back and eyed Vhina. "You break open your allowance jar and bribe your way out of it."

"What?!"

"You heard me. Enough gold smooths over everything. I've heard aunt Liandra say that many times."

"No way. You want me to pay off that bone head?"

Willow shrugged.

Senalloy blew out her cheeks. "Listen to her. I can make that work." She shook her head. "It's not the first time we've had to buy silence."

"That's just wrong!" Vhina growled. "I shouldn't have to pay money because their loud-mouth son is a sissy."

"You're not paying because he's a sissy," Willow corrected. "You're paying because you're a dummy!"

Vhina glared at Willow.

"Write an apology promising to never mess with him again," Senalloy said. "I deliver them a sizeable stack of coin to salve their pained egos."

She scowled at Senalloy. "How sizeable?"

"If he's attending on a scholarship, the family is well to do but not rich. To be safe, say--five hundred."

"Five hundred!" Vhina yelled. "That's six scoredays allowance!"

Senalloy flicked a finger through her hair. "Nobody said silence was cheap." She leaned down. "Think of the alternative. Your mother...keroom!" She made an explosive gesture with her arms.

Vhina cringed. "Sennn...that's all the money I have and then some. I'd have to borrow fifty just to meet it."

"I'll spot you fifty," Senalloy said, brushing at her silver hair. "You have to pay me back though. You authored this silliness, I won't pay for it. You could have challenged him formally and fought in a dueling hall fair and square. Instead, you wanted to humiliate him. So, this is what you get."

She balled her hands into fists. "Arrrgh. It's all my moneyyy...I was saving up for those racing lessons!"

"I doubt you'll do much racing confined to your bedroom..." Senalloy said in a wistful tone.

"It's pretty big bedroom," Willow added, "but I don't think your mom will let you keep a unicorn in there."

Vhina bowed her head. "You two win."

"Huzzah, common sense prevails," Willow cheered.

The three of them walked through town past the shops, inns, and taverns. Willow and Senalloy were silent perhaps giving her a moment to get over the sting of a painful decision. She really hated the idea. Compared to getting punished by her mother after having so recently been in trouble--it really was getting off cheap.

They crossed a footbridge over the south canal. City keepers were already setting up the lanterns that would illuminate the walkway at night. A half dozen children a little younger than she was were dangling whipwood poles over the rail hoping to catch some of the elusive spectral scales that swam in the shallow slow-running water.

As they reached where the trail forked toward Kul'Amaron citadel Senalloy tossed away her stick and drew a breath. When she spoke her voice sounded dark and serious. "Now, we have something else to discuss." 

Vhina looked up at her and a cold rush went through her. "What?"

"What were you doing during fourth session? Why were you using stealth magic at the precise time that both myself and Luthice were consulting in Eternity's heart when we have the hardest time keeping track of you?"

Vhina froze. "Uh."

Senalloy grabbed her ear. "Am I to suppose that it's just a coincidence that you chose to go missing precisely when we are out of range and both Wren and Gaea are both in Starholme? Is that what you'd like me to believe?" She pressed down. "Hmmm?"

"Ow!" Vhina protested gripping Senalloy's wrist to ease the pressure. "I wasn't doing anything bad...I just...I just didn't want to get caught."

Senalloy narrowed her violet eyes. "Caught...caught where?"

"The south tower..." Vhina said, voice shaking.

The silver-haired woman rocked her head back. "You were trying to fly--weren't you? Damn it, Vee, do you want to hit a new record for being grounded? Did anyone see you?"

"No...well..."

Senalloy put fists on hips. "What's that mean?"

"You should tell her the other part," Willow said with sniff, ignoring Vhina's frantic waves to silence.

"What other part...?" Senalloy said with a dangerous growl in her voice.

Vhina scowled at Willow. "Well, ummm, there was this lady...uhhh, with red eyes."

Senalloy became very still. "Red eyes...and black hair...???"

"She said her name was, uh, Vulcindra," Vhina muttered.

"Vulcindra," Senalloy closed her eyes and bit her lip. "I can't believe..."

"I couldn't believe it either," Willow said. "Not only that, she said that the dream merchant Theln was there too."

"What!?" Senalloy burst out.

The sound made both Vhina and Willow jump.

"Is that true?" Senalloy demanded in a raised voice. "A Kriar lady with long silver-blonde hair?"

Vhina nodded.

Senalloy covered her face with her hands. "Lords, how? How? And why aren't you in Vulcindra's back pocket right now?"

"Well, that Theln lady told her 'no'. She had some huge magic and was totally ready to fight."

Senalloy pinched the bridge of her nose. "Those two could blow Malan right off the map. So, Vulcindra backed off...she must have."

Vhina made a tiny nod.

"And Theln just let you go?"

"She told Daena to come get me."

Senalloy pursed her lips. "So Daena can corroborate your story?"

She nodded again.

The big Baronian lady looked very tired. "Child, I swear..."

"Lady Senalloy, you actually believe her?" Willow said, surprised.

"You heard her say Daena saw them. Vee isn't silly enough to fib to me--I just--I just don't know what to do if Vulcindra has taken an interest."

"What about Mother Gaea?" Vhina said with a small voice.

"Yes, what of her? What good will Vulcindra be if Mother Gaea, in a rage over you, severs her from Eternity. What good is Vulcindra then?"

"Good?" Vhina said. "I don't understand."

"Nevermind, Vee, it's just--damn. I need to talk to Dane now." She paused. "And you!" She gripped Vhina's shoulder so hard it hurt. "You will never EVER do that again. Especially now that we know that Vulcindra is trolling for you. I'm serious Vhina, do NOT cross me on this. I promised your parents that I would take care of you. There are a few people in Eternity I can't handle and she is one of them. You understand?" She turned to Willow. "I'm sorry Willow, this changes everything. We have to go do some things immediately, you can get home, right?"

Eyes big behind her glasses, Willow nodded.

"Come Vee," Senalloy took her hand. "We're going to Eternity's heart." Almost before the big lady finished the words a golden light was swelling around them. With a sudden flash, the world and a wide-eyed Willow vanished from sight...
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