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The Gryphon rides upon the wind. The Dragon spreads his wings. The world cringes and seeks refuge, for its end is nigh.

~

A prophecy of the Stone
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Mikhail glanced at the glass-eyed woman behind him, drops of blood staining the front of her dress. She might as well have been a statue for all the thought and emotion she showed. He looked away as a shiver ran up his spine. Averness’s raven-haired, ethereal beauty reminded him of his wife. He hated the comparison.

Allynowyn was the polar opposite of Averness. Allynowyn was passion and fire, strength and satin. She would never have allowed a man to ruin her.

That thought gave Mikhail pause. He would have tried, of course. It was the only right thing to do. She had borne two abominations. The only correct course was to—

He shook his head. Where had that come from? His wife was long gone. Dead, maybe. He needed to focus on the cold, unfeeling woman with whom he was forced to travel. 

Averness pounced, graceful as lightning, upon a falcon that had alighted on a low branch nearby. She had jumped inhumanly high and caught it by the neck. With a quick jerk of her arms she broke its neck and was now roasting the bird above a cheery fire. 

She had, in common with all Fae, a strength and agility that were impossible—but then, he was used to that. What unnerved Mikhail was the deadness of her eyes. She hadn’t felt a thing. Not even the thrill of the kill. 

Mikhail felt his contempt for Alastar surge. He didn’t know how the man had done it, but killing his own wife’s soul was detestable. It was almost as bad as what Mikhail himself had tried to do.

Mikhail surveyed his fellow travelers. One would never have suspected that they toted quite possibly the most important object that had ever existed. It was a small group; the fewer people involved, the better. It was only himself, the stone-woman, the self-important object, two young peasant men to cart the blasted thing, and a solitary Cyclops.

The Cyclops presented a problem. What was his purpose? Not to keep the peasants in line; they were sufficiently afraid of him and Averness. Was the beast supposed to keep Mikhail himself in check? Mikhail normally would have scoffed at the notion. A mere animal intimidating him? He could think the beast into oblivion.

This one, however, showed a peculiar resistance to his abilities. He suspected that Alastar had impressed the creature. That action was strongly prohibited but Alastar had proven again and again that he didn’t care about that. Mikhail secretly wondered if the Council didn’t either. Alastar, their pre-eminent achievement, might have been exempt from their decree. The more so now, in view of this most important mission.

This most important mission that Alastar didn’t have time to bother with. What was that man up to instead? 
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Tad never thought they would reach the end of the mountains. The journey itself had taken only a little over a month. This was far shorter than the half-lifetime that everyone south of the Fortress Mountains believed. But then, they had not known of the trick of taking the mountains part of the way, then a boat, then back to the mountains for the rest of the journey. Without switching to a boat in the middle, it probably would take a half-lifetime or more. 

At the base of the mountains on the northern side, a group of people that looked just like his captors waited with horses. He assumed they were of the Dannyn tribe as well. They had the same deeply tanned skin, and stones shone dully from their ears. Each had a different number of gold teeth, some of which were sharpened into points, like fangs. They wore fur that covered their bodies as well.

Tad found himself staring at the solitary woman who was included in the group with the horses. She had flowing black hair and several more diamonds in her ears than the others. Her teeth were all gold from what he could tell; several of them were sharpened into fangs, and there was a general wildness to her that he had never seen in a human before then. She was beautiful, Tad supposed, but in the way that a horse or a wolf was beautiful. She seemed like a different species, not someone that was compatible with him. The woman was also clearly the leader of the men.

The woman looked Tad over and sniffed proudly. “This is what you were sent across the Peaks for?”

“He is the son,” Tark explained.

“Tie him up and throw him on a horse. We must deliver him by sundown.” The men nodded and hurriedly hefted Tad, thankfully upright, into the saddle, and then tied him securely to it. 

They galloped straight north. The forest quickly faded to tall grasses with few trees. At one point, Tad saw a herd of wild horses grazing in the distance. The horses watched his party thunder past with curiosity but no fear, then continued to graze once again.

The ride was extremely uncomfortable. The men had set him on the horse off-kilter and then tied him too tightly to move. They rode hard for three hours before drawing rein. The horses were breathing heavily, but his captors didn’t appear to notice.

They stopped close to a couple of large stones set upright in the grassland, but there were no other rock formations in sight. The enormous stones must have been brought to this place at some point, but how did they get there? By Quatists? he wondered. Or perhaps by the Fae?

The sun was low in the sky as Tad saw another group ride cautiously forward to meet them. He and his captors had been waiting impatiently for a full minute before the other group, who had been hidden behind the large rocks, revealed themselves. The newcomers stayed back as if trying to keep the large rocks between themselves and the Dannyn. He could barely see them in the deepening shadow.

Tad saw with surprise that he was being exchanged for another prisoner. 

The two groups kept a safe distance from each other, but the wild-looking woman took Tad’s horse’s reins in her hand and a man from the other group took the other prisoner’s reins, and they both rode forward to meet at the equal distance between both groups.

Each group watched the other warily and Tad hoped no one tried anything. He didn’t want to be killed in a feud between foreign peoples in a land whose name he didn’t even know.

The woman escorting him was tense and skittish. Tad had the odd desire to soothe her as one would a worried dog or horse. He didn’t. She probably would have bitten his hand—off.

When they were about ten yards from each other, they stopped. Whether by an unseen signal, a cultural understanding, or a mutual stress limit Tad didn’t know.

“This is the son of the one that you seek,” the woman explained.

The man leading the other prisoner nodded, then gestured to his captive. “Do you attest that your tribesman is alive and,” he cleared his throat, nervously eyeing the prisoner at his side, “as well as can be expected under the circumstances?”

The woman flashed a sharp, golden smile, which clearly unsettled the other kidnapper. “He looks in perfect health to me!”

They nodded to each other. The woman dropped Tad’s reins and slapped his horse lightly on the rump. The horse moved forward, clearly an accomplice in Tad’s kidnapping exchange. 

Tad considered digging his heels into his mount in one last-ditch escape plan. Two things stopped him. The first was his uncomfortable seat. Tied as he was to the back of the horse, he wouldn’t be able to ride at a brisk pace much less a gallop. It would be a matter of moments before he was caught. The second was the other prisoner. The man was clearly out of his mind. He was tied with rope and chain, but every muscle was strained against his bonds and foam was dripping from his mouth. Far worse, though, was his expression. He made no sound but his face was contorted in a fierce growl, his golden fangs glinting in the setting sun. The woman might be wild, but this man was feral.

Tad’s horse shuddered as they passed the man and Tad noticed the horse the other prisoner was riding wore shields behind his eyes to keep him from seeing his rider. Tad could tell the horse was nervous enough regardless.

Tad would rather be safely in the camp of his new captors than alone in the countryside when that man was set loose, which was certainly what the Dannyn planned.

“If he comes within our borders again, or any like him, he will be killed immediately,” Tad’s new captor spoke loudly to the woman as soon as his hands closed around Tad’s reins.

The woman bared her teeth threateningly at Tad’s new captor. And then, hitting her horse and the other captive’s horse, they galloped to join the rest of the Dannyn who had stayed back from the exchange. Tad watched a moment as the group turned their horses as one and disappeared into the darkening grasses.

Tad and his captor rode back to the shelter of the rocks and the others. The man was almost pure white with hair the color of flax and eyes the palest blue Tad had ever seen. He looked washed out compared to the Dannyn they had just left. It made Tad’s own dark hair and bright green eyes seem to shine in the torchlight of the party they were joining.

“You’ve had quite an ordeal, haven’t you?” the pale new captor asked him congenially.

Tad shrugged speechlessly. He didn’t have the words to convey his thoughts.

The man cut Tad’s bonds. “They treated you abominably, no doubt. Savages!”

Tad stared at his loosened ropes stupidly. Why was the man untying him? He had been bound for over a month. He had expected to be a prisoner until he was loosed in front of a crowd to fight to his death. Why were his ropes falling to the ground?

“Well, never say that Captain Ander Stallard treated you poorly!” 

The last rope fell and Tad stared blankly at the tangle around his horse’s hooves.

“Thank you,” Tad managed. He was slowly framing the question he wanted to ask, something about the ropes and freedom. 

But he never asked the question because right then a wild howl filled the air. An involuntary shiver ran through the group of soldiers that surrounded them.

“Let’s put some distance between ourselves and those animals!” Stallard shouted, leading his horse into a gallop.

As Tad rode away from his Dannyn captors, finally a free man, his mind numbly replayed his last month. He followed the soldiers ahead of him without thought while, in his mind, he lived his previous month of captivity over once more. It had begun with two Dannyn men carting him across the Fortress Mountains...
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Tad studied the two men across the fire, their long shadows disappearing into the trees behind them. They were of dark hair and tilted eyes, and even their skin was darker than he had seen. It wasn’t the ivory white of the Fae or the light tan of people from Idynn—it was a deep tan, almost a brown. Astonishing. 

They had several diamonds in the lobe of their left ears. If they grinned or spoke, the first of which they never did and the second but rarely, he would see a sharply shimmering tooth of gold on the top left of their mouths, third tooth from center. Their clothes were made from fur, similarly cut to Tad’s pants and shirt, warmly covering their whole bodies. Tad hadn’t needed such warm clothing on their journey at this time of year, especially since they weren’t in the highest mountains, but in a few months, he would have been thankful for the furs.

Tad was certain that he was their easiest victim. They hadn’t bothered to tie him; he couldn’t run away if he wanted to. They had kept him in his special chair, which held his head immobile and absorbed some of the bumps of transport. The chair had certainly saved his life, but they were tired of the cumbersome load.

They were already in the mountains. The terrain was rockier than Tad was used to but still covered in trees. Sometimes he caught glimpses of the peaks of the higher mountains. They had no trees, just rock and snow. Snow—at this time of year!

They had spent the first few days sailing north and had finally landed at a hidden trail into the Fortress Mountains. They had hauled him up that trail and had now been camped out at the same clearing for several days. One of the men had left for two days and had just returned this afternoon. 

Tad didn’t know what they were waiting for, but he didn’t mind the rest. He could feel himself healing a little more every day. He wished he could use Fae power. Then he would be able to speed up his healing process, wouldn’t he? But he hadn’t been able to figure out how to use the flows of power when he was on the Faellyn Islands. Instead he would have to heal naturally. If he kept healing at this normal rate, with no setbacks, he would be able to get out of the chair in three or four months, he guessed. It would be longer still until he was back to normal. It was disheartening.

Tad had had a total of two lessons before being kidnapped. They had consisted of thinking about something he couldn’t see floating above him, something he couldn’t feel hovering around him. The tutor had had a nasally, unusually high voice for a man and had repeated obnoxious descriptions meant to help him envision the unseen matter. Tad hadn’t exactly excelled. 

The dark, bejeweled captor who had returned from his secret errand finished whispering with his co-captor and approached Tad cautiously. Their behavior toward him was unusual; it hovered somewhere between menacing and reverent, wary and curious. He had heard them murmur quietly together sometimes since they had captured him, but they had yet to address him directly.

Now the man squatted before him, several feet away, as if Tad could somehow attack him while still barely able to move his head.

“I have found a wound-healer for you.” He spoke in a simple, slightly garbled dialect, his gold tooth glinting in the firelight.

“A who?” Tad asked, confused for a moment by his strange accent.

“A woman who will make your injury go away. We will take you there at first light.” The man didn’t wait for a response; he just returned to his side of the fire. He gave the spit a quarter-turn before sitting down to wait for the rabbit to cook.

Tad knew he was a cumbersome burden to move through the woods but, since fashioning a pulley of sorts, the going had been much easier on the men. He didn’t understand why they would want him to be healed—they knew he couldn’t escape in his present condition and he didn’t believe they cared about his well-being. But he didn’t care about the reason. With each jostle of his cart Tad had stabs of worry that he would lose all his faculties and be stuck in the chair forever. 

First light couldn’t come fast enough.

°°°

A jolt woke Tad. The sun’s first rays were barely peeping through the trees and the two men were already toting him through the forest. He didn’t know why a person would be living here in the middle of the Fortress Mountains. Not only was it unsafe, it would be terribly lonely. 

Tad knew very little of the healing arts. There hadn’t been an Artzt in Idynn growing up. The village was too small for that. If anyone became sick, they had to travel nearly a day’s journey south to reach the nearest one and, whether it was the journey or the art of healing itself, only half seemed to make it back. Apparently, there had been more Artzten before Tad was born, but the knowledge seemed to be dying out.

Neither he nor Etan had ever been sick enough to warrant a trip to an Artzt. The minor sicknesses with which they had suffered had been handled by Rynn, just as most women of the village had taken care of their children’s scratches, sniffles, and fevers with various powders and tinctures. 

If Tad hadn’t been so desperate, he would have been much more reluctant to visit this woman. Not that he had any say in the matter himself.

A few too many jostles sent Tad into a pain-induced sleep, without so much as alerting his cart-bearers to his unconscious state.

°°°

The overwhelming smell of a mixture of strange herbs worked like his mother’s smelling salts to bring Tad awake. The dim light filtering into the large cave from the early morning sunshine and one small candle barely served to illuminate his surroundings.

The space was somehow cluttered. How this could be when the woman lived in the middle of a forest Tad could only guess. She had built shelves against many of the walls and each was crammed full of bottles, bags, and bowls. She had flowers, weeds, and herbs hanging to dry in front of each shelf and there were baskets and pots along the walls and bubbling out from corners, which appeared to be where she stored her food. The woman’s bed mat was pushed into the farthest corner of the cave with blankets and pillows enough for two households. Tad couldn’t blame her—it must get terribly cold in the mountains in the winter.

The woman herself was small and as wrinkled as a prune. She was sitting before a small fire crumbling dried herbs into a bowl and sporadically stirring a small black pot hanging above the fire. She noticed the moment Tad awoke and gestured for his captors to bring him closer to her.

As soon as he was in place, one of them asked, “We can leave?” At her nod, they exited the cave with obvious relief and stood guard outside of the door.

She waited until they were out of earshot before she asked in a low voice that crackled like the dying embers of a once-bright fire, “Do you want me to heal you or leave you like this?”

Tad was confused. “Why wouldn’t I want to be healed?”

“Because they want you to be healthy so they can kill you.”

“What? Why would they want me to be healed just to kill me?”

“Because they are Dannyn of the north.” 

She spoke simply, as if that explained everything. Tad had no idea what she was talking about and wondered if she was in her right mind. She was very old, and sometimes old people lost their wits.

“The northern people enjoy watching warriors battle to the death. Usually they use their own, but for special ceremonies, or if their monarch is going to announce a new war or something, they enjoy watching the demise of a southern young man—makes them feel a special loyalty to their country, I would imagine.”

She seemed to be sensible, but it couldn’t possibly be true. What sort of people would want to see people kill each other?

“Well, I am not a warrior,” Tad assured the woman.

“Too bad for you but, understand, if I can’t heal you then you wouldn’t be much fun to watch fight and maybe they would just leave you behind.”

“But if you don’t heal me, they will either permanently injure me by jostling me too much or leave me, as you said, and I will die here in the mountains.” 

She thought for a moment, then nodded decisively. “Then heal you I shall!” She sprang to her feet and began gathering supplies. Candles and bowls, dried weeds and jars filled her arms as she marched back and forth around the cave.

“Who are you?” Tad asked.

“Maris.”

“I mean, well, what are you? A Quatist or a Fae?”

“Neither.”

“Then how can you heal me?”

“I am old.” Maris smirked a secret smile his way as she sat down on the floor once again. She began mixing and grinding and arranging. “How did you receive this injury?”

“I was thrown into a large rock by a Quatist.”

She looked up sharply. “You are mixed up with Quatists?”

“They want to kill me.” He said it strongly, defiantly. There was still a small shiver inside of him and a burden seemed to settle more firmly onto his shoulders, but he wasn’t afraid. He was glad of that. “Does that change your mind about helping me?”

“Not in the least. I will help anyone that is a thorn in the Quatists’ side.”

“Why?”

“They changed my comfortable retreat into this god-forsaken mountain.”

“What does godforsaken mean?” The foreign word was awkward in his mouth.

Maris sighed heavily, her weathered face framing eyes filled with ancient wisdom. “Nevermind. As I said, I am old.”

“Does that mean you would help these Dannyn to kill me just so the Quatists couldn’t?” Tad meant it as a joke but worried when Maris considered his question for a long time. She stopped working on whatever remedy she had started while she thought.

Finally, she said, “No. I think they would be glad you were dead regardless of who killed you. They are not usually vengeful enough to want to do the killing themselves. So, no. I will not help the Dannyn to kill you.” She got back to her healing arts and Tad sighed a silent sigh of relief. He would not try to joke with this woman again.

“Why do they want to kill you?”

“I wish I could answer that.” Tad was pleased at his vague answer until her sharp look made him swallow. She didn’t question him further though.

“I am ready,” she announced. She held up a small cup. “First, you must drink this.”

Tad wished he had paid better attention to her preparations. In Idynn, he would have drunk any concoction that one of the goodwives in town had given him when he was ill. He would definitely have taken anything his mother had offered. 

But this wasn’t Idynn. And Maris wasn’t a goodwife. Just minutes ago, she had seriously considered killing him to annoy an old enemy of hers. He took the cup from her and gingerly inspected it. He smelled it. The dark liquid smelled strongly of peppermint, which increased his concern. Clearly, she was trying to cover up an ingredient with the peppermint. Or perhaps she was just trying to make it taste better going down.

He had no choice either way. He was so sick that she could easily force him to drink it. So, he threw the concoction down his throat and hoped for the best.

Tad noticed the strong light of the rising sun begin to fill the cave as Maris lit eight candles and set them in a circle around both of them. As she began to sing a strange song in another language, Tad fell asleep.
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When Tad awoke, he was lying on the woman’s bed mat in the corner, and the sun was sinking low through the trees. The men were now sitting as they continued to keep guard outside of the cave. The woman was stirring something in a large black pot that smelled wonderfully like stew.

At Tad’s first stirrings, Maris hurried over and felt his forehead; then she peered into his eyes. With cool hands she patted his cheeks as a smile lit her aged face with the radiance of the sun.

“As good as a newborn baby.” Her crackling voice had a softer tone today. She raised a hand in command. “But you must eat.”

Tad sat up with incredible ease. He felt no shooting pain in his head. In fact, he felt normal. Better than normal, actually. He had been so aware of his head these last two months that now it felt lighter, like it was barely there. It was refreshing and, well, wonderful.

When Maris brought back a bowl brimming with stew, Tad asked, “How did you do it? I feel great! Even the Fae couldn’t do this!”

She smiled satisfactorily. “No. They cannot.”

“Could the Quatists?”

“There may be one who could have learned, but he was not interested in such abilities. But perhaps not. Quatists have such limitations.”

“How did you become an Artzt?” Tad asked, fascinated by what this woman could do.

Her cackle echoed through the cave. Her head was thrown back and unbridled amusement filled her. “An Artzt? Do not compare my talents to those charlatans! You do not know much of the world yet, do you, boy?”

Tad pulled himself up defensively. “I know as much as anyone. A great deal more than most by now, I’d wager. Not many people know the Fae even exist, much less healing women who live in forbidden places.”

“A man of the world then.” Her smile was one of motherly affection. She proffered a steaming bowl of dark broth and several unfamiliar vegetables but with scant meat in it along with a freshly baked half loaf of bread. He took it eagerly.

“How do you heal then?”

“Are you seeking apprenticeship?”

Tad shook his head as he tore off a piece of still-warm bread and dipped it into the stew. 

“I will not share ancient secrets with a person only casually interested. However, I will say this. Do you know how the Fae use the power of the lines?”

“Lines?”

“The lines of power? They access the rivers of power that flow all throughout the land and use that power to change things about themselves?”

“Oh. Yes.” They hadn’t explained about rivers or lines, but Tad could see how the power lying above or around him could be part of a river.

“Well, I don’t use the rivers of power. I use the source it springs from.”

“Wow. Does that mean it is more...” Tad couldn’t think of the word.

“Potent?”

He nodded.

“Yes. Much more.”

“And you aren’t limited to affecting just yourself obviously.”

“Every power has a limitation. But that is not mine.” Maris patted his hand. “I tell you this because you are Fae and great among them. It is good for you to know what I do.”

“I have one more question, if I may?” Tad had torn off a bit of bread and he held it, forgotten, in his right hand.

Maris nodded. 

It was strange that she claimed to be very old, she looked very old, and her voice was old but her movements were sure. She moved purposefully and carefully, as if she might break, but her hands didn’t shake and she had strength in her grip and stance that many old people lacked.

“Are there others like you?”

“There were. I have not heard from any of my kind since long before your parents were born. I hope that some others still exist in hiding, as I do. For now, though,” she nodded to his bowl, “you must eat.”

Tad had somehow forgotten that he had a superb bowl of stew in front of him, although the smell and heat came back to him fully now. He sighed contentedly. He had warm food, a healed head, and soft pillows beneath him. He needed to hurry and eat this stew and then he could fall back to sleep.

°°°

Tad stayed at the woman’s cave for three days. She continued to let him sleep on her bed mat while she lay on a thin blanket at the entrance to her cave, perhaps to make sure the guards didn’t take him away in the night before she felt he was healthy enough to leave. It felt good to have his stomach filled and to sleep in a warm, comfortable bed again. Tad just enjoyed his three days of luxury, trying not to think of the doom that hung over his head.

The last night at her cave, Maris urged Tad to slip away during the night and head back toward the Faellyn Islands. He did not. He knew he would not be able to get by the Dannyn guards, and if by happenstance he somehow managed it, they would be able to track him down with ease. His Woodsense wasn’t good enough yet to lose them. They were natural woodsmen, and Tad knew their treatment of him would be harsh if he tried to escape. He couldn’t risk the setback of being thoroughly beaten, and he needed all the food and rest he could manage now anyway. While his head was completely healed, Tad was tired and famished from his prolonged sickness as well as his healing. And, weakness or not, it was just plain nice to be fed and to get a good night’s sleep. Who knew when he would have that again?

Before he went to sleep the last night, Maris gave him a figurine on a cord to hang around his neck. It was worn and clearly old. Tad scrutinized the wooden object, trying to ascertain what it could be. It looked vaguely like a strange creature with the wings and head of a bird and the back body of some type of beast. 

When he asked what it was for, she answered, “This talisman will help you in your moment of greatest need.”

Tad turned it over in his hand, studying it. “What creature is this?”

“It is an ancient beast. A gryphon.”

Tad dropped the talisman as if burned.

Maris picked it up and looked at the gryphon. “Most people live inconsequentially. Some strive to make a difference. Few are honored with your destiny. Don’t fight it. ’Tis far better to be the beloved of prophesy than the reviled of prophesy.”

She held the gryphon out to him.

He hesitated for a split second before taking it. It felt much heavier now. He was accepting more than a talisman. He was accepting his duty—Gryphon.

The fourth morning was clear and cool. Every morning was cool in the mountains, but this had a touch of frost in the air; autumn was coming. 

As they left that morning, the Dannyn men gave Maris an empty bag made of doeskin with watertight seams, several candles, and a small box decorated with a mosaic of rare stones on its lid and sides. It was payment for healing him. She was most pleased with the bag but graciously accepted it all.

Tad looked at all the bowls, pots, bottles, and bags in her cave and wondered if it represented the amount of people she had healed in her lifetime. Here in the middle of the Forbidden Mountains she had healed enough people to clutter her cave? Where did the people come from and how did they even know she existed? Did people in Idynn know about her? 

Maris gave Tad’s captors some powder with strict instructions to put half in boiled tonsil root soup today and the other half in the same tomorrow. She demanded Tad be well fed for their journey and given adequate sleep.

Then she gave Tad a hug that included a quick whispered reminder to try to escape after he had ingested the next two days’ worth of the powder concoction and she disappeared into her cave.

The men tied Tad and, leaving behind the chair that had protected his head for two months, made their way, unencumbered, into the mountain forest.

Tad’s wrists were tied securely together and then to a rope around his waist, which held his hands immovable against his stomach and ended in the hands of one of his captors. Additionally, a rope ran from his neck to the other captor’s hands. It was difficult enough to traverse a sometimes slippery incline without being able to use his hands for balance or to grab trees and rocks as handholds, but it was much more tricky to walk through the forest with a rope strung between two people. Frequently, when the rope caught on a branch, Tad was jerked to the ground and, having no free hands, returning to a standing position was no simple matter. 

They traveled much more quickly now that Tad was no longer confined to the chair, often running when they hit those small patches of more level land. They needed to untie Tad’s hands once because the trail led them up a steep crag that could only be managed by climbing hand-over-foot and holding tightly with your hands to the closest rock while you tried to find a decent foothold. It was treacherous and not conducive to escape so, at the top, Tad had calmly stood while they tied him up once again.

The second night back on the road, as he was finishing up the root soup with Maris’s healing powder in it, Tad tried to find out some information from his captors. He was sitting on a log that had been rolled beside a tree. His hands were no longer tied to his waist but his wrists were still tied together. This made eating tricky. He had to balance his soup on his knees and bring both hands up each time he raised the spoon to his mouth. His feet were tied now that they were stopped for the night, and he was comfortably but securely tied to the tree that he was resting his back against. They had left just enough rope between him and the tree to allow him to lie down next to it for the night.

He asked the most important question first. “Why have you kidnapped me?” 

The Dannyn men stared at him, silent.

“Do you mean to kill me?”

They didn’t answer, or even respond with as much as a blink of their eyes. Dusk was settling in and across the fire from him their dark skin was fading into the shadows behind them. Their location was revealed only by the white in their eyes and flashes of white teeth with the occasional gold flicker. They were exceptional at disappearing into the night with their brown skin. 

If Tad had such skin, he might have been able to escape. Wait, why couldn’t he have brown skin?

Tad finished the bowl of soup quickly and leaned back against the tree, closing his eyes. He tried to remember the nonsense his tutor had spoken to him. Something like:

Breathe in. Breathe out. Breathe deeply. Breathe out. Breathe in and pull the air around you into your body deeply. Breathe again, reaching further. Pull in more air. Again. Breathe. Let all of the air out, force all of the air to leave your body. Now, again, breathe. Pull the air above you into your body. Allow it to fill you. Now release that air. Again, gather all the air around you, suck it in through your nose. Good...

Tad hoped he didn’t look strange to the Dannyn. He shouldn’t. He was just leaning against the tree, eyes closed, breathing deeply. But he felt strange. Even though it was dark outside he felt like there was a bright light shining onto his closed eyelids. His eyes began to hurt as he continued breathing in and out. His eyes burned.

Was he doing something wrong? Had he forgotten something? It hit him in an instant. He had forgotten to make a mental circle around himself; it was a protection of sorts.

Tad opened his eyes to break his concentration and saw that the two men across the fire were studiously looking away from him. They were attempting to ignore him, as if they knew he was trying to escape but didn’t want to know about it. It didn’t make sense. Shouldn’t they be more alert if they thought he was up to something? He couldn’t figure them out.

He closed his eyes and, this time, remembered the circle. Breathing the air out, he focused his mind on the space directly above his head and marked the spot with an invisible point. Then he focused on the space directly below his body. Since he was sitting, it was directly beneath the center of his thighs but low enough to be deeper than his feet. He placed a point to his left and to his right and one in front of him and one behind. Again, because he was sitting—which made his bottom half shorter than normal—the points were above his waist. Then he placed eight points equidistant from each already positioned point, which meant that there were a total of fourteen invisible points in his mind that served as place-holders around his body. He focused on the fourteen points and turned them into radiant points of light. 

This wasn’t how his tutor had taught him, which was to then draw an invisible light from the point at his head to the other points all the way around his body. Instead he let each point become white hot and then allowed them to join with the point to either side, linking the fourteen points in a mutually beneficial partnership that created a circle around his body. It wasn’t the way he had been taught, but it felt right. 

Tad began the breathing method again and, this time, didn’t feel any burning in his eyes. He was breathing deeply, pulling in more air from around him when he heard a crash. Tad’s eyes flew open and he lost all concentration, his circle of protection dissipating at once.

He saw a large, dark shape hurl itself into one of his captors. Tad struggled against his bindings, desperate to get away. He didn’t want to be dinner for a Cyclops or any other creature that might live this deep into the Fortress Mountains.

Tad experienced an unending moment of sheer terror, trying to wrestle free from his ropes. It didn’t take much struggling to realize that his only hope lay in getting a hold of the power he had been just trying to access. The likelihood of that working in a moment of stress was slim and he didn’t have enough time regardless. But he had to try because he couldn’t just give up.

Once again, he focused on breathing. It didn’t work, of course. With his hands and feet trying non-stop to free themselves, his heartbeat and breathing were elevated. He couldn’t seem to stop struggling against his bonds even though he knew it was a worthless pursuit. He wasn’t amused at the irony of his physical struggle for freedom destroying any chance he had of using the Fae technique. 

If he hadn’t been kidnapped, Tad would be learning to make himself so strong he could not only break bonds like this, but then fight a Cyclops with little struggle. It was so frustrating! If only they had waited another month or two to kidnap him—then he could have really put up a fight. As it was now, he could barely breathe correctly!

As he got a hold of himself and attempted to calm his breathing and focus, Tad realized that the dark shape hadn’t been a Cyclops or any other animal. It was another man who looked very similar to his two captors. There were two of them, actually. The first had tackled one of Tad’s captors to prove a superior stalking capability; the other had merely melted from the shadows of the tree into the campfire light without making a sound.

He watched, unnoticed, as the men slapped backs and laughed about the two new men’s success in sneaking up on their fellow countrymen. Tad wished he had managed to disappear at his first attempt. It would have been very satisfying to be gone when they finally decided, once again, to look at their captive.

Eventually, the new men glanced his way. “You got one, huh?” one asked, gesturing to Tad.

Tad’s captors nodded proudly. They all walked around the fire to inspect Tad.

“It’s not him,” the same man announced smugly.

“It’s close enough. At least we have something to show for our trip. Not like you, Tark.”

“We were assigned our areas, Gorg. It is hardly our fault if none of them were where we were told to check.” One of the new men, Tark, took in Tad’s bonds. “Are you afraid of this youth? He has more rope on him than a Cyclops at the Contests!”

“He is one of those Fae—they can do things,” Gorg, the slightly taller of Tad’s original captors, explained nervously.

“You have been in these lands too long. Do things! Ha!” Tark slapped his thigh in amusement.

“We saw it with our own eyes, Tark. It is true,” Gorg insisted, glancing at his partner for support.

The other man who had captured Tad nodded solemnly in agreement. Tark considered them both sadly.

“Your eyes are not to be trusted.”

Tad was trying to follow the conversation. It didn’t make any sense. He could understand Tark not believing that the Fae could change themselves, but why didn’t he listen to people who had verified it with their own eyes? That was a basic rule of Science, nothing difficult.

“But we really saw—” Gorg started.

“They tricked you!”

Tad’s second captor finally spoke. “They didn’t know we were there.” 

“You don’t think they knew you were there, Varm, but they probably did,” Tark explained. “And even if they didn’t, they probably continue the charade among themselves all the time. Why not? They are all as crazy as jumbugs.” Tark grimaced. “It’s past time to be going home.” They all turned to return to their side of the fire.

“What are you going to do with me?” Tad demanded loudly, hoping the talkative one, Tark, would actually answer him.

They turned back around and Tark squatted in front of him. 

“Well, I wanted to eat you—but they wouldn’t let me.” The others chuckled and Tark grinned at Tad savagely. His top three left teeth were all gold and the third tooth was extra long, like the canine tooth of a dog, but there were no corresponding long teeth on the bottom or on the other side of his mouth.

Tad recoiled. He thought the man must be joking, but he could almost believe it of him. There was something savage about these people, something primal. They walked with the sleek, silent prowl of a hunting cat, they interacted with each other with simple bravado and posturing, and they only believed those things they could understand.

Tad spent the evening with painstakingly slow movements, adjusting his position, moving inch by inch around the area where they had tied him, searching secretly for something on which to cut his ropes. Finally, he found a sharp enough rock and, while watching his captors compete in some sort of jumping and balancing game, he began cutting his bonds. Once the rope around his hands was cut, Tad held the two cut ends tight in his hand and lay down on the ground hiding the sharp rock from view. He waited.

A long time later, after the whoops from the friendly competition quieted, one of the men came over to check his bonds by jerking quickly on the ropes that bound his hands and his feet. Because Tad was holding the rope tightly in his hands, unseen in the darkness, the dark man felt the correct strength of the ropes around his wrists and did not imagine that it wasn’t securely holding his prisoner.

As soon as the man disappeared into the night, Tad let the rope fall from his wrists and, trying not to change his position too much or make too much noise, Tad set about freeing his ankles.

Using the quick shick, shick of the rope against rock to set his breathing pace—one breath in for each four shicks and one breath out for four—Tad made his circle of points of light. Then he pulled in the air around him. He preferred to think of it as the power that it was. The ridiculous exercises of pulling in air just made his chest get puffed up. Pulling power that pulsed through the world around him into his body was what he was interested in.

The rope around his ankles fell away but Tad didn’t move. First, he closed his eyes and used whatever power he had gathered to turn his skin darker. He looked down at his arm and in the smoldering firelight it looked darker, but wouldn’t his light skin have looked darker in the darkness? He wasn’t certain that his attempt had changed anything about him. 

Regardless, it was time to move. 

Tad climbed to a crouch and surveyed the three dark lumps on the other side of the fire. He focused on his Woodsense hoping his skill would be enough to get him away from those sleeping bodies and past the very awake sentry somewhere in the woods. 

Tad dashed into the woods, making little more than a rustle as he dove through bush and past tree. His feet barely crunched as he ran through leaves and twigs, trying to head back toward Maris’s cave, a two days’ walk from their campsite. It was as if time slowed, even as he ran, and he was able to place his feet in that perfect step between twigs and leaves. He felt like a deer. It was as if his feet weren’t big boats slamming down to the earth at the end of his legs but rather precise points that seemed to skirt between the leaves or to fall in that exact fold of the leaf that was pressed to the ground and didn’t crackle under him.

He was feeling very proud of himself when he heard the angry shout that meant his escape had been noticed. He heard four ferocious growls behind him and a corresponding crash into the underbrush. Tad was shocked by the image of small dark beasts, growling with rage, that came to his mind’s eye. Could they turn themselves into dogs or wolves or something? 

His mind raced as his feet raced faster. The Fae could change themselves into a creature of choice if their belief and strength were strong enough, or at least change aspects of themselves into those animals’ characteristics. Why shouldn’t these men be able to as well?

He truly felt like a deer now. He ran as fast as he could but, try as he might, he was losing ground to the four growling shapes behind him.

Tad bounded from step to step, trying to see a way out. He had never dreamed these men would be able to run so fast. With his lead, his Woodsense, and his meager use of Fae power on his side, Tad had expected a difficult escape but an achievable one. But unless the landscape provided an opportunity, and soon, Tad would be captured in moments.

From the sound of his pursuers, Tad could tell that two of them were gaining on him at the sides while those at the back were pacing him, waiting for the others to get ahead of him. Then, like a pack of wolves, they would close in and hamstring this deer. He should have compared himself to a fiercer animal. Next time he would be a bear. A panther. Something with claws. A Gryphon? Tad almost stumbled at the thought—maybe a deer wasn’t so bad after all.

Tad saw his chance. His pursuers were just out of sight. Ahead of him was a large rock with no easy way to climb. If he could manage changing the power that had turned his skin dark into power that somehow made him able to jump higher, he just might be able to get up there before they saw him. The rock was big enough that no one would think he could scale it.

Of course, this plan hinged upon whether he actually had managed to turn his skin dark and whether he could, when running at full speed, somehow convert that power to do something else entirely. It could very well be used up already, if that is what happened to it. He should have asked more questions during his lessons. It was not a great plan.

Tad sped toward the hulking rock, trying to somehow grab at the power he still felt was covering his body. Tad shoved it down to his legs, trying to strengthen them for the jump. 

Something didn’t work right.

He made it about halfway up the rock, which was more than he could have jumped unaided. He clung to the side of the rock, barely able to grip the shallow holds he had managed to find. A small victory but nowhere near high enough to be safe or hidden. A short thought hit him: he really should try to avoid slamming into large rocks in the future. Then a hand grabbed his ankle and hauled him down to the ground.

Tad lay there panting, looking up at four human faces above him. Their bodies were unchanged but something was different.

“I had to try.” Tad grinned with a shrug, hoping they’d accept his lightness.

They stared at him blankly, as if they didn’t understand his words. 

Tad lay there for a long time, not moving. The men stood guard around him, stock still, until, as their breathing slowed, their eyes showing intelligence once again.

“That wasn’t very smart,” Tark admonished him.

“I had to try.” Tad mimicked his previous grin and shrug and, to his surprise, they reacted this time. Gorg grunted unappreciatively, Varm and the other just shrugged and turned away, but Tark chuckled. 

“Any man would,” Tark admitted and helped Tad up. He slapped Tad on the back, hard, and waited while Gorg re-tied Tad, more securely, with rope.

They returned to the campsite and tied Tad tightly to the tree. This time two men slept, and two men stood watch—one over the whole campsite and one over Tad.

Tad couldn’t sleep the rest of the night. He was unnerved by the animalistic way his captors had acted on the chase and their slow return to normal. It was as if they continued to look the same but didn’t react, or possibly think, normally. Could that really be the case? They did seem to gain speed and perhaps strength, but at what cost? 

Tad remembered Tark’s words—I wanted to eat you but they wouldn’t let me—and wondered how true that statement had been.
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