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      My companions and I were once again thick in one of the many forests that covered the Shifting World, and we were lost.

      “You said you’ve been everywhere,” Caius reminded my grandfather as we four trotted along atop our two shared unicorn steeds.

      “And we have,” Sage insisted as he leaned forward and squinted over the top of my grandmother’s head.  “But it is difficult to ascertain where one is when one can hardly see beyond the nose of their steed.”

      “So you’re saying we’re lost?” I guessed.

      “In a word, yes.”

      The damp chill of the misty air sank deeper into my bones.  I snuggled up against the warm chest of my dragon shifter and heard a faint grunt behind me.  I leaned my head back and grinned at him.  “Problems?”

      “Only if you keep squirming like that,” he grunted.  “Unless we find an inn.  And then it’s completely different.”

      “This is one conversation to which I would rather not be privy,” Sage spoke up.

      Bee snuggled against his chest and leaned her head back to smile up at him.  “A warm place to stop would be nice, dear.”

      He grunted and frowned at her.  “Traitor.”  She gave him a wink before he looked at our surroundings.  “And were such a place to be found here, we may miss it in such a dense fog.”  He leaned forward and squinted.  “In all my years I have never seen the likes.”

      Midge let out a twitter and Bee shook her head.  “I haven’t, either.”

      “So we’re lost in the thickest fog either of you have seen without any way to see anything,” Caius mused.

      I stiffened and squinted at the darkness just ahead of us.  “Is that a lamp?”

      My companions followed where I pointed and watched a light appear out of the mist.  It drew near enough for a wagon to emerge from out of the fog.  The lamp hung on a bent stick just ahead of the driver, and a sorry nag pulled the small vehicle with all the exuberance of a turtle.  The driver was hunched over and buried in a dark cloak so that the lamp didn’t reveal their features.

      At coming close upon us the animal pulled up and snorted.  The figure raised their head and revealed themselves to be a man of middle age with a thick beard and dark eyes.  His face was as pale as the fog around us and when his sharp gaze fell on me a chill ran down my spine.

      “Hello, there,” Sage called to him.  “Could you tell us where we are?”

      He man slowly nodded his head.  “Aye, I can, but you might be better off not knowing.”

      “Why?” Caius spoke up.

      The stranger eyed him with a hint of a smile beneath that mass of hair.  “Because this place is haunted.”

      I grinned.  “Oh, that’s okay.  We’ve dealt with that before.”

      The man closed his eyes and shook his head.  “Not in the way you think, miss.  These aren’t the spooks and goblins of the past, but something worse.  Something evil.”

      Sage arched an eyebrow.  “Evil in what way?”

      Our new acquaintance studied us with his sharp eyes.  “Mayhap you’d like to find out for yourselves, eh?”

      “Not at the present time,” Sage assured him as he looked around us.  “We would be happy with a warm room in a familiar inn.”

      “Ya’ll would, would you?” the man mused as he swept his dark gaze over us.  His stare settled on me.  “Especially you, miss?  Wanting to be far away from here, eh?”

      I furrowed my brow, but shrugged.  “That’s where we’re trying to get to, anyway.”

      A slight chuckle escaped his lips.  “Is it now?  Well, perhaps I can help.”  He nodded over his left shoulder.  “There’s a bend there that’ll take you to where you need to go.  Just follow it for a mile and you’ll get there.  Now if you’ll be excusing me.”  He cracked the reins and the sorry animal clomped past us.  Soon the fog had swallowed nag and driver.

      Sage cleared his throat.  “Yes, well, that was quite an interesting conversation.”  He turned his unicorn in the direction the man had pointed.  “Let us follow our dark fellow’s advice and perhaps we may yet find a warm fire before the night is out.”

      We continued onward at a slot trot.  Caius wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me closer against him.  I looked up and noticed his face was tense.  “Is something wrong?”

      “I didn’t like the way he was looking at you,” Caius admitted.

      “He did have a rather penetrating gaze,” Sage agreed, though his eyes never left the road that was rumored to be ahead of us.  “Confound it, but I wish he had given us fewer stares and more directions!”

      Midge let out a tweet and pointed his beak at something in the mist.  Bee followed his beak and nodded.  “Are you sure of that?”

      “What is it?” I asked her.

      “Midge says he doesn’t like the air that’s coming up,” she explained.  “There’s something dark about it.”

      Sage frowned.  “Dark-” He didn’t have time to finish as their unicorn violently reared.  “Easy!  Easy there!”

      Caius grinned.  “Can’t handle your-” Our unicorn suddenly skittered back and threw its head.  “Whoa!  Easy!”

      “Everyone get down!” Bee shouted.

      “But they’ll break loose!” Caius argued as he tried to keep us from being thrown.

      “”She’s right!” Sage shouted before Bee and he threw themselves onto the ground.

      Caius and I followed suit, and a moment later I made the intimate acquaintance of the hard, damp ground.  I rolled onto my back and my eyes widened as the unicorn vanished in the blink of an eye.  Our bags dropped onto the road at our feet, but the saddles disappeared with the steeds wearing them.

      I blinked at the quiet air before I looked to my grandparents.  “What happened to them?”

      “They sensed a great danger and returned to their stables,” Sage explained as he helped my grandmother to her feet.

      Caius offered me his hand and helped me up.  His eyes glowed a little as he looked around us.  “I’ve known a lot of things that could scare a unicorn, and I didn’t like any of them.”

      Sage brushed himself off before picked up their own traveling bag.  “Nor I, but what worries me more is that I myself feel no danger.”

      “Is that important?” I asked him.

      He pursed his lips as he studied the thick fog that surrounded us.  “Bee and I have been through a great many adventures, but we have never failed to sense danger that forced a unicorn to abandon us.  They were generally very loyal to their riders, and any entity that forced them into such a situation should be formidable indeed.”

      “And yet none of us feels a damn thing,” Caius finished for him as he swung our bag over one shoulder.  “I don’t like it.”

      “So do we keep going?” I wondered as I swept my eyes over the ground.  The wide dirt road had narrowed considerably and weeds on either side threatened to swallow us.

      Caius half-turned to look in the direction we had come and frowned.  “We can’t go back.”

      “Why not?” I asked him as I looked at our trail.  The fog had grown thicker and I couldn’t see more than two feet in front of me.

      “Perhaps we might see at what this man hinted lay ahead of us,” Sage suggested.  “There may only be a simple inn, but that would be vastly superior to our current predicament.”

      “Let’s not forget anything,” Bee advised as she scooped up the bolt-and-bee box and brushed off the cover.  “There.  Good as new.”

      We continued on our way down the narrowing road until it was hardly more than a dirt trail.  Tall bushes squeezed us on either side and trees loomed out of the thick fog like monsters trying to scoop us into the darkness.  The damp air grew chilly until I was near freezing.

      Caius sidled up to my side and draped his coat over my shoulders.  I looked him up and down with pursed lips.  “You’ll get cold.”

      He patted his arm and I heard a hard clank.  “Not with these.”  He drew up his sleeve and showed off pale gray scales instead of skin.

      I blinked at the scales before I looked back up at him.  “You can do that?”

      “When nobody’s around to try to skin me for them,” he pointed out.

      Sage stopped dead in his tracks and grabbed Bee’s arm.  “That may change.”

      We squinted into the thick mist and I glimpsed a tall shadow lurking among the brush.  Caius followed my gaze and studied the shadow for a moment before he burst out laughing.  “I don’t think I’ll have to worry about a piece of wood robbing me, old man.”

      The shadow did turn out to be a blackened eight-foot tall post that stood upright.  I took a step toward it and the mist cleared enough for me to see more shadows.  They stretched left and rightward in a long line.

      My eyes widened as their purpose dawned on me.  “A fence?”

      “A rather large defensive wall, to be precise,” Sage corrected me as he walked up to a break in the wall that stretched across the path on which we stood.  He brushed his hand against the blackened side and furrowed his brow.  “This is very strange.  The wood has been turned into glass.”

      Caius frowned.  “Is that even possible?”

      “I thought not, but the proof stands before us,” Sage mused as he glanced down the long row of wood.  “A wall of glass wood. . .”

      “That sounds like that old story about the fox lady,” Bee spoke up.

      Sage snapped his fingers.  “That is just the thing, Bee!  Bravo on remembering such an obscure legend!”

      She blushed.  “You’re such a dear, dear.”

      “What legend?” I asked him.

      Sage smiled at Bee.  “As you have remembered the legend, perchance would you like to tell the story?”

      Bee stretched to her full height and cleared her throat.  “Once a very long time ago, a lovely fox shifter ruled her people with a caring heart, but that couldn’t keep an ancient evil away.  The evil broke loose and attacked her home, turning everything to glass and killing everyone, including the lovely lady.  The end.”

      Caius frowned.  “No wonder it’s obscure.  That doesn’t exactly sound like a story people would tell their children before they went to bed.”

      “Not all legends have a happy and just ending,” Sage pointed out as he walked past the wall.

      My eyes widened and I stretched out my hand to him.  “Wait a sec!  What if that evil is still here?”

      He paused and half-turned to me with a teasing smile.  “History takes some time to become legend.  I am sure whatever destroyed this area is long gone.”

      “Maybe. . .” I murmured as I reluctantly followed the others through the ruins of the gate.

      “Be mindful of the glass grass,” Sage warned us.

      The ground crunched beneath our feet as we stumbled through the ruins and mist.  More standing posts emerged from the fog, and I glimpsed collapsed roofs and walls among the blackened sentries of a destruction long-past.

      My dragging foot tripped on the ground and I would have fallen if Caius hadn’t caught me.  I sheepishly looked up at him, but his gaze lay on the ground behind me.  “What is it?” I asked him as I looked over my shoulder.

      My foot had tripped over a footprint in the glassy ground.  Beside the footprint were the remains a small skull.  I yelped and leapt against him.

      “What is it?” Sage called from where Bee and he stood a few feet ahead of us.

      “One of those victims Bee mentioned,” Caius replied.

      They returned to us and Sage knelt beside the remains.  He studied the features for a moment before he shook his head.  “How remarkable.  The bones appear to have been turned into glass at the time of death.”

      “So whatever killed them stripped off their skin at the same time?” Caius guessed.

      Sage stood and nodded.  “It would appear so, and judging from the size of the skull I would say the victim was that of a child.”

      Bee wrinkled her nose.  “That’s horrible, Sage.”

      “Certainly, but our friend here has reminded us to watch our step,” Sage pointed out.

      “Why are we even out here watching our step?” Caius challenged him.

      Sage half-turned to the way before us.  The mist had cleared enough that I could see thirty feet beyond where we stood.  The remains of buildings stood on either side of us, and between them ran a wide road.

      “I believe, per the custom of this area, that the great house would be not far ahead.  A quick perusal through there, and we shall leave,” Sage suggested.

      Midge twittered, and Bee stroked the top of his head.  “I’m sure we’ll be fine.”

      We continued on our way and soon arrived at another tall fence of glass wood that divided the front half of the compound from the rear.  Through the opening that showed a gate I beheld a large, low building, or the remains of one.  A porch had once wrapped around the square structure, but had long ago fallen in under the weight of its own transformation.  The peaked roof, too, had collapsed into the interior of the house.

      A warm breeze floated past me and kissed my cheeks.  I turned to my right where the wind had come from and glimpsed a smaller fence reached by a stone path.  A sudden urge to look in there pulled me down the path.

      “Jane?” Caius called to me.

      “There’s something over here,” I replied as, almost unbidden, my steps quickened in the fear that they would stop me.

      I hurried through the opening that had once had a gate to protect the sanctity and found myself among a forest of glass bushes and trees.  Even flowers in their beds had been changed to glass.

      My companions joined me and Bee looked in awe at our surroundings.  “What a beautiful garden.”

      Sage nodded.  “Even in destruction this garden shows some of its former glory.”

      A particularly large rose bush at the center of the garden caught my attention.  There were no thorns, but the flowers had been in full bloom at the time of the destruction.  They hung on the branches, graceful beauty frozen in time by a catastrophe long since past.

      I reached out for one of those flowers and brushed my finger against the surface.  The glass was sharper than it looked and the petal cut my finger.

      “Ouch!” I yelped as I drew my hand back.

      In the same instance the fog was brushed away and the dreary world around us became awash in color.  Torches burst to life and illuminated the night, and I gaped at our repaired and reinvigorated surroundings.  It was like being splashed with a can of paint, only the oils were life.  The rose bush in front of me burst with vitality and the bushes, once glistening in their glassy deaths, burst outward with colors of green and a vibrant red.  The grass beneath us sprouted with life, and before us the wreck of a house was fixed anew.  The collapsed roof stood tall and pointed against the night sky, and the walls, a mixture of wood and taught screen, stood proud beneath the eaves.

      “Halt or you forfeit your life!”
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      I froze and whipped my head to my left.  By the light of the lit torches I saw that three men stood before the renewed gate that led into the garden.  They all wore loose black robes, and each of them held a small dagger in their hands.  Their feet were covered by open-topped sandals made of wood, and sticking out of the backs of their robes were bushy fox tails of varying colors of brown and gray.  They also had pointed ears atop their heads.  I would have clapped in glee if they hadn’t had a murderous look in their eyes.

      “We are very sorry for the intrusion-” Sage began as he stepped toward them.

      One of the men shot forward and pushed the blade of a dagger against my grandfather’s throat.  He leaned forward and I heard him whisper a few cutting words.  “Move without my permission and you will never move again.”  He glanced over his shoulder and nodded at his companions.  They hurried forward and surrounded us.

      “What’s going on here?” Caius questioned our captors.  “Where the avyss did all this come from?”

      “Quiet, or it will be the last word you speak!” the leader ordered him.  He grabbed my grandfather’s arm and twisted it around, pulling my grandfather in a half circle as well so his back was against the stranger’s chest.  “You will come with us.”

      Sage caught our eyes and slightly nodded.  Caius relaxed his tense stance, but the frown on his lips was deep.  Bee was slightly pale and her eyes were glued to the dagger against my grandfather’s throat.  The men bound our hands with rope before they led us around the right side of the building and through another gate to the back of the luxurious home.  A half dozen extensions had been added to the building that stretched to the back wall of the enclosure.  A woman of about thirty stood on the deck and watched our passing with curiosity.  She wore a soft but simple kimono and her black hair was done up in a bun.  A black, fluffy tail twitched against her back.  As we marched onward I watched her out of the corner of my eyes as she scurried into the house.

      The men took us to the doors of the largest block and one of the men rapped on the screen doors.  The doors opened and an imperiously tall, heavy-set fox man stood in the doorway.  He also wore a loose-fitting robe, but unlike the drab colors around us his sported a myriad of colors like a tie-dye shirt.  His defining feature was his bald head that was rounded by a tuft of hair.

      He furrowed his brow at us before he looked to the leader of the group who still held my grandfather.  “Was is the meaning of this, captain?”

      “My Lord, we found these trespassers in My Lady’s personal garden,” the leader explained as he pushed Sage forward.

      My grandfather stumbled up to the wooden planks that made up the wrap-around porch and caught himself on the railing that led up the steps to the door.  Sage bowed his head to the fox man.  “Our sincerest apologies, sir.  We thought this place to be abandoned.”

      The man scoffed.  “That is a terrible lie, even as far as the average lie go.  What made you think this place was abandoned?”

      “Well, the darkness blinded us, you see,” Sage explained.

      The man shook his head.  “I do not see, but I will speak further with you inside.  Captain, bring them in here.”

      Our shoes were removed, and we were led through the doors and into a simple room with another pair of screen doors on the left-hand wall.  There were square cushions on the floor and a short table stood beside the largest of the mats.  The interior walls were covered in simple drawings of landscape, mostly of waterfalls.  A quill pen with an ink bowl sat close to a small pile of papers atop the table, and some of them were yellowed with age.

      The man took a seat on the mat beside the table while we were pushed down onto our knees on the cushions before him.  Our captors backed up to kneel in front of the closed doors.  He grasped a long, thin pipe from the table and inhaled deeply.  A thin line of smoke escaped from between his lips as he studied us with his sharp gaze.

      “You have rather unusual attire,” he mused as he nodded at our clothing.  “Where do you come from?”

      “First, if I may, My Lord,” Sage pleaded as he bowed his head.  “But what is the year?”

      The man’s ears perked up and he arched an eyebrow.  “The year?”

      Sage swept his arm over us.  “My companions and I are out of our reckoning with the season, much less the year.  What might it be?”

      “The year, in the reckoning of the Festival of Gad, is 1405,” he told us.

      “You’re joking,” Caius blurted out.

      The man studied him with his sharp eyes.  “Why do you say that?”

      “He means to say that we are surprised to have been away from a calendar so long that we have missed a Festival of Gad several times over,” Sage spoke up as he gave all of us a look of warning.

      The man leaned back and smiled at us.  “You are terrible liars, and I’m afraid I must insist on the truth.  How did you enter the compound, much less My Lady’s garden, without being seen by any of our very alert guards?”

      “I fear that is an answer we cannot give for we ourselves do not know it,” Sage told him.

      The man shook his head.  “That will not do.  Mysteries are for the terrible novels our young people are apt to read.  For we who oversee the lives of so many, we must have answers.”

      “My Lord, for I see you are held in high esteem among those of the household,” Sage complimented as he once more bowed his head.  “We are merely travelers from a far-off land in search of answers ourselves, and we beg of you to have mercy on us.”

      A soft pair of feet padded across the floor outside the room and the screen doors to our left slid open.  A beautiful woman about my age stood on the threshold.  She had long white hair that matched her bushy white tail, and her ears looked as soft as silk.  Her long kimono matched her fur color and trailed behind her in elegant folds.  She hid her hands in her long sleeves, but I caught a glimpse of long, sharp nails.

      “My Lady!” the man exclaimed as he jumped to his feet.  The guards at our back leaned forward and pressed their foreheads against the floor in subservience.  “What are you doing here?”

      She grasped one of the doors and her curious gaze never left us as she replied.  “I was informed that several people were being taken to you, and wished to know for what reason they were detained.”

      “For your safety, My Lady,” the man insisted as he hurried over to her.  “They were found in your private garden.”

      Her eyebrows shot up, but the corners of her mouth twitched upward.  “Truly?  And how did they come to be there?”

      “They have not explained their arrival, only that they are travelers from a far-off land, My Lady,” he told her.

      “We had no intention of trespassing, My Lady,” Sage spoke up.  “Only the beauty of the gardens enticed us so that we could not resist.”

      She smiled down at us.  “A great praise that one would risk entering the gardens of the fox lord to smell even a single rose.”

      “They still have not explained how they entered undetected,” the man persisted.

      “We slipped over the wall without touching a single inch of wood,” Caius revealed.

      “Slipped over how?” her ladyship asked us.

      “With a little help from these,” Caius revealed as his bony wings burst out of his back.  The guards jerked back and tightened their grip on their weapons.

      The fox woman’s mouth parted in a gleeful smile and her eyes widened.  “What magnificent wings!  What sort of dragon might you be to have them?”

      “A grayscale, My Lady,” Caius told her.

      The tall man stepped up to the fox woman and lowered his voice to a whisper.  “My Lady, it would be better if I questioned them.”

      “But why question them at all?” she countered as she gestured to Caius.  “A man capable of changing into a dragon would have broken free of his bindings long ago, and yet he has not.”

      “Your Ladyship shows us great favor by trusting us whom she does not know,” Sage complimented her.

      “You have not the faces of scoundrels, but the bearing of well-traveled adventurers of whom my father often spoke,” she explained.

      “My Lady, in these dark times will you truly trust the words of ones whom you do not know and who were found trespassing upon your very doorstep?” the man persisted.

      She turned to him and smiled.  “I admire your loyalty and concern, Lord Mori, but here I believe there is no need.”

      “What if we proved ourselves?” I spoke up.

      All eyes fell on me, and the lord arched an eyebrow.  “Prove yourselves how?”

      I shrugged.  “We’re not bad at solving problems, even ones that cause ‘dark times.’  Maybe we could help with yours.”

      Her ladyship’s face fell a little and she sighed.  “Were it possible, but I believe I am asking too much when I inquire whether any of you are masters of the magical arts.”

      A sly smile slipped onto Sage’s face.  “I might have enough knowledge in that area to be of some assistance.”

      Her eyes widened and her adviser stiffened.  “Truly?  You are a learned man, one who is called a sage?”

      Sage bowed his head.  “I am, My Lady.  They call me Storm Sage because of my strength with the elements of the storm.”

      A dark shadow passed over her brow.  “It is not such an element which troubles us, but I fear there is a storm brewing.  I would be grateful if you would travel to a well not far from here and inspect the bindings.  I will have one of my servants lead you there.”

      “How do we know that you are a sage and not merely one who boasts of having the skills?” the lord challenged my grandfather.

      Sage smiled and opened one of his trapped hands.  Fire burst from his palms and burned his ropes to ashes.  He drew his hands in front of him and held them close together to form a circle.  A miniature storm erupted in the space between his palms.  Black clouds swirled and lightning shot from one palm to the other.

      The foxes gaped at the little trick before he clapped his hands together and extinguished the tempest.  “I hope that proves my credentials.”

      Her ladyship nodded her head.  “Completely.”

      “My Lady, this is too much to entrust to strangers!” Lord Mori protested.

      She smiled up at him.  “Then before they leave we must better know them.  My quarters are better suited for such jovial talk, and I will tell you all I know about the well so that your inspection will be less likely to be fruitless.  Guards, unbind them.”

      “No need for me,” Caius spoke up as he pulled his bound hands apart.  The rope snapped like string cheese and fell to the ground.

      Her ladyship covered her mouth with her sleeve to hide her amusement.  “Then if you would follow me.”
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      Her ladyship led us into the corridor and down the wood floor halls to the very heart of the house.  The largest of the rooms was situated in the center with two doors, one on the back wall and the other on the front.  The space had a thick mat for a floor and the cushions were softer.  A throne of cushions sat in the middle, and her ladyship set herself down upon them while we were given the others.

      The fox woman I had seen along the porch stood behind our hostess and eyed us with great curiosity.  Her ladyship gestured to her companion.  “I must credit your coming to my attention by Sakura’s quick eyes and even quicker feet.”

      “We’re grateful to both,” I spoke up.

      “What of this well you spoke of earlier, My Lady?” Sage wondered.

      She smiled.  “First, let us introduce ourselves to one another.  My name is Lady Ayame Kitsune.  I am mistress of this house, the small village before it, and all the surrounding lands for several miles.”

      “You mentioned your father a short while ago,” Sage commented.

      “My great father-” She choked up a little, and Sakura laid her hand on the young woman’s shoulder.  Ayame set her own hand atop that of her servant and smiled up at her.  “My kind father passed away nearly a year ago.  Now I lead our clan during these troubled times.”

      “You’ve said that a couple of times,” Caius pointed out
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