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​Author's Note
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In this hectic world with all its demands, I do really appreciate the time you've given to me. I began writing this novel when I was twelve years old. Life has a habit of getting in the way and as I grew and learned and experienced life, this novel changed. What began as a daydream based on a My Little Pony cartoon has become so much more. Early iterations gave way to a more critical eye as the years passed. Stories changed, characters morphed, and in 2015 it finally coalesced into the tale of a young lady who was fairly certain she was the greatest to ever live. The story, told from D’Mique’s point of view with an omniscient eye that also jumps to other characters, is stilted on purpose. D’Mique believes herself to be the Bravest of All and a gift to others. Don’t we all think of ourselves this way when we are young and full of spirit and life? As she journeys through life, she quickly realizes that she may not be the perfect warrior she thought she was. She can barely sit a horse and is routinely harassed by her fellow soldiers. Despite this, she perseveres through to the end. If I were to rewrite this novel, that stilting might be more deftly handled. However, I am not about to rewrite this book again. I wrote it when I was twelve, rewrote it when I was fourteen, again when I was eighteen, and again in my thirties when I 

finally decided that it wasn’t going to get better and I couldn’t be a storyteller if I spent the entirety of my life writing a single novel over and over again without publishing it and sharing it with others. There were worse writers out there...some of them published even. So, D’Mique was pushed from the nest and out into the wilds of the indie publishing world.

That was nearly ten years ago. Since then, I’ve awakened two hours earlier than necessary, nearly every day of the year, to hone my craft as a storyteller and grow as a writer. As the years have passed, I have grown. Through that time, D’Mique’s story has become more complex, with the possibility of her actions leading to world-sweeping changes for her and her fellows. This introductory book must stand on its own for what it is. Flaws and all. I ask only that you. dear Reader, see it for what it is, a whirlwind tour of a world full of characters that grew as I did, and continue to grow to this day.

D'Mique's story continues beyond this novel in a planned quintology, and I hope you will join her on this journey.

Sherrie Anne Bakelar

May 2023

From Mistress Jay’s Collection
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​In the Temple of the Seers
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Crossing the Sea of Dreams, his supple leather palace boots making soft shushing sounds as he walked, the hooded cloaked figure was nearly invisible against the black marble walls and floor. At the far end of the room with the grandiose name, a soft blue light emanated from a large circular pool in the floor, illuminating a half-dozen forms seated at its edge, their faces hidden beneath their own black hoods. The cloaked figure stopped at the edge of the glassy surface, opposite the six seated figures. As he waited, the blue light faded on the tableau, drowning them all in a tense darkness. If the cloaked figure had been versed in Time magic, as the six figures seated across from him were, rainbow-hued tendrils of light would have danced through the room, spiraling in and out of the glassy circle. Instead, to him, the room remained dark until the glass circle dissolved, its surface replaced by a lazy whirlpool of deep purple mist that burrowed into the marble floor of the Sea of Dreams. When nothing further developed, the cloaked figure cleared his throat and addressed the others, "You summoned me, and I am here," he said, his bass voice thrumming across the misty pool and echoing off the marble around them.

"We have prepared a vision for you, Master," one of the six seers intoned, her voice dry and papery, soft with age. The whirlpool grew lighter, and as the mist cleared, images playing across the glassy surface. Pictures of people emerged, some familiar to the cloaked figure others not. Their lips moved while their faces contorted with various emotions—a silent vision holding anger, sorrow, and fear.

"A Greater Daemon approaches, Master. Gather your forces," a second seer commanded. The Master glanced across the pool at the motionless figures.

"Listen well," a third voice, as deep as his and all too familiar added. The seers chanted in unison as the light faded,

Lady Warrior, Mage of Man

Earth Sons from the mountains high

And Children of the Moon Clan.

One for Shadow, Two for Light,

Five for when the lifeblood flows.

Three to taunt him,

Two to look him in the eye,

And one for the killing blow.
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​The Bravest of All
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Sunlight gleamed off the blade as D'Mique twirled the long sword in front of her. The daemons charged across the field, a seething mass of black bodies and blade-like legs surrounding her, leaving her alone on the hilltop with no escape. Little did the daemons know that they faced the greatest swordswoman in the village! She cut into the first too-human torso, the creature's coarse black hair proving to be little protection against her flashing blade. Daemon after daemon pounced on her. Bravely, she fought her way through the horde. Blades, claws, and fangs tried for her but, miraculously, she remained unscathed through the battle. "Admit it!" she shouted as a remnant of the enemies regrouped, facing her with determined scowls firmly planted upon their goat-like features, "You are no match for my amazing skill and unwavering strength!" Screaming, she charged the daemons, slicing through them with ease. Triple suns setting behind her, the last daemon fell at her feet, its severed goat head rolling away down the hill. D'Mique stood alone on the field of battle, the daemon corpses, their blood feeding the earth lay all around her. Wind tossed her loose hair, blowing it out of her face as she turned to survey the destruction. From behind her the village cheered her name, "D'Mique! D'Mique! D'Mique!" She turned toward the grateful villagers, raising her sword in a salute to victory, acknowledging their gratitude—

A deep gong sounded signaling the end of the day's lessons. D'Mique blinked, chasing away the daydream. She stared down at the open textbook before her as her classmates shuffled papers and stuffed books back into bags before filing out of the room, the school day finally over. She closed her book, tossed her deep black braid back over her shoulder and stood, packing away the book and her notes. Sighing, she made her way out of class. "Twenty-four days," she reminded herself, "Just twenty-four days." These last three cycles of primary school were torturous. "How can I sit through any more classes!" she fumed silently. Around her, children of all ages bustled past. Some, those in her same age cadre, shuffled as she did. No doubt they were counting the days as anxiously as she, though for different reasons. True, as a Child of Man, she was not expected to continue her education beyond the primary level. Of all her cadre, only one had applied to a secondary academy. Only one planned to leave the village. And for that audacity only D'Mique was gawked at, whispered about behind her back—not quite low enough for her to not know they ridiculed her. The rest of the young adults her age looked forward to signing land deeds, taking over farming and business duties from parents and even marrying! It was the simple life: A spouse, some children, and a village plot to farm. D'Mique sighed again. "Well once Mid-Summer is over, I will be well beyond the simple life," she thought. By High Summer D'Mique would be in the Shining City of Olimidia, petitioning for entrance into the Academy, the first step to realizing her dream.

As she shuffled along, her friend Salva melted from the crowd, "D'Mique," she greeted, "Where are you going?"

D'Mique shrugged in response, glancing down at her friend and silently noting the marriage knot Salva wore at the nape of her neck, her hair pulled up in a bun to show off the delicately twisted leather. "I don't know," D'Mique said, "The post box and then home. I have to check again for my last form."

Salva stopped, surprised for a split-second before continuing beside her. "That's it?" she asked, "No practicing? No shopping?" D'Mique shrugged and continued walking. Despite the marriage knot, Salva enjoyed tagging along on D'Mique's practice runs, pretending she could see the animal trails D'Mique followed through the underbrush and gamely holding the shield for her while D'Mique practiced her sword techniques.

"All I need is my last paper," D'Mique explained. She could feel Salva's cool gray eyes watching her.

"There's something you're not telling me, D'Mique," her friend accused.

D'Mique stopped, shocked, "I would never!"

"You're leaving the minute you get your papers, aren't you?" Salva said, suddenly angry.

"She can't really think that!" D'Mique thought, studying her friend's face. "No, Salva," she answered, "No. I will stay these last three cycles, I promise. Besides, I have to finish my schooling. The Academy insists that petitioners complete at least their primary education." Salva held her tongue though her eyes did not soften. D'Mique tried on a small smile, willing her friend to believe her. "I already have two strikes against me Salva, human and female. I can't add a third by not being educated."

After a moment they walked on in silence, leaving the village schoolhouse and starting along the cobblestone road. Neat single-story farmhouses lined the road, a small garden plot surrounding each one. For most of the residents their farm-plot was everything they owned and it was enough. As the friends neared the center of the village, the farms gave way to storefronts. When they reached the well at the center of town they stopped again. D'Mique surveyed the village square. Children played in the shade of the trees while farm wives ran errands. "It's all so...peaceful, so simple," she thought. She looked toward her own home, which lay north of the town center, just inside the fortified wall that kept the village safe from the outside world. Salva, the local banker's daughter, lived in a distinguished two-story home one street from her father's bank.

"I WILL stay these last three cycles Salva," she reiterated, returning her attention to her friend.

Salva looked away blinking too fast. "Oh, D'Mique," she sighed. "I know you will, but this village doesn't have anything for you. Once you leave you won't be back." Their eyes met and D'Mique fought not to flinch away from Salva's sadness. "I'll miss you," she said, fighting to hold her voice steady.

D'Mique smiled sadly and hugged her suddenly. "Oh Salva," she said against her friend's ear. "Is she right?" D'Mique thought, "I was planning on coming back. But will I? My mother returned after studying with the elves. But a surgeon is always a welcome addition. Will I be as welcome? Is there room for a Battle Lord or a War Hero here?" Breaking the hug, she took her friend's hand in her own. "I will not leave without saying goodbye, Salva. I promise," she said.

Salva nodded noncommittally, turning away and retrieving her hand. "I know," she said with a sigh. "You know, you've been talking about leaving for the military for so long. Now that the time has come it doesn't seem real." D'Mique couldn't find a reply. Her silence caused Salva to frown and sigh. "I'll see you tomorrow," she said before starting toward her home. D'Mique sighed as well, watching her friend wend her way home before starting north.

She made her way to the post office. Dusty cobblestones baked in the summer heat, the twin red suns shining down mercilessly. Although the shops were open, there were no patrons. Few people walked the streets in the afternoon heat, having finished their business in the cool of the morning. The small post office squatted just inside the north gate while the gate itself sat open to the wilderness beyond. D'Mique slowed as she neared them. Beyond the gate the fields of wild flowers and short grass ringed the town, calling to her. She gazed longingly at the outside world for a few minutes. Those flowered fields formed a defensive perimeter around the village. Anything trying to fight its way into the town would have to cross a hundred yards of open space. And things did want to fight their way in. Monstrous things lived in the pine forest that loomed nearby, its deep green contrasting with the yellowing grasses.

The villagers called it the Dark Forest, and it was a known daemon stronghold. Why her ancestors had chosen to live here, in the heart of daemon territory, she did not know. The daemon's hatred wafted from the forest, carried by the breeze. It was as if the forest rather than its denizens hated the Children of Man. Only the bravest villagers ventured off the small dirt track that wound through the trees. Those who did not leave the trail simply hurried from one walled village or fort to the next until they reached either the Fanterra Plain to the north or the Great Desert in the south. A half-hearted breeze blew into town, not quite ruffling the pennants high up on the wall or the knee-length skirt of D'Mique's school uniform. Dragging her eyes away from the forest and the fields, she shuffled into the post office.

Small openings lined the walls of the quiet wooden building, the village's families' names printed in large neat letters below each one. Just as yesterday, the warm filtered sunlight fell across empty boxes. Disappointment filling her, she went back out and walked up to a gate guard, Ol' Thom she realized, closing the distance. "Isn't the mail late?" she asked. Thom nodded lazily, not looking at her. He scratched at the graying stubble that coated his chin, blue eyes dancing across the defensive fields. "It should have been here yesterday," she continued. "Is anyone going out to look for it?"

Ol' Thom eyed her suspiciously before answering, "Now, don't be getting any ideas, girl. Your mother wouldn't allow it," he said, assuming the direction their conversation was about to take.

"How do you know what my mother wouldn't allow?" D'Mique snapped before repeating, "Is anyone going to go look for it?" She cut off his reply adding, "What if the daemons got it?"

Ol’ Thom paled at her words. "You should be home," he retorted, a hint of color blossoming in his cheeks. "Let the guards worry about it. Why anyone taught you to use a sword, I'll never know."

D'Mique glared, remembering how she'd pestered the guards into teaching her basic swordsmanship. Teaching a ten year old girl how to use a sword had been a game to the guards, something to do in order to fight off boredom. But she had continued her training well beyond the 'cuteness' stage and into the 'deadly' one. "Here it comes," she thought, "The Speech. The one about being only human and a girl and about staying in town and on her farm, going to dances, knitting clothes, cooking!" She walked away.

"You should worry about finding a husband not fighting daemons!" Ol’ Thom called after her. D'Mique did not turn around. She wished, not for the first time, that humans were daemon-spawn, that a Greater Daemon could be found in her ancestry. If there had been one, then her eyes would have blazed with red fire, proof of her anger and proof of her determination. "I will leave this town!" she screamed in her head, "My mother has signed all the forms! She knows all about following your dreams! Only one form is missing! One form keeping me from my dreams! And it's late!" As she fumed her steps grew faster, almost carrying her past her farm.

Her mother was out front hoeing a patch of peas. She looked up as D'Mique entered the yard slamming the gate closed behind her. Twin green eyes met, one pair ablaze, the other brimming with soft laughter. Anika sighed, "What's wrong, D'Mique?"

"The mail shipment is late and the guards are afraid to go look for it!" At her words, a soft smile smoothed her mother's wrinkled face.

"Oh, D'Mique, you're the only one brave enough to test the Dark Forest. You know that," her mother said, sarcasm lacing her words. "Fool guards anyway. I would tell you to ignore them but—" she trailed off and shrugged.

"That old geezer told me to find a husband!" D'Mique continued, waving back toward the gate. Anika laughed at her daughter's words. She shook her head when D'Mique's glare turned murderous.

"I hear that a lot too, D'Mique," she said. "I think that's why I chose not to remarry after your father died. But at least I was married once; at least I came back after studying with the elves. I had a child and I have a farm." She smiled, "They just don't know what to make of you. Your dream is bigger, even bigger than mine. Sometimes I don't know what to make of it either," she finished her smile turning sad.

"But the men being paid to protect us are afraid of their own shadows. What if a horde attacked? We'd all be slaughtered!"

Smiling, Anika returned to her peas, "Well, we'd have you to protect us, right?" she asked.

"Mom," D'Mique said with a hint of irritation.

Anika divided her attention between the peas and her daughter. "I know you think that you're the bravest of us all, but I think the guards can hold their own against daemons." Eyes twinkling, hoe working, she continued, "Don't forget who taught you. Just because they can't understand you doesn't mean they have nothing to offer."

"They taught me the basics as a joke," D'Mique scoffed, "The rest I taught myself."

"Yes, I know," Anika said.

"I'm going to find that mail shipment," D'Mique announced.

Anika stopped suddenly and looked up at her. "What, now?" A glimmer of fear entered her eyes. "It's nearly dark. You'll never make the fort!"

"No not now, first thing tomorrow," D'Mique said crossing her arms over her chest in defiance.

"And what about school?"

"School? This is more important than school! What if the daemons did attack? What if there are survivors? I could be their only hope!"

Anika laughed, shaking her head, "Okay, okay," she motioned for her daughter to settle down. "You're right. There could have been an attack and there might be a survivor or two waiting for a hero. The daemons have been growing bolder lately." She looked off towards the Dark Forest as if she could see it through the wall beyond their plot. D'Mique followed her gaze. If the daemons attacked the village, overpowering the guards and destroying them all, how long would it be before anyone found them? Would anyone beyond the forest care? "When you get to Olimidia, D'Mique, tell them about the daemons here. Tell everyone who will listen. They need to know. The goblins and elves seem to have forgotten their promise to protect us. Remind them of that," Anika said, interrupting D'Mique's thoughts.

"I will mom." D'Mique promised before adding, "I'll be able to catch up at school. I know I will. I'll only be gone a day."

"You'd better," Anika said with a hint of warning in her voice. "Now, before you rush off to save us all, go make dinner."

"Ha, ha," D'Mique said without humor as she headed for the house.
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D'Mique woke before the suns. Ignoring her school uniform, she dressed in combat armor instead, pulling on thick dark brown leather leggings, stout black boots made for traveling, a light gray cotton shirt with long sleeves, and a jerkin, lined with metal rings, green in color to match her eyes. She pulled a small sword from her wardrobe and strapped its worn scabbard around her waist. After pulling her hair back into a tight bun, she was ready to face the wilderness. But her first stop was her mother's room where she shook Anika awake, "Mom, I'm leaving," she said.

Anika's eyes flicked open and she smiled. "Be careful, D'Mique," she whispered, "Come back to me."

"I will, mom. I will," D'Mique promised as she laid a kiss on her mother's cheek. Then wrapping her determination around her, she left.

Despite the early hour, many villagers were already up and starting the day's work, hoping to finish before the summer heat grew too great. Col, the first red sun, was just beginning to peek over the horizon and its fiery twin, Nix, would follow shortly. Later this morning the system's third star, Rysk, also known as the Ghost Moon, would rise. Those villagers D'Mique passed in the streets slowed enough to look her way in disapproval. She ignored them as she always did. The guards had opened the gate at dawn. Although they barely glanced at her as she left, she could feel the same disapproval emanating from them that had followed her from home.

Beyond the gate, she pulled her short sword and took a quick swipe at the long grass beside the road. Her determination wavered despite this half-hearted attempt to rid herself of the town's rejection as she contemplated the mission she'd set herself. Beyond the walled village, the world seemed quiet, even lonely. Away from the bustle of the early morning, birdsong and insect hum replaced the clang of tools and creaking of machinery. As an optimistic breeze rustled through the tall grass and whispered in the distant pines, D'Mique heaved a deep sigh, trying again to push the villagers' disapproval away as she continued her trek down the small dirt road toward the trees.

She did not look back as she neared the huge pines. Instead, she stopped to stare at them, picking out the dappled sunshine at their edges and the deep shadows beyond. The trees demanded silence, reverence from those who traveled alone through them. The villagers were familiar with the vague sense of foreboding that drifted across the field and the stories that explained it. D'Mique grew up hearing stories of the fantastical monsters living just beyond the deepest shadows, legends and stories even worse than the daemons that actually lived there. But with the passing of childhood the myths lost their hold on her and she had been to the Dark Forest often enough to know that she was relatively safe during the day. It was only at night that the daemon's, like all daemon-spawn, came out. She paused at the tree line standing in the soft sunlight of the meadow, listening to the shushing sound of the wind in the trees and contemplating the distinct shadows underneath them. Beneath the boughs it was still nearly dark this early in the morning. But the forest's coolness reached for her as she stood there and she moved forward into the shadows' embrace.

Because the towering trees sheltered it from much of the weather, the road D'Mique walked through the forest was in good repair. Unseen birds chirped in the branches above her as buzzing insects and the rustle of small animals in the undergrowth accompanied her steps. Each stride took her further from the villagers' scorn, rebuilding her confidence and determination. The forest had always accepted her she felt. Every time she entered it, she felt as if she ought to just continue walking and this morning was no exception. "A day's walk between the fort and the next town and after that I will be out on the Fanterra Plain," she said aloud, her mind wandering. "Out of the village forever and never to return," she smiled until she remembered Salva and her promise. "Perhaps not this time," she reminded herself silently, "I promised to say goodbye. But soon. Soon I will just keep walking until I reach the Fanterra Plain."

She met no one else on the road as she walked, time passing slowly and uneventfully, the only change of pace occurring when the first pangs of hunger hit, and she strayed from the track just far enough to find a berry bush where she stopped to eat. Taking a swig from her canteen she peered up through the trees, trying to judge the positions of the suns. While dressing this morning, she had been certain that she would find the mail wagons just within the forest, creaking along, the drivers apologizing for their lateness and explaining how they had been victims of a broken wheel or a dead horse or one of a thousand other things. However, morning had turned to midday and there had been no sign of the wagons. Her confidence waned. She would have to spend the night in the fort she decided, hiding from the creatures that roamed the darkness craving human flesh. Returning to the road, she sighed, "Maybe the wagons are at the fort. For some reason they needed to stay there an extra day or two." 

As she walked, the trees thinned, allowing a better look at the sky. Rysk's hazy blue disk had joined the Fiery Sisters, Nix and Col. D'Mique stopped, pondering their relative positions for a moment. The twin red stars were slipping toward the horizon and would be setting in about four hours, leaving just the Ghost Moon to light the night sky for a couple paltry hours before he set as well. Scowling she quickened her pace, racing the suns—she had to reach the fort before nightfall. The remaining hours of the day passed quickly, and near sunset the trail rose slightly as it climbed a small hill. Despite the imminent darkness, quiet ruled the fort that lay beyond the hill. "It's likely that the only guests are the missing postal workers and this close to night they will all be huddled inside," she thought as she clambered to the top, a smug smile crossing her lips. She had reached the fort, one of many that lined the trade roads within The Dark Forest, with time to spare!

But as she looked down on the small indefensible clearing, her smile faltered, her mind grew blank. Her vision grew fuzzy around the edges and ice water poured through her. Then her eyes fell on the blackened smoldering timber that lay scattered around the clearing. The fort was gone! A massacre greeted her. A stray breeze danced against her skin, carrying the sickly sweet smell of rotten meat, meat that had once been horse and human, up the hill. Her hands tingled, adrenaline flooding her system. D'Mique turned from the sight collapsing to her knees, the tangible scent of death coating her tongue. Gagging, she closed her eyes, sweat breaking out across her brow and upper lip. She stayed there, on her knees, hunched over with her eyes closed, taking shallow breaths and waiting for her stomach to settle as the minutes dragged by. With her eyes shut, the glimpse she'd had of the ruined clearing became more defined. "No, no, no," she repeated as her mind's eye watched sharp jagged shadows and darkening pools of flesh and blood solidify, moving from unbelievable to real. The buzz of flies and the rustle of wings as scavenger birds took flight confirmed her worst fears. The fort had been attacked! "Everyone's dead," she thought.

She weathered the initial reaction but remained immobile, mind reeling as she tried desperately to think. Coherent thoughts refused to form. The voice in her head simply repeated over and over, "Everyone's dead!" "Everyone's dead!" Then it struck her, releasing a second surge of adrenaline. "If they're still here," she thought, "they'll be coming for me while I'm sitting here!" Her eyes flew open head darting to either side as she quickly surveyed her surroundings and scrambled to her feet drawing her sword. No blades, no black-haired bodies and no daemons appeared. D'Mique lowered her sword and took a shuddering shallow breath, her free hand involuntarily covering her mouth and nose in an attempt to keep the offensive smell away. "A horde attack!" her mind screamed as her eyes fell on the carnage again. Songbirds still sang in the trees, the suns still shone across the world setting slowly on the scene. "What did they care?" she asked herself, "Slaughtered humans were nothing to the birds or the suns." D'Mique forced herself to move forward. "How? How could a daemon horde take out the fort?" she wondered as she took a slow step down the hill.

She thought again of the narrow clearing, envisioning daemons pouring from the trees at dusk, trees that hugged the fort walls rather than growing at a respectable distance. "And daemons are willing to challenge Rysk's waning light for a chance to harvest some human flesh," she concluded looking at the Ghost Moon. Nodding, she surveyed the clearing again. She was thinking clearly again, her panic channeled into something more productive. She had found the mail wagons of that she was sure, and somewhere down there, amidst the death, was her permission form. "I have to go down there," She thought. "I have to get closer!" Swallowing, her throat dry enough to make the act painful, she forced herself to continue moving despite her shaking knees. She tried not to let her eyes linger on the carnage. Rotting remains in piles of red, black, white and gray, littered the clearing. Broken wagons smoldered in the blue light of the Ghost Moon along with the tall timbers of the fort, which had turned to ash and charcoal. "I don't want to remember this," she pleaded silently, "but I know I will."

She rounded a wagon bed that had been tipped on its side during the battle and stopped, pulling up sharply, bewildered. Lying in the debris was an elf. D'Mique shook her head, eyes closed, and then looked again. What she could see of the pale face was unblemished and she could just see the tip of one pointed ear between the limp strands of long wispy white hair framing the narrow face. "Definitely an elf," she thought taking a step closer, trying to remember if she'd ever actually seen an elf or only pictures of them. "Elves rarely come this way—they spend most of their time with the more important races," she argued with herself as she studied him. Although his lower body lay hidden under a cloak and a congealed pool of blood surrounded him there were no visible wounds on his thin bare chest. His upper body seemed well-muscled rather than soft. "Not a merchant then," she thought with a smile, "He's not flabby enough." That meant he was probably a warrior. Her mother's stories rose unbidden speeding D'Mique's heart. Although slight of build the elves were fierce. And the elfin villages beyond the Dark Forest specialized in hunting daemons. Anika had gone to live with those elves to learn medicine, the kind of medicine a human could do. And she had always had patients to practice on. D'Mique took another slow step toward the elf, leaning closer pondering his presence in that strange battlefield. Had he stood by the door while the daemons forced it open? Was his blade drawn and bloody when he fell by the wagon?

The elf's eyes slid open. D'Mique caught the surprised squeal in her throat but jumped backward safely out of reach. Her sudden movement focused the elf's eyes on her. The beetle black orbs—no whites visible and no differentiation between pupil and iris—glittered feverishly. "My legs are broken, human," he whispered after a moment. "Did you come to stare? Either help me or finish me." They stared at each other for a long moment. When D'Mique remained motionless the elf scowled closed his eyes and dismissively turned his head away from her.

D'Mique studied him a moment longer taken aback by his words. Questions swirled through her mind but stuck in her throat. Instead she said, "The suns are setting, elf. My village, Dornak, is a day's walk south of here." She stopped, waiting for something more from him. He remained motionless and silent. "Perhaps," she continued, "a warm fire and food for the night would be a better option than killing you?" The elf turned to look at her again, an odd mix of anger and relief creasing his forehead. He nodded his agreement with her suggestion before his eyes slipped closed again. Cautiously, she sat down near him and rummaged through her pack looking for her fire kit. As she worked she continued to glance around the clearing. "Will the daemon's return?" she pondered aloud.

Her words caused the elf's eyes to flicker open. "They haven't yet," he whispered. She slowly unpacked the tinderbox, weighing his words, watching his face carefully. He stared back, emotionless.

"I'll get some firewood. A fire will have to be good enough for the night," she said, standing. Wood was plentiful and she found more than enough to last the night without straying far. Returning to her tinderbox she soon had a small fire crackling just beyond the rim of the wagon bed. As the warmth grew, the elf opened his eyes again and studied her. "I have food and water, if you don't," she said offering her canteen. The elf nodded, slowly, making a feeble attempt to rise. D'Mique shuffled around the fire and helped him take a drink. Then she handed over a packet of travel rations, dried meat and hard biscuits. She noted the calluses on his hands as he took the packet. "Muscles and calluses," she thought, "Whoever he is, he's used to hard work." Despite her remaining unanswered questions they ate in silence, D'Mique helping the elf to a second drink as Rysk set, leaving the firelight alone to push back the darkness.

The elf continued watching her as she ate, his eyes reflecting the yellow-orange flames. "You mentioned your village," he began as she finished, "Dornak?"

D'Mique nodded, "yes." The elf studied her a moment longer before struggling to his elbows and pulling a small pack out from under his cloak. D'Mique watched him but made no move to help. He rummaged through it a moment and then pulled out a small scroll tube.

"Are you D'Mique?" he asked, "Ah," he continued as she glared at him, "I suppose that's a yes."

"How did you know?" she whispered.

The elf smiled slightly. "I am Sylus of the Academy. Here," he held the tube out to her, "I was sent here to deliver this into your hands and escort you to your field class." As he spoke his voice grew stronger until the last words came out in a smooth baritone, carrying the edge of command, "It's your final permission form."

D'Mique leapt to her feet and hurried around the fire taking the tube from him and popping it open, shaking out the form to read it. The form dissolved her mother's parental obligations, making D'Mique an adult by law, if not by age, three seasons early since children could not join the military and she wouldn't reach full adulthood until the coming Harvest. With her mother's signature on this form, the final strand would be cut and she, D'Mique, would be free to leave the village forever. She looked up at Sylus. "Thank you," she said though it seemed inadequate. "He's a soldier from the Academy," she thought to herself, all of her observations confirmed and some of her questions answered. Silence grew around them again and Sylus slowly lay back. "Will you be able to move in the morning?" D'Mique asked after she'd read the form again and returned to her side of the fire.

"I should be able to with your aid, Lady," he sighed, "I have lain here six days. I will survive one more night."

D'Mique studied him for a moment trying to reconcile his condition with the stories every villager knew about elves, the things her mother had told her. "Shouldn't you have healed by now?" she asked.

Sylus glared at her. "What do you mean?" he asked.

"Well, your elfin healing powers," she said, frowning in confusion and trailing off.

Sylus chuckled in response. "While we do heal faster than humans, I fear that any stories you may have heard regarding elfin healing are shamefully exaggerated. Although some who are specially trained can heal themselves and others, I am not trained as a healer and my powers are only able to heal the smallest of flesh wounds in three or four days. Broken bones, I'm afraid, take me several cycles to heal." She studied the elf a moment, her eyes traveling down across the cloak that covered his lower body. "But," he continued, "I'm sure you have other things to prepare before you leave your village. I will have time to regain the use of my legs."

D'Mique nodded slightly, "I have three more cycles of Primary Education," she informed him. "I must finish school before leaving."

"Three cycles?" A slight hint of surprise, perhaps fear, tinged the question but he nodded slightly and continued, "Yes, time enough to heal." They lapsed into silence again, the small fire crackling between them. "Sleep, Lady," Sylus said a moment later, "I will keep the watch and wake you if trouble comes." Pausing, he studied her, brow furrowed. "You do wear that sword as a tool, not a decoration?" he asked.

D'Mique smiled broadly standing and drawing her sword. The blade glinted in the firelight, deadly and beautiful at the same time. "The guards taught me the basics, Sir. Nothing pretty, but all of it effective," she responded.

Sylus nodded slightly, skepticism raising an eyebrow. "Call me Commander, not Sir," he said as an afterthought as D'Mique sheathed the sword and sat down again.

"Yes, Commander," she said, a thrill running through her as his previous words played through her mind. "He was sent to escort me to my field class! I've already been accepted into the Academy and I won't have to petition for entry nor prove myself in battle first!" she thought.

"Rest now," Sylus continued, interrupting her thoughts. Nodding, D'Mique stretched out beside the fire watching the flames dance between the branches and studying the elf until her eyes closed and her mind drifted away.

Sylus watched D'Mique until she had fallen asleep before he struggled to a sitting position. "What providence," he wondered, "brought this human to me? Any human would have saved me from dehydration. But one of the humans I came here to find?" He shook his head in a vain attempt to dislodge the disbelief that had sprouted. Quietly he lifted the cloak from his legs and peaked underneath. Bloody rags that had once been his shirt clung to his thighs, hiding the deep wounds and shattered bones. "Elf meat is best kept fresh," the daemon in his memory growled. As with so many other skirmishes, the battle for the fort was little more than a blur in his memory. Finding himself on his back in the dirt Sylus struggled to regain his feet as two daemons closed in on him, one of them readying a killing blow. But its companion stopped the sword, a fang-laced grin on its face. Defiant, he met the grin with a haughty glare—a glare that gave way to screams of pain as the daemons cut his flesh from his bones, one holding him down while the other one worked. Somewhere in the pain his thigh bones snapped. Then a soft darkness claimed him. When he had awakened the daemons had gone, his traveling companions slaughtered in their wake.

Pain creasing his forehead, Sylus dismissed the vision and gingerly removed a few of the linen strips. The flesh of his thighs was filling in almost visibly fast in order to stop the flow of blood, but his legs were still just so much raw meat. Seeing the wounds again brought a soft sob of pain from his throat. He closed his eyes tight and waited for the wave of nausea to pass. "They still won't be closed over before the girl sees them," he thought. "I'll have to warn her before she splints them." He covered the wounds again, first with the rags then with his cloak. Lying back he waited a moment for the throbbing pain to subside.

Despite the darkness and the feebleness of the fire nothing disturbed them during the night. Near dawn the fire sputtered and died. With the warmth gone and the suns' light an hour distant, Sylus pulled his cloak tight up under his chin. Slowing his breathing he retreated into meditation and as his mind quieted his senses sharpened. The pines surrounding him whispered into his head while the grass beneath him caressed away his pain. He sent his senses further afield sensing other plant life. Bushes of the undergrowth entwined together, forming a nest around him that mirrored the contours of the clearing. Below him in the cool earth, seeds waited, eternally patient. When he lost sense of himself as a separate entity, when he was one with all the plants around him, he sent his conscious mind drifting away from his physical body and into the Mage Realm.

As his mind superimposed the Mage Realm over the physical world, the rocks, trees, and wagon debris shifted color to muted blues, grays, and purples. A diffuse illumination lit the night, pooling hazy shadows under and around the drab objects. In his mind Sylus recreated his body, as he saw himself, standing, his legs whole, beside his real body. Just as with any other construct within the muted world, the Mage Realm body did not actually exist. Instead it served only to anchor the wandering conscious of the mage who chose to step away from the physical world and enter the Mage Realm, the first step to performing magic for most mages. Against the muted blues of the physical world Sylus' real body glowed bright green infused with the Life magic that defined elves as a species. But the whirlpool of green light that marked his real body wasn't the only bright color. Golden rivers of Earth magic coursed along the ground, one of them forming eddies near his glowing green body. The lady sleeping near him did not glow green. Instead her form in the Mage Realm was a nest of red sparks—Fire magic. Sylus lifted his gaze as if scenting the air. The sky above him was a miasma of pale blue and storm gray, a mixed cloud of Air and Water magic. Only when a mage could see the bright colors of the Mage Realm could he or she hope to influence them and perform magic.

From the flow of Earth magic near his feet he felt a familiar tug, as if something pulled at the center of his being, dragging him forward. It was a familiar sensation and relief flooded through him. "Master?" he called out in his mind. Even before the word had left his lips the Mage Realm dissolved around him, sending his consciousness spinning, falling into a close darkness.

The answer came, "I am here, Sylus." The deep thrum of the Earth Master's voice filled the dark void around Sylus. As he continued to tumble slowly through the endless dark, the Master's voice sank into his being. Despite falling into a sudden darkness, Sylus smiled. He had been in this pocket realm, a construct of the Mage Realm as real as his current body, countless times before. It was as comforting to him as his own home. But he was spinning uncontrollably through the dark and that was disconcerting. Despite his depleted magic he mustered what power he could, calling on the pocket realm to bend to his will. First he tried to stop tumbling, managing only to slow his speed to a lazy spin. Then hoping to create a floor in the darkness and stop by running into it, he tried again to force change upon the pocket realm. He might as well have tried to think his way through a boulder. The dark pocket belonged to one of the strongest mages in the world and it would not change for a mere elfin warrior. With an inward sigh Sylus gave up trying to change his surroundings and returned his attention to his Master.

Instead of words Sylus dug up his memories of the attack and sent them into the darkness. Remembered Black Daemons leered in the dark, torturing and killing; horses screaming, trampling humans and daemons; mornings filled with blood and thirst and pain; and D'Mique's sudden appearance, all traveled along the golden Earth forcelines in the Mage Realm unaffected by the appearance of the dark pocket. A moment later, a pink mist gathered around Sylus surrounding his constructed body, slowly dispelling the suffocating darkness. As the blackness parted and the pink mist expanded, a floor formed bringing him to a sudden stop. It was not his floor, not the soft rug he had tried to create. Instead stone tiles rubbed against his face and hands as he worked to right himself. The pink mist was another familiar pocket realm and Sylus knew without looking that the cloaked figure of the Earth Master stood before him. "Are you healing?" his Master asked with a note of concern, his deep voice gravely like grinding millstones.

"Yes, Master, slowly," Sylus answered, struggling to a kneeling position, keeping his eyes down and his head bowed as he answered. "Though death may yet come for me. Your Lady will try to help me to her village in the morning."

"My Lady?" the Earth Master repeated, surprise coloring the words. But he quickly changed the subject, "I've been calling, trying to find you Sylus."

"I know, Master. I felt your call but my magic was diverted to healing and conserving fluid. The Lady brought me water and my wounds are healing, so I felt I could finally risk a short contact."

"Indeed." The Earth Master faded as the word drifted around him, the Master's constructed body dispersing with the mist. A second later Sylus lost his own constructed body, his consciousness returning to his real body. In his mind's eye, the bright elemental magic of the Mage Realm faded as well, followed by the muted colors of the alternate realm. At the last moment, just as Sylus poured his consciousness back into his physical body, the Earth Master spoke again, "I will contact the magistrate in Trinik and let Marco know what has happened and that your arrival will be later than expected."

"I live to serve, Master," Sylus answered opening his eyes, doubtful that his Master heard. He lay quiet, listening to the awakening forest as the Fiery Sisters peeked over the horizon and started their long climb. For a moment he tried ignoring the dizziness and thirst that rolled over him, the toll his journey into the Mage Realm had taken on his body, but he could not. With an inward sigh he propped himself up on his elbows and called out to D'Mique, "Lady!"

"Wha—" she started, green eyes flashing open as she scrambled to her feet.

"It's morning, Lady," Sylus began, "and we have work to do." He put on a half-hearted smile, "I fear I will prove to be a poor escort this day. My legs need splinting before we can travel, and I should warn you," he hesitated, staring at her, measuring the strength in her eyes, "the daemons butchered my legs before leaving me for dead," he said at last. "Also I will need you to recover my blade before we leave."

She met his measuring look with a glare, "I am not afraid of blood, Commander," she said tightly, "I am a warrior and my mother is a surgeon, an elf-trained surgeon," she added with a small nod.

With a brief answering glare he pulled off the cloak revealing the old bloody bandages. D'Mique gasped at the sight, "Oh no." Rarely had she seen such a mess of a wound. "You should have shown this to me last night," she chided absently as she knelt beside him and pulled the bandages back with a soft wet sound. The wounds were still several inches deep, most of the muscle gone. White bone shone through the remnants of flesh. D'Mique returned the bandages to their place and sat quietly for a moment struggling again with her stomach as waves of nausea ran through her, leaving her sweaty and shaking. She stared at the ground, not wanting to add the wound to her memories.

"Well, Commander," she said after a moment, her voice only half as shaky as she felt, "we'll use your cloak and some planks from the wagon beds to make a stretcher. We'll have you in Dornak in no time." Her optimism sounded forced even to her ear. Swallowing she studied the elf for a moment before pulling her belt knife out and attacking her shirtsleeves. He watched silently as she sliced the cloth forming about a dozen strips. Once she'd finished, she steeled herself and reached for his legs, working quickly to change the bandages and bind the new ones in place. As she tied the last strips over the huge holes in Sylus' thighs she glanced up, catching her reflection in the elf's pure black eyes. "I look so pale," she thought, swallowing.

When she'd finished, she stood, sighing, and checked the sky. Locating the twin suns, she judged it to be just short of mid-morning. There was still a great deal to do and the day was passing quickly. "Thinking about it won't get it done," she chided herself. Grimacing she started on the wagon bed, straining against the nails that held it together and eventually wrenching two long planks from it. Propping them on the wagon tongue and surveying them she thought, "I need a saw." She looked around at the carnage-strewn clearing, her eyes glancing over the rotting forms almost growing accustomed to their presence, "There should be one somewhere around here," she thought as she said aloud, "I'll be back." and started toward the blackened remains of the fort.

She made her way through the burnt timbers and piles of rubble, the remains of three more wagons that occupied the clearing. In the center, the walls of the fort had burned to the ground; only their stone foundations remained dusted with charcoal, the acrid scent of wood smoke mingling with the sweet smell of decay. Her eyes tracked along the ground trying to pick out the outline of a saw. She stopped to investigate every metal object that caught her eye, most proving to be only bits of silverware, while others, despite being larger, had no cutting edge. Finally she pulled a thick piece of black metal with a crescent-shaped blade from a pile of rocks. "Ah," she said, hefting the short-handled battle-ax, "A daemon weapon." She swung it experimentally, first with a one-handed grip, then with two. "Well, it'll cut wood," she whispered to herself though she couldn't see using it for any other reason. Shouldering the weapon she hurried back to Sylus.

Soon the wagon planks lay in four pieces, two smaller ones to splint Sylus' legs and two larger ones to use as a stretcher. Using the strips from Sylus' cloak to fashion the splints she gingerly tied the boards to his legs. Then she turned her attention to making a stretcher with the longer boards. When she finished she stood back, admiring her work momentarily. Smiling, she wiped her brow as she spoke, "Okay, Commander, we're ready." She dragged the cloak and wagon stretcher next to Sylus who had managed to sit upright, and stood back waiting.

Sylus grimaced in reply while running a pale hand through his long white hair, "Suddenly a foot is a mile," he said, setting his jaw, looking at the stretcher next to him. Gritting his teeth he used his arms to lift his body from the ground and onto the litter, a small whimper of pain escaping. Gingerly D'Mique positioned his splinted legs on the litter as he took a shaky breath.

"Right. A quick look around," D'Mique said as she drew her sword, "and we're on our way."

"Lady," Sylus stopped her, "My elfin blade is somewhere out there. The daemons threw it into the brush."

"What does it look like?"

"It's an elfin blade," Sylus said after a split-second. "How many do you think you might find out there?" he asked sarcastically, brows furrowing. When she didn't move, he sighed, "The scabbard is blue and the hilt has a climbing rose set in it." With a single curt nod, D'Mique turned on her heel and walked away. First she made a large circle around the clearing finding no sign of life and no sword, then she left the clearing and searched the surrounding undergrowth staying just short of the forest. Near the end of her circle, she saw a glint of metal between the green leaves of a thicket. Smiling in both relief and triumph, she bent and retrieved the sword, picking it up by the leaf-covered blue velvet scabbard. D'Mique studied the sword. The leaves clung to the scabbard as she tried to pull them away but the plant held on tenaciously. She glared, studying it, following the plant's stem with her eyes as it grew out from the sword's hilt and wrapped around the pommels.

"Lady?" Sylus called from the clearing. With a shrug and a sigh, she started back toward him plant-covered scabbard in hand. A flash of visible relief crossed his face when she returned.

"Is this it, Commander?" she asked, handing the blue scabbard to him. He sighed as he took it from her, nodding. "I couldn't get the plant off it," she started as he grasped the hilt and drew the weapon, blood flaking from the blade. Sylus frowned at the dirty blade then smiled at D'Mique. Instead of returning the smile D'Mique watched the plant, its leaves shivering, its stems moving off the hilt and pommels as the vines caressed Sylus' hand. Then the plant withdrew and shrank in on itself wrapping tightly around the pommels out of the way.

"Thank you, Lady." D'Mique nodded absently eyes still on the plant. "We should get going," he goaded.

"Yes," D'Mique agreed, "We won't reach Dornak before dark, but we can make a start," she said with a bit of trepidation; the daemons would be out there in the dark. Sylus nodded, contemplating her as he returned the sword to its scabbard. He lay down as she picked up the litter near the elf's head and turned it toward home.

Maintaining a steady pace as she traveled the well-kept road took up all her concentration and the day passed quickly. At sunset she pulled off to the side looking for the Ghost Moon. Willpower alone allowed her to lower the litter to the ground instead of dropping it. Rysk stood at high noon his presence providing a slight respite before complete darkness fell. Weak though his blue light was it would likely keep the daemons at bay most of the night. She knelt beside the stretcher staring down at Sylus. His dark eyes surveyed her for a full minute before either of them spoke. "Do you need healing?" he asked.

"What?"

"Your back, your arms and your legs; do they need healing?"

"I'm sore, Commander, but I'll be fine without healing," she said, smiling and retrieving her canteen and travel rations from the litter. She helped Sylus take a drink and shared the rations with him. They ate in silence.

"When you've finished," he instructed, "find some wood and I'll start a fire; it may keep the daemons away after the Ghost Moon sets." D'Mique nodded and did as he asked. Soon a small pile of dead wood sat between them.

Sylus closed his eyes stepping into the Mage Realm. The rivers of Earth that engulfed the land glowed golden around him forming eddies at his feet. No pocket realms greeted him, he had entered the Mage Realm to work not communicate. Pulling at the sparks of Fire Magic that existed, almost lost in the maelstrom of green Life magic in his hands, he bent the magic to his will, directing Fire into the dry wood. Flames licked up from the center of the pile as he returned to the physical realm and opened his eyes. The fire that danced between them was a candy red in color.

D'Mique frowned at its color momentarily, wondering at it. "You just made a fire," she began her eyes remaining on the flames, "But you're an elf. I thought you only had healing magic."

Sylus nodded in reply, "Yes, it's true that Elfin magic is used for healing. My magic is all that has kept me alive since the attack; blood loss and thirst should have killed me days ago. But we can reach the other forcelines generally, although without a bonding our powers are limited." He paused a moment before adding, "calling Fire from your own hands is considered one of the basics, Lady. Most mages can do it, even when they can do nothing else."

With a nod she turned her attention outward, lost in her own thoughts on one level and straining to catch any sign of approaching daemons on another. Across from her Sylus lay propped on his elbows eyes closed. "Why did you apply to the Academy?" he asked at last opening his eyes.

She returned his gaze, the odd-colored fire reflected in the depths of his black eyes. "I just want to be a soldier. It's my dream," she shrugged.

"Humans have never before been accepted to the Academy. You do realize there is a great deal of pressure on you to succeed?"

"I have always held myself to a high standard Commander," she replied, but a sudden wave of uncertainty filled her. Silently she continued, "It's true that no human has ever been accepted. Why would they be?"

Sylus said with a smile, "My traveling companions had only good things to say about the Lady Warrior of Dornak."

D'Mique smiled wistfully but didn't reply aloud. "People praise me? Not in my village," she thought.

"Well, you seem strong enough," he added, "for a human." He paused a moment then added, "The fiercest fighters in the Black Lands are Vale Warriors—humans. It is said that the greatest thinkers up north beyond the Vast Wilds, are also humans."

D'Mique looked away and into the fire letting the silence grow around them as she pondered his words. "It's true we are the poorest species and unable to see the forcelines let alone touch them, weaker than goblins and Semians, and short-lived compared to your people," she said.

Sylus settled back on the litter, staring up at the stars glittering between the branches. "Still, there must be a reason we promised to keep your people safe, Lady," he replied after a moment.

D'Mique stared at him, jaw dropping, "You haven't forgotten the Promise?"

"Forgotten?" he returned her stare, honest confusion painted across his face.

"Yes," D'Mique said. "Many village elders claim that the goblins and elves have forgotten their Promise."

"We would never forget the Promise!" he replied, trying to sit up but failing as pain raced through him. He lay still for a moment settling for glaring at D'Mique until she looked away. He studied her for a time then sighed, "The reasons behind the Promise are lost to time Lady. But the custom of keeping the humans of the Nesting safe is an honored tradition."

D'Mique looked back at him, wondering silently, "Was the Promise behind my acceptance into the Academy?"

"You sleep first," Sylus offered at last. "I will wake you for the second watch." D'Mique nodded, lay down beside the fire, and was soon asleep.

Near dawn, shivering slightly from the early morning chill, D'Mique woke Sylus. She had spent the last hour of her watch cleaning the campsite and preparing for the final leg of their journey. "We'll make the village today Commander," she said, "and my mother will see to your wounds." She added with a smile, "She's elf-trained."

Sylus sighed, "Good news, indeed. Expending magic for the fire was a small necessity but it has weakened me."

D'Mique hoisted the litter and started for home as Sylus continued, "My Master was busy last night," he said, "He has given me extra magic to draw on in order to insure my survival, but even he cannot support me for very long."

"Your Master?"

"Yes. I am bound to the Earth Master," he said.

D'Mique stopped suddenly at his words a swell of panic washing over her. "He was here?" she stammered, fear dancing through her words.

Sylus chuckled. "No. He is safe in Dragon Ridge Fortress. We are joined together, servant to master."

"Oh," she said, though she did not quite understand the implication.

"It was Master Myrth," Sylus continued in an attempt to alleviate the fear he'd heard in her voice, "who secured your acceptance to the Academy. Although most fear the Masters, Master Myrth is your sponsor. You do not need to fear him."

"The Earth Master sponsored me at the Academy?"

"Of course, he sponsored both you and Marco. The High Generals at the Academy insisted he sponsor you since it was his idea to accept you. You can ask him more about it when we get to Dragon Ridge."

D'Mique's head spun as she tried to make sense of this new information. But before she could completely digest it she grasped onto the one thing that did make sense. "Wait, did you say Marco?" she asked.

"Yes."

"From Trinik?"

"Do you know him?" Sylus asked.

"I've heard of him. People say he's crazy."

"Not crazy, just magic."

"Really?" D'Mique asked, nearly dropping the litter. She looked over her shoulder, studying the elf, "A Mage of Man?" she asked, incredulous, watching for proof that he was joking.

"From what I've heard, I think so."

"But, humans have no magic."

Sylus shrugged. "I merely go where I am told to go," he said.

D'Mique shook her head and started again, thoughts chasing through her head, "The Earth Master sponsored me? One of the most powerful Mages on the planet sponsored me!" A second voice chimed in, "His anger can shake the earth! A glare can sour a farmer's fields for decades!" "Why would he choose me?" 

"Commander?" she asked, stopping again, her muscles starting to complain about the work. "You said we are going to Dragon Ridge. Will we be going on to Olimidia afterward?" Sylus did not answer her immediately and she looked over her shoulder at him. He was lying with his eyes closed a slight grimace on his face.

"No. I'm a field instructor," he said at last, his eyes remaining closed. "You and Marco are assigned to my class at Dragon Ridge."

"Just the two of us?" she asked, sudden suspicion lacing her question. If they had chosen to accept two token humans, it would not surprise her to learn that they were to be segregated.

"No, you will be joining six others." D'Mique faced forward again and continued down the road. "If you had been other than human," Sylus continued, "I would have simply sent letters instructing you to report to Dragon Ridge. But Master Myrth knew two humans would need an escort."

"The Masters keep the Promise?"

"We all keep the Promise, Lady."

"But the Masters are Semians."

"Well, Master Marladon is a Mortak. But the Promise holds all."

"Hmm," she responded still not sure she believed him. More thoughts for the long walk home.

It was late afternoon when D'Mique sighted her walled village. As she came into view guardsmen left the gate and ran to her. They demanded to know what had happened. Two men gently took the litter from her and ran ahead with Sylus shouting for Anika. The remaining guards continued to pepper her with questions, why had she been gone so long, where had she found the elf, what had happened?

"Daemons attacked the fort. They torched the postal wagon and the elf is the only survivor," she informed them pushing through the growing throng toward town. Some guards stopped at the news glancing warily back at the Dark Woods while others continued trailing beside and behind her. She was so tired from dragging Sylus all day that she didn't feel up to reveling in their reaction. Instead she concentrated on following the litter while the guards carrying it, making their way to her house, shouted all the way to her front gate.

Reaching her house, the guards placed Sylus on the guest bed and Anika gingerly removed the makeshift bandages. "You," she pointed to a guard at random, "run and fetch Nico." D'Mique moved up opposite her mother pulling out a surgical tray—a well-practiced routine.

Sylus eyed the implements on the tray as Anika removed the last layer of bandages, "I don't know what good suturing will do," he said.

"I am the surgeon, I will decide what is needed," Anika replied. She gasped at the sight revealed by removing the final bandage and looked up at her daughter. "How old is this wound?"

D'Mique surveyed Sylus' thighs, "He's healing nicely, mother. The bones were visible the last time I saw the wounds. Also, this along the edges, is completely new tissue." Anika looked up at Sylus' face.

"I am healing as quickly as possible," he said, a note of affront in his voice. "The blood loss has been astounding. I am dehydrated and in shock. My legs are broken beneath the wounds, above my knees."

Nico, Anika's assistant, burst in followed by the guard that had gone to fetch him. He stopped beside D'Mique studying the wounds. Anika let him assess them before asking, "Any suggestions?"

"Was this just done?" he asked, looking from Sylus to D'Mique and back to Anika.

"Five days old, now," D'Mique supplied, finally answering her mother's question as well.

Nico gasped. "But he's an elf. Shouldn't he be healed?" Sylus sighed audibly in exasperation and Anika suppressed a giggle.

"He's regenerating about an inch worth of tissue a day," D'Mique continued. "He says the bones will take a couple cycles to mend."

Nico leaned over the wound his long brown hair almost dipping into the blood. "No sign of infection or rot." He pursed his lips as his eyes grew serious. "We should keep the splints in place while the wounds close. It will take approximately four more days," he eyed the wound, "The wound is too wide to close with stitches. The elf has lasted five days already." Straightening he continued, "We should support his healing efforts with food and water. Warmth and quiet for shock. If he was a human I would suggest a blood transfusion. I don't know if human blood can help an elf."

Anika smiled wistfully, "No, the bloods do not mix." She looked at Sylus, "Do you have any further needs elf? Other than what my assistant recommends?"

Sylus closed his eyes, "An old plant. One with vigor and strength."

"A plant?" D'Mique and Nico chorused.

"Elfin magic comes from plants," Anika informed them. The three sat in thought for a moment.

"Alva has a clux brush in a pot. It's about three years old," Nico supplied.

Anika nodded, "Take some guards and fetch it. I'm sure Alva will let us borrow it when she knows why." Nico and a couple guards ran off.

D'Mique surveyed the crowded room and stepped forward. "The elf needs quiet, time to go," she informed them motioning toward the door. Unwilling to leave, the crowd departed slowly, throwing furtive glances between Anika, Sylus, and D'Mique. As they left they simply joined the growing crowd on the road in front of the house. Salva stood near the gate a relieved smile flitting across her face when she spotted D'Mique. They exchanged nonchalant waves before D'Mique turned away. "She thought I'd left for good," she realized, closing the door.
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​Marco of Trinik
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Marco stared out the second story window. Outwardly he watched wistfully as two of the baker's sons chased each other on the green. But he had no real interest in their play. Instead he was studying a wisp—a flash of color that no one else could see. This particular wisp darted just out of the corner of his eye, flashing through a myriad of blue and gray hues as it flitted about. All his life he had tried to study them to catch more than just a flash of color before they disappeared. He had learned early on that chasing the golden sparks that he often found floating in the underbrush led to laughter and chastisement; laughter from the other children and chastisement from his parents. Proper boys, they had said, do not chase imaginary fairies. It was only when he'd entered school that he'd realized he alone could see the colored wisps and sparks. Of course by that time everyone already knew he was...peculiar.

"Are you going out today?" his mother asked from the table behind him where she sat with her pile of mending. He sighed and closed his eyes a moment then turned to look at her.

"Would you rather I helped around the house?" he asked.

"One last day of chores?" she asked with a smile. "Marco, go outside. It'll be good for you to take one more look around and visit your friends once more." He shrugged, his broad shoulders nearly touching the
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