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Prologue
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”We need another girl”, the high seer said. ”This one won't last long.”

The other seers gazed upon the girl holding the chains, and saw he was right: she was on the other side of pain, closer to death than life. And still her hands held on to the chains which imprisoned four black dragons.

The high seer turned his back on her, and the procession of seers left her to hold on to the chains.

There had always been a girl holding the chains. There had always been dragons at the end of the chains. They flew, and the girl held them, and, in time, the seers replaced the girl.

That was the way of the world. A girl, four chains, four dragons.

This one had lasted a year. The high seer had put a spell on her, making her stronger, but still time was drawing near.

The girl needed to be replaced.

”I must look into the lake”, the high seer said, and the others mumbled in acceptance.

***
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Pain was gone.

Wind tore at her hair, her clothes, dragons tore at her arms, and she could no longer feel it. Pain was gone. All sensation was gone.

She opened her eyes, raised her head, and her dry lips broke as she smiled.

"I see you", she whispered into the wind, and the dragons soared around her, imprisoned by chains forged with magic.

***
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"What do you see, master?"

The novice was impatient, and the high seer shooed him off with a wave of his hand. He could have been soft, having spent decades as a master among seers, but his hands were still hardened by iron. Once, he had been a warrior, and old ways had still not left him.

"Allow me time", he said now, "to gaze into the deep waters of memories and pain."

The novice bowed his head, and retreated into the shadows.

The lake was dark, its water blackened with time. No-one drank from it, no-one swam in it. Unless death was what they sought.

Once, the lake had been clear and blue, its waters cold even on warmest summer days. Then a war had come, a war of magic and steel, and the blood of countless enemies had soiled the lake. The pain of those days was captured within its water, imprisoned like the dragons, and sometimes, if one beckoned with a pure heart, it offered visions, glimpses of what may someday come to be.

The high seer had visited the lake often, sometimes with his convoy, sometimes alone, but never had the lake spoken to him. He had stared into the black water, touched by the pain it bore, moved by the memories of death, but the only thing he had seen in the depths of the lake were the pale creatures who had somehow escaped the curse the black water offered to every living soul who dared touch it.

Mortal men came to the lake in seek of death, the solace of afterlife. They came to shed their load, to drink from the lake, and die in peace. No-one blamed them, no-one missed them. Most of them achieved their goals, but some remained on the shores of the lake, pale, twisted creatures writhing in pain eternal, feeding on the corpses of those who came to the lake to die.

They shied from the high seer, perhaps knowing he bore them no ill will, perhaps remembering the days of their lives, when Edric was the concentration of religion to them. Or perhaps it was the light they feared, the light the novices bore, the light shining from lit torches and candles, the light that never left the convoy.

Evil things lurked in the darkness, they said, and lit his way with fire everywhere he went. He could only escape the light when he sneaked out after dark to pray in the garden, to watch the moon slowly make its way across deep, dark skies.

Or when he stared into the black water of the lake.

"What do you see?"

The voice of the novice was but a whisper, and the high seer ignored it.

Something was stirring in the water.

The high seer held his ground, and if his hands crept deeper into the moist ground, no-one saw it, nor blamed him for it.

The lake rarely spoke, and it clearly had something to say now.

A light shone deep within the dark waters, a light as white and pure as a bride on her wedding day. It grew beneath the lake, grew brighter, whiter as it approached the surface.

He could hear the convoy breath in fear, could hear them shuffling in nervous disarray. He motioned them to keep still, to keep quiet, to leave, and not upset the lake. It hadn't spoken before, and he needed to hear what it had to say now.

The light reached the surface, pushing the water from its way, illuminating dark waters with a soft, white glow.

The high seer wanted to flee. He could hear his convoy doing just that behind him, could hear them running to the safety of the narrow road. He dug his fingers into the moist earth, taking comfort in its eternal existence.

The light shone bright now, floating atop the lake's surface like a firefly of gargantuan proportion.

A voice filled the cave formed by tree branches, a voice sweet and chilling like the song of harpies. The high seer sensed the voice would lure him and entice him, take him into the lake, into his death if he allowed it. He dug his fingers into the moist earth, and prepared to resist the sweet temptation of the voice.

Laughter touched him, played with his heart like it was but a child, and for a moment, he was a child, digging his fingers into the earth, forming it to his liking, pretending he was the lord of a high castle. For a moment, the simple joy of childhood filled his heart, and as it passed, he knew the happiness was lost forever.

"You have come to me seeking advice", the voice spoke. "This I see within you heart. What is it that troubles you?"

This was the first time the lake spoke to him, the first time if offered its wisdom to him, and all he had to ask was a question about a girl. No life-altering truths, no mysteries of the unknown, just a question about a little girl.

"The dragons", the high seer blurted. "Their keeper grows weary. Where shall we look for a new one?"

The light pulsated, like it was a beating heart pumping in the lies of the world, breathing out betrayal. "You still hold the dragons?" it asked. "Isn't their time past?"

"We keep the dragons", the high seer said. "They are our legacy. And we need a girl to hold their chains. Only they are consumed so quickly. This one only lasted less than a year..."

"And which is the prisoner, the dragons, or you?"

Its voice was sharper now, like he had angered it. The high seer bent his head so low he could smell the muddy smell of earth. "Please", he muttered, "I come to you for help..."

"And help you shall receive." Menacing tone, full of hurt and betrayal. The high seer didn't dare raise his face from the mud. He feared the light would burn him if he looked at it.

"Seek worlds beyond your own", the voice commanded. "Do not settle for this one alone. Other dimensions hold answers to the mysteries you seek to unravel. The keeper shall come through a lake of living glass, and her arrival will release you from this nightmare you have bound yourself and your people to."

"Release?" the high seer asked, hesitant, unable to stop himself from speaking. "It is not release I seek, merely a replacement for the girl..."

But the light had already faded, and someone was shaking him by the shoulder.

"High seer? Master Edric?" A familiar voice, kind and wise, welcome after the burn of white light.

The high seer straightened himself, and saw his convoy had returned.

"Master, you fainted." There was worry in Ewyn's eyes, in his voice. He had served the high seer since the beginning of his long years in office, and knew him well. He was the only one Master Edric trusted, the only one he relied upon.

"Fainted? But I..." His hands burned, stung like he'd touched poison oak. He stole a glance at them, and saw the skin was red and raw.

"Master, it is time to go."

Ewyn helped him up, and all the while his hands stung and burned, pulsated with pain like the creature had pulsated with light. "Didn't you see it?" the high seer asked. "Didn't you see the light?"

The convoy stood on the narrow road, calm and patient, in perfect array. Like it had never left.

"You... you fled", the high seer told the convoy. "You fled when the light came from the bottom of the lake."

"Master, we have waited patiently while you prayed. You have spent your strength. It is time to go now. We will return another day to pray again, to pray guidance in our time of need."

"But it spoke to me, the lake", the high seer said. He paused, burnt hands held before him, safe from touch, safe from further pain. "It told me what to do."

The convoy listened to him, patient and calm, and still he could sense tension stirring within.

"It told me to look into other dimensions", he told them. "It told me the keeper would come through... through a...", he hesitated, desperate to recall the exact wording. It was hard, it was like his mind was clouded with bright light. "It told me she would come through a lake of living glass."

The light grew bright again, and he gave into it.

***
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"Master? Master Edric?"

Ewyn's voice again, worried, kind. He pried his eyes open. Each lid seemed to weigh a ton.

The room was dimly lit, almost dark. He welcomed the darkness, along with the softness of his bed. Ewyn sat close, with a bowl in his hands. It was steaming, and he could smell lamb.

"I brought you some soup", Ewyn said. He put the bowl on the table beside his bed, and helped the high seer up. "Are you feeling better?"

The high seer looked at his hands, and saw them wrapped in white linen. He could remember the light, the words it had spoken to him. "What happened to my hands?" he asked.

"You dug them deep within the soil of the lake", Ewyn explained. "The mud is poisonous. It has absorbed the pain of the lake. It burned your hands, and soon it would have burned your soul."

"I was near death", the high seer said, contemplating the authenticity of his vision.

"You were near death", Ewyn confirmed.

Visions often came when one lay on the brink of death. It was a known fact. Once one stood faced with death, he realized hidden truths about life.

"Near death", Edric repeated.

"Have some soup", Ewyn said. "The cook made it special with the herbs you like."

"Rosemary and time", Edric smiled.

"Rosemary and time", Ewyn echoed, handing him a spoon.

As he ate, the words the light of the lake had spoken grew dim. Soon, he found himself wondering if he'd ever really heard the voice.
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Chapter One
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She touched the surface of the mirror, pressed her fingertips against it like she trusted them to push through, to the other side, into another world. The girl in the mirror did the same, and as their fingertips touched, the girl locked in the real world let out a sigh, and turned away.

Sometimes she felt life would be easier inside a mirror, where all she had to do was mimic the motions of a copy of herself.

She turned from the mirror, and for a moment, it glowed a deep, dark light behind her, revealing a vision of another world, of a black lake deep within a dark forest, shadowed by arching trees as dead as the pale creatures crawling in the sticky mud.

"What is it?"

"Nothing."

They hadn't been living together that long. She'd taken her few belongings two months ago, and taken them to his flat. He'd cleared out a drawer for her, and a shelf in his closet. He'd even allowed her to put her toothbrush on the bathroom shelf.

She hadn't asked for anything, just a place in his life, and she'd gotten more than she bargained for. Happiness shied from her though this was meant to be the happiest time in her life, filled with love and passion and romance.

Instead, she got to stay up late waiting for him to come home from bars and pubs and gigs, clean up after him, curl up under the blankets alone while he chased tail.

"Slave", she whispered, and the girl in the mirror mimicked the movement of her lips. "Nothing but a slave."

"Who you talkin' to?" His voice, loud and commanding, coming from the small living room which connected to the short hallway. He sat there most of the day, playing his guitar, and come nightfall, he'd slip to the streets like a vampire.

"No-one", she replied. It was better to keep one's mouth shut, be easy and quiet like a ghost when he was around.

"Well, quit it, and go get dinner started."

Dinner.

The kitchen was a sty: no matter what she did, he managed to mess it up when he came home drunk, and helped himself to whatever she'd stored in the fridge. She bought the food, and he ate it. She cleaned up, and he made a mess. She cooked, and he devoured.

She wasn't much of a cook, but he didn't seem to mind. Preparing dinner gave her an escape, though. It took her mind off things, allowed her to bury herself in simple, satisfying work. She liked learning, trying out new things, and today she'd picked out a recipe for pasta carbonara. He liked rich, heavy food where she preferred salads, but as long as she lived under his roof, he liked to say, she lived by his rules. He decided the menu, she bought groceries and made dinner, lunch and breakfast.

"What's taking so long?" he shouted from the living room, where he sat in front of an xbox, killing monsters in a strange universe.

"It'll be about twenty minutes", she replied, unmoved by his tone. He was impatient, loud, demanding. She'd known it when she moved in. She'd prepared herself for it, knowing it would be better than living at home. And still, lately she'd found herself wondering if this was worth it. Maybe she'd be better off some place else, like in the universe in which he killed monsters, or living on her own somewhere. In a flat, nice and small and tidy and quiet, with no-one to bother her when she slept, no-one to leave a mess for her to clean up, no-one demanding her to do the laundry, no-one to wake her up in the middle of the night telling her to sleep with his friends 'cause they couldn't find a whore who'd do it. She could even have a kitten to keep her company. She'd wanted a cat for as long as she could remember, but bringing a living thing, a helpless thing, to live with him, was out of the question. He'd do anything and everything to get rid of it. He was the centre of attention, and even a kitten would be regarded as a rival, and tossed out. She knew it, and was smart enough not to test the boundaries he'd set for her.

She cleared out the empty bottles and dirty plates, wiped the surfaces stained with unidentified liquid substance, took out the pans and kettles she needed, and started chopping onions and garlic. She wasn't sure he liked either, but was willing to risk it. After all, he liked pasta, and ate it in any form. What harm would a little onion do?

"Nothing", she whispered, "it's not like it's poisonous."

The recipe was clear and easy to follow. She was pleased to see the dish turn out nice, pleased enough to garnish their plates with leaves of fresh basil. She carried them out, since he liked to eat in front of the telly, and there was no room for a table in the kitchen, and gave him his plate.

He looked at it with suspicion. "What is this shit?" he asked, unwilling to touch his dinner.

"It's pasta", she said. "Pasta carbonara. Try it, it's nice."

The hatred in his eyes surprised her. His eyes gleamed with it as he looked at her. "It's shit, that's what it is!"

She shied away from him, her plate of pasta still steaming in her hands. "It's... pasta", she tried, "and bacon and egg, that's all, it's good, just try it."

A single thought flickered in her mind as his plate flew across the room, spilling its contents on the way, smashing against the hard stone wall on the other side of the living room. A single thought pressing in its urgency.

oh god, I'm going to have to clean that mess

"It's crap!"

His eyes were blazing, his nostrils flared like he'd smelled a fire. As he advanced on her, she retreated. As he raised his hand, she hunched. As his hand met his face, she fell, and her plate went flying to join its partner.

He didn't speak to her as he left. He got his coat, his wallet, his keys, and left her there, a bundle on the floor, near a corner, lying in the smell of pasta carbonara.

***
[image: image]


Later, she stood watching the mess.

Pasta covered the small sofa they sometimes watched movies on, pasta slowly dripped down the wall, pasta speckled the dark rug his mother had forced upon them. It was funny to notice how much pasta could actually be fitted into two small plates. You didn't notice it when you were eating, but once the food got sprayed all over a room, you noticed.

He'd gotten her across the cheek. She'd already decided it was the best place to get slapped: it hardly ever left marks, and it only hurt a short while. She could hardly even feel it any more. It was nothing but a slow burn on her skin, a distant ache when she smiled.

Not that she had anything to smile about. He'd come home eventually, and expect the mess to be gone. She'd have to do it, and cleaning up pasta wasn't all that nice. It was sticky, and gooey, and left a mark on everything it touched. She'd spilled some before, and knew it was a right pain.

On the way to get a rag and bucket from the bathroom, she passed the mirror again. The girl inside caught her attention, and she paused to look at her. She was young still, barely twenty. Her hair had that soft shade of brown other women liked to call mousey, the shade that glowed golden in sunlight. Her eyes were too big, too scared, blue and naïve. One of them had a forming bruise around it.

She leaned in for a closer look, and cursed under her breath. He'd given him bruises before, but not on the face. If he beat her, he was careful not to leave marks where others might spot them. Now she'd pushed him too far. He'd lost his temper, and the little self-control he had, and given her a shiner.

She touched her cheek under her eye, like she wanted to try whether she could brush the bruise out, but it wouldn't move. It was there, a reminder of a bad memory. In time, it would fade into nothingness, but until then, it would stick to her face, and declare to the whole world she'd picked the wrong kind of boyfriend. The girl inside the mirror mimicked her motions, but somehow, she seemed detached to her. Like she was just there when she looked in the mirror, doing what she did because it was expected of her, and once she looked away, the girl inside was free to do as she pleased.

When she didn't look in the mirror, she ran free, smiled and laughed and did the things she herself was too scared to do.

She'd leave her boyfriend given half the chance. She wouldn't stay and get punished for the little mistakes she did.

She'd reclaim her freedom.

But she wasn't her.

She took the bucket out, and set out to clean up the pasta.

***
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He came back at three in the morning. She lay awake in bed, listening to him stumble, bump into furniture, mutter to himself in a drunken way. She heard the fridge door open, heard it close a moment later. She'd made a sandwich all ready for him, knowing he'd want a snack when he came home, knowing he'd make a mess making one. This was a simple way to keep him happy, a simple way to keep the kitchen clean.

She could hear him eating. He didn't turn the TV on, didn't pop open a bottle of Bud. He ate in the dark, munching and slurping and swallowing. She'd made the sandwich with cheese and mustard and baloney, everything he liked, and she could hear it was going down well.

The girl in the mirror would have added arsenic to the mix, but she wasn't here. She was stuck in the mirror, imprisoned by the smooth surface of reflective glass.

He shed his clothes on the way to bed, and she squeezed her eyes shut, pretending she was asleep. He bumped into the bed, making it slide a bit, and climbed atop it. He pushed himself next to her, breathing into her ear.

"Hey baby", he whispered. "You awake?"

She wouldn't grant him a reply, hoping he'd go to sleep and leave her alone. He was hard, she could feel it against the small of her back. Still, she gave him no encouragement. She wanted to sleep, to escape to the wondrous land of dreams, to forget all about the smack and the pasta and her fear. She wanted to flee from the world she spent her days in, to lose herself in dreams of roses and fairies and sweet smelling sand between her toes.

He was pulling at her nightie now, trying to roll her onto her back. She lay stiff as a board, heavy as a rock, but he was strong, and she couldn't fight him, not without admitting to herself what was going to happen.

"I'll just let him", she thought, still squeezing her eyes shut, pretending to be asleep. "I'll let him, and it's no big deal, we do it all the time anyway, it'll be over soon, and he'll go to sleep, and I'll go to sleep and everything will be fine, and I'll cook him something better tomorrow, something he'll like, something he won't throw to the wall and make me clean up and he'll stay in and we'll watch a movie and eat chocolate and laugh and kiss just like in the beginning and everything will be fine again."

Only it wasn't all fine. He was pushing into her now, hurting her, and the worst part was that he didn't care that she was pretending to be still asleep.
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Chapter Two
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Windows mirrored her every motion as she shopped for groceries. They followed her, watching her, and the girl inside moved as she did, weighing onions, picking out mincemeat, comparing pastas. She wore faded jeans and a tank-top, and a pullover on top, and sunglasses though it was overcast outside. Her hair hung on her face, concealing the bruise he'd given her last night.

She could feel people watching her with mirrors and windows, could almost hear them whispering.

They thought she was a junkie, stealing food to buy dope with. They thought she was nothing but a lowlife, struggling by. They didn't know she had a job, and a home, and a boyfriend who liked to fuck her when she slept. They didn't know how she felt, though she wanted to stop and rip off her shades and show them the bruises and the blood still dripping from her, to scream out her agony to make them stop looking at her like she was nothing but a worm in their perfectly maintained gardens full of roses and cherry trees.

The cashier looked at her as she piled her groceries onto the line. He looked at her as he moved them past the reader, making a bleep with each item. He looked at her when he gave him cash. He looked at her as she packed the groceries into a brown paper bag and fled out the door. A part of her felt him looking even as she walked down the street, slowly, unwilling to return to the flat in which he still slept in sheets spotted with her blood, like he knew what had happened to her, what was still happening to her, like he saw into her mind and her soul and her heart and took pity on her. A part of her wanted to go back, and ask him to take her home, to save her from the prison she'd built for herself.

But she couldn't do that. This was her life, and she had to live it.

Or find a way to escape it.

Mirrors watched her as she made her way home, reflecting her every motion, making her feel like it wasn't really her living this life. Making her feel like it was her stuck inside the mirror, imprisoned by the reflecting glass surface.

***
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"Why do you stay with him?" Usually, her mother didn't interfere with her life. She stopped by once a week, had a cup of coffee, always checking to see whether her cup was clean enough, bid her a good day, and left. Her visits hardly ever lasted longer than half an hour.

Today, she'd showed up with no warning, only to find her staring out the window while he slept, to find her youngest daughter pale and fragile, a bruise around her eye, jumpy like a captured animal. It hadn't taken her long to put the pieces together.

He'd woken up to her voice, grinned his good morning, and fled. He didn't like her mother any more than he'd liked his pasta carbonara.

"I", she started, but the lie wouldn't come out. Not now. Not today. Mother knew her too well. She'd know if she lied, and that would hurt her. She'd already offered her mother more hurt than she wanted to when she moved out against her will. The hurt was still there, but now it was clouded with something more.

Caring, compassion. The things only a mother could offer.

"I don't know any more, Mom", she sighed, stirring her coffee with a spoon. She'd given up sugar since he liked his coffee black, but she still liked to stir it. It was a habit, and habits didn't die easily. "I love him, of course, but I know love isn't enough sometimes."

"Force of habit?" mother asked, with a soft, sad smile about her eyes, like she knew what she meant.

"I guess", she said. Mother hadn't been like this before, hadn't talked to her, woman to woman. She'd always been Mother, not a peer or a friend. And here she was, listening to her like she actually knew what she was talking about. "Part of it is probably fear."

"Fear of what other people might think of you if you walked out?"

She nodded.

"You shouldn't think about that. It doesn't matter. What people think is just that, what people think. Thoughts in their heads. They pass, and change. Let them think whatever they like, and do what's best for you. Don't stay here just because people might look at you funny."

"It's not that easy."

"It is that easy. And most of them will think of you as a brave girl who had the guts to walk out of a bad relationship."

"Mom, I don't... you don't know what he's like."

"I can see what he's like. It's written all over your face."

She hunched over her coffee, allowing her hair to cover the bruise. "Mom..."

She stood then, a small woman in a simple dress, her hair already streaked with grey, her eyes kind and wise. "Come home, sweetheart. Any time you like."

"I will", she promised. "At least for a while."

***
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He came home hours later. She'd made dinner ready for him, kept it warm on the stove.

"What'd she want?" he asked, after making sure her mother was gone.

"She just stopped by to say hi."

He looked at her closely, stared at the bruise on her cheek. "She say anything?"

"About what?" He didn't like disobedience, didn't like her talking back. This time, she didn't care. She raised her chin, and prepared herself for another smack.

"About that, you numb cunt." He pointed a finger at her face.

"No, she didn't say anything." To him, she could lie. He didn't know her well enough to spot lies like her mother.

"She's as blind as you are", he remarked. "What's for dinner?"

"Linguini in tomato sauce."

"Better be meat in it."

"There's meat in it."

***
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He didn't go out that night. Instead, his friends came over to drink and to play and to ogle at her like they'd never seen a girl before. She did her best to stay out of their way, but the flat was small, and they were many. They stared at her as she sat on the sofa, watched her as she got up to get a soda, touched her as she passed, knowing he wouldn't mind. She was his property, and with friends, all property was shared.

Greedy, groping hands touched her, pawed at her, made her feel like she needed a shower. After an hour, she interrupted them.

"Mike?" she asked, her voice soft and kind despite the rage that bubbled inside her like soda in a well shaken-up can. "Do you mind if I go out for a walk?"

"I sure do mind", he said, without taking his eyes off the TV. "You're here to entertain my buddies, and you ain't going nowhere."

This had happened before, on a drunken night when the guys were too pissed to find a hooker. He'd brought them to her, and made her fuck all of them. She'd closed her eyes then, squeezed them shut real tight, and pretended it was just him, just him five times, just him, and not his friends with sloppy hands and wet mouths, his friends who liked to turn her around and push her legs up and crush her under them like she was nothing but a blow-up-doll.

Not that he was any better. He hadn't offered her a kind word or a gentle touch since she moved in. He treated her like a maid, an object, a piece of furniture. A living, breathing piece of furniture who cooked and cleaned and fucked his friends.

Rage bubbled up her throat like soda in a well-shaken-up can ready to burst. "I want to go for a walk", she said, her voice now hissing through her teeth like she was a snake ready to strike. "And you can't stop me."

He looked away from the TV now, and his eyes gleamed with mad joy. "Oh yes I can", he said. "You ain't going nowhere, bitch. Not on my watch."

***
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After, she lay in bed next to him, listening to him snoring, trying to rid her mind of memories.

He'd pushed her, just pushed her at first, made her sit on the sofa like a good girl. She'd argued, resisted, tried to fight him, and he'd hit her, smacked her across the cheek, making her taste blood. Rage had spilled over then, and she'd attacked him, armed with nothing but her fingernails which she kept neat and short. She'd aimed for his eyes, meaning to tear them out, and had managed to give him a good scratching before he came over his surprise, and smacked her again.

This time, the blow knocked her over, and she sat on the sofa after all.

"Who do you think you are, bitch?" he'd asked her, fingering his face, trying to assess the damage. "Xena, or someone?"

His friends had laughed, giggled the drunken giggle that made her anger bleed away, made her feel fear, true, pure fear.

"Your girlfriend thinks she can do what she wants", some of them said. "You gotta put her in her place!"

"Yeah", he'd said. "I gotta put her in her place."

The beating hadn't lasted that long. He knocked the wind out of her, gave her another bruised cheek, but after that, he tore off her clothes. She'd tried to hold on to them, had tried to say no, but the sound died in her throat, suffocated from lack of air, and all she could do was to squirm, and to wheeze in panic.

He'd been first, and his friends had watched, and cheered and laughed. And after, he'd promised them they could do whatever they liked with her.

She lay awake in bed, sore and bruised, and rage bubbled inside her like soda in a can that's been accidentally dropped on the floor. She'd learned to control it a long time ago, back home, when she got sent to bed without dessert every time she acted up. Now, she looked upon those days with envy, willing to give anything to return there. What was being sent to bed without dessert when you compared it to this?

"Nothing", she whispered in the dark. "Just a mosquito bite. Scratch it, and it'll grow. Let it itch for a while, and it goes down. It's nothing."

Nothing. Just like this. If she decided this was nothing, it would be. She wouldn't think about it, wouldn't remember it. She'd push it down, and forget it, and soon it would be like it never happened. She'd go to the store tomorrow, and buy something nice, make a nice dinner for him, and it would be OK. Everything would be OK.

Everything would be just fine if she forgot, allowed memories to sink into a black lake of pain.

She turned over to her side, and fell asleep.

***
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A nightmare woke her in the dark hours of the morning. Struggling to keep screams inside, even half-asleep, she lay in bed, stiff as a board, and the images still danced before her eyes.

She'd been stuck under water, in a deep, dark lake full of fear and pain and death, and the water had flowed into her mouth as she opened it to breathe. There had been sounds, muffled voices from the surface, voices telling her not to fight it, the water was going to kill her, but that was cool since a part of her needed to be killed before she could enter.

The taste of death had been in her mouth, and dying had actually woken her up.

She stole a glance at the clock beside her bed, the alarm clock with bright, fluorescent numbers which was never allowed to ring in the morning, since he liked to sleep in. It was five o'clock. She'd have to get up in an hour, and go to work.

No point in trying to sleep, she thought, and carefully slipped out of bed. He  slept easy, especially when he was drunk, but still she didn't want to risk waking him up. She'd learned to walk silently, to slide out of bed soundlessly, without making the bed shake. She was as silent as a ghost, and still he could tell where she was, and what she was doing, and find her, and make her do things she didn't want to do.

Rage was still bubbling inside her, like she was a can of soda.

She stared at him for a moment, in the darkness of the bedroom, in the dim light of the fluorescent numbers. It would be easy. She could go into the kitchen, and open the third drawer, and pull out a knife, and return to the bedroom, and sink it into his throat. She'd have to go to jail after that, but that was OK. Any prison was better than this.

She closed the door behind her, and went into the bathroom.

Cruel, white light poured in, revealing the girl in the mirror.

Moving slowly, like she was still caught in the dream, she pressed her fingertips against the mirror. The girl inside did the same, and for a moment, it seemed the mirror gave way between them, caving in, making her fingers become the fingers of the girl inside.

Alarmed, she pulled her hand away, and stared at it. It hadn't changed. Her fingers were still the way they used to be, white and soft, their nails painted a bright blue. She looked at the mirror, and the girl inside seemed to smirk.

Her cheek was bruised, her nose a bit swollen. Her hair hung in a matted mess, oily and shiny. And her eyes shone with feverish joy.

"Why do you smile like that?" she asked her. "Am I missing a joke?"

The girl didn't answer, and she went ahead to wash her hair before work.

***
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Water washed away the nightmare, the way it always did. She found it soothing to stand under a river of warm water, to allow it to wash away the pain and the hurt of the previous night, to nearly suffocate her in steam.

As she emerged, the bathroom was full of steam. Everything was dripping with water, her hair adding to the slow rain.

The girl inside the mirror moved with her, hidden in a layer of steam. She went to her, and wiped the steam off. As she did, the mirror ceased to be. It melted under her hand the way ice-cream sometimes does when you touch it. It ceased to exist, and the girl inside stood before her, real and tangible, with a mocking smile on her lips.

"What are you waiting for?" she asked.

"I'm waiting for the world to stop turning", she said.

The towel she'd wrapped around herself fell as she climbed on the sink, and into the mirror.
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Chapter Three
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The waters of the lake were black as high seer Edric knelt on the muddy shore. He took care to keep his skin from touching the mud. The burns he'd gotten nearly two months ago still hadn't healed properly. He woke up twice a night to notice he'd scratched them in his sleep, made them bleed through bandages of linen. Ewyn came to him then, removing the stained cloth, and replacing it with fresh bandages. But that didn't take away the itch of healing flesh, and a few hours later Edric would wake again, his fingertips stained with fresh blood.

He'd never slept easily, and after the lake had spoken to him, bringing him the prophecy of a saviour, his dreams had turned sour. He dreamt of dragons breathing fire on their peaceful city, of dragons set loose to destroy everything their culture treasured. He dreamt apocalyptic dreams of death and torture, and woke up sweating, scratching, scratching.

The prophecy of the lake had faded in his mind, but not enough to be forgotten. It pained him along with the dreams, making rest and work impossible. He'd looked everywhere, read every book, studied every oracle, and nothing had taken him closer to the girl.

Nothing had solved the riddle of the lake.

A week ago, he'd entered the holiest of libraries, leaving his convoy in the hallway, outside the high, wooden doors that arched to the impossibility of the ceiling. No-one knew who'd carved the halls into the earth. No-one knew why the halls had been created. And no-one knew who had filled them with books, or why.

The high seer wasn't after books, though. He'd come in search of an artefact which was kept hidden, kept secret from the people. If the public knew of it, the queue outside the temple would be endless: they would come in swarms to see what was going to happen to them, to hear if the year was going to be sunny and dry, if the crops would grow or if they would starve.

With respect, Edric removed the fabric laid over the object. A could of dust made him sneeze and cough, and a spider quickly abandoned its web, undoubtedly frustrated for having to leave its home.

The artefact was untouched. It had slept in the corner of the holiest library for decades. Not even high seer Edric could recall when it was last used, if ever. He'd only seen it once before, soon after taking the position he currently held. Then, he had been taken around the temple, and all its secrets had been revealed to him. It had taken fourteen days, and afterwards, his head had been spinning with the amount of conspiracy and betrayal his world had come to entail. The mirror had been one of the secrets, though it had been passed quickly, with a few hasty words. Studying it, he had been tempted to try it, to look into its depths. The temptation had passed, and he'd seen it for what it was: a prison for the weak-minded.

This time, he'd taken it out, pulling it carefully from the narrow space it had spent decades in, and touched its cold surface. The legend claimed, that a wizard named J'dra had forged it from the crystal of the dr'chen-world to see the result of the Wizard Wars. Edric didn't know whether he should believe the legend or not: to him, J'dra was nothing but a whisper in the wind, and his life a chain of events, some meaningless to him, a few crucial to the entire Universe.

The mirror had remained cold and unforgiving until he'd spoken words in ancient dr'chen. He didn't know the full meaning of the spell, but after the echo of his voice had died, the mirror had come to life. Images had flickered across its surface, images he longed to see, images that scared him, images that made him weep in terror.

The mirror had showed him what he came to see. It had showed him the girl, only not in the way he'd hoped.

He'd wanted to see her come through, to enter this world, but instead, the mirror only showed her standing on the wall, holding four bewitched chains that imprisoned four black dragons.

"I know that", he'd said. "Show me something more."

The mirror wouldn't obey. It showed him the end of his days, the course of his life, but it wouldn't show him the girl.

It wouldn't even show him her face.

The only thing he had to identify her with, was a mark on her left shoulder, a birth-mark shaped like a dragon's footprint.

Now, kneeling over the black waters, he remembered the conversation between him and his convoy as he left the library.

"What have you learned, high seer?" they'd asked.

"Nothing", he'd told them.

"But you went into the library to learn the truth."

"I have not learned the truth, and fear I never will."

Silence, but a brief one.

"When will the promised one come, the keeper of dragons? When will she come to us?"

"I do not know."

"But you went into the library to learn!"

He'd turned away from them, unwilling to face them, unwilling to see their eager, trusting faces. They looked upon him for guidance, for wisdom, for refuge. He was their leader, their father, their saviour. He was their God,  unwilling as he may be, and it was his duty to bring them what they needed.

This time, they needed a promised one, a keeper. A girl to lead them into light, and he couldn't give her to them. He'd fled to the lake for more answers, but the lake was silent. It would no longer speak.

High seer Edric pushed his hands into the muddy earth, hoping it would offer him guidance or, at least, salvation.

***
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"Master?"

Ewyn's voice, patient, welcome.

"Master, have you been to the lake again?"

He wanted to tell him to leave, to leave him alone for he'd failed his people, but the words wouldn't come out.

"Master, let me see your hands."

The gasp he gave was enough to pull Edric out of the dark cloud of despair that had devoured him.

"Master, your hands..."

The skin was burned off. Edric could see his bones as he turned his hands with morbid fascination. Then the burden of truth hit him.

"Get the healer", he ordered. "Tell them what has happened. Tell them I buried my hands in the mud of the black lake, and they died."

"Master, they'll bring the saw..."

"Tell them to bring white willow bark, then."

"Master."

As Ewyn left, Edric sat in his chair, staring at his hands, knowing he was soon to part with them.

"You have served me well", he spoke. "And though this did not come as a surprise for me, it saddens me to see you go."

The mirror had revealed many things about his life. It had showed him his death, his career, and this. He would spend the rest of his days without his hands.

"For this is what the Gods desire", he whispered as the door opened, and healers entered, "and I shall not doubt the will of Gods."

***
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After, he slept, and though the white willow bark didn't quite manage to mask the pain, it didn't enter his dreams.

He dreamt of the world burning again, of dragons breathing fire upon all that he valued, and the girl was there, with a
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