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Wood creaked around her. She’d grown accustomed to the shifting, groaning sound and now found it comforting, even though her bunk lay below deck and the waterline. Above her, scuffling footsteps ran back and forth amidships. D’Mique contemplated opening her eyes, but decided against it. She sighed and shifted in the close quarters, relieving the pressure on her shoulder as much as possible without actually rolling out of bed. A member of the merchant ship’s crew blew a high whistle to call an end to that morning’s hustle. Thumping footsteps continued back and forth above her head. D’Mique opened her eyes and glanced at the wall where a series of tally marks had been carved. One for each day she’d been aboard.

She had a vague memory of the Captain, Dris by name, telling her it was two days to Ebony Bay. "Wind willing," she added to herself with a mirthless smile. Captain Dris had told her this same thing four days after her rescue, and again as they reached Freeport. Another two days and she’d cornered her goblin escort, demanding how much further until Ebony Bay, "wind willing." Chagrined, the goblin, Karok, had admitted that the journey from Freeport to Ebony would take another two cycles. They had lied, but only for her own good. Thinking now, counting her tally marks, she realized it had been for the best. The goblin chiurgeon, true to Karok’s word, had worked wonders on D’Mique’s wounds. Not as good as an elf, but worth her weight in salt and gold. If D’Mique really had been dropped ashore two days later, the stitches would have torn, her bleeding would have continued, and, she admitted silently—and only to herself—she likely would have died.

There were twenty-three tally marks. She closed her eyes again, listening to the second mate bark orders at the motley crew. Usually, she told them off for slouching about when they should be mending rope, scrubbing the deck, or caring for sails and lines. The commands she gave now brought D’Mique fully awake. It sounded like they were preparing for something big. "We’re here!" she thought, catching a thrill of excitement in her throat before it could overwhelm her.

She rolled out of bed, slower than she would have liked, but cautious of knocking her head on the wooden beams that crisscrossed the ship inches from her top bunk. She dropped feet-first the last few inches to the deck and glanced around. The quarters were empty. "Yes," she thought, "We’re here!" She dressed quickly, pulling on the merchant’s clothing that had replaced her armor, now long-gone to the scrap heap. The thought brought memories back to the forefront. The black daemons surrounding her, their iron blades and oaken staves bringing her down. T’Pani, the Land-Nymph child, flying free of her arms. Then, darkness and pain. They had her, they had the baby. The daemons had taken her back to the forest where the Tree Daemons no doubt took their prize, leaving D’Mique for dead.

If she’d been with Genow, the elfin healer—and truth be told, one of her best friends—she would have been patched up quickly, no scars, no tales, barely any time to worry or rest. But Genow was far, far away. She had a bright, beautiful, pink set of scars now. Stories to shut down the goblin soldiers in Myrth’s halls and tales to tell to children. The chiurgeon had removed the stitches only a few days before, and D’Mique worried that the wounds along her chest, down her back and across her side still struggled to stay closed.

Covered now in a red brocade robe and off-white sailor’s trousers, she slipped into a pair of sturdy leather shoes and grabbed the black pack hanging near her bunk. There wasn’t much in it, but each member of the merchant’s crew had donated something to her. A tinderbox, a flask of mead, some healing herbs, and a handful of coins needed to be enough to get her to Fortress Nightmare, home of the Fire Master. "Maybe I can get a horse," she thought. Was Ebony Bay the Fire Master’s territory? She didn’t know, but she worried it was not and that the merchants and farmers would do little to help her. She shouldered the pack, moving her long black braid out of the way. The feather-and-bell goblin good-luck charm at the end of her braid tinkled merrily as it fell down her back and rolled side to side as she made her way to the stairs that led up out of the ship’s belly.

D’Mique paused at the top of the ladder to close her eyes and take in the warm light of the recently risen Fiery Sisters. The twin suns marked each day the same, only their blue companion varied as he pursued them. She glanced around for the Ghost Moon, the blue sun Rysk, out of habit, though she knew he wouldn’t rise until closer to midday. She’d spent nearly half a season at sea, watching Rysk process across the sky. The Ghost Moon rose after sunset, then rose after midnight, rising later and later each day until he was rising with the Sisters less than a cycle ago, and now trailed behind them.

"We’ve brought you to land, Daemon Slayer," Dris said, approaching, breaking into her meditation. "I know it was a longer trip than you anticipated."

"Lives are at stake, Captain," D’Mique said, green eyes glaring at him.

The sturdy human male frowned, his wrinkles burrowing deeper into his thick face. "As was yours," he replied. She sighed, knowing that they’d had this argument before. "You are but one soldier in a vast army. Let others do the work too."

"I am grateful for your charity in my time of need, Captain. You and your crew," D’Mique added with a glance around at the sailors and guards about her. Her eyes landed on Karok and Sabi, the second mate, a gruff old Canine Semian roughly a foot shorter than D’Mique. Sabi nodded in greeting. The canine smile that ruled Sabi’s face pulled an answering smile from D’Mique. Startling blue eyes surrounded by white fur turned to glare sharply up at the sails and the crew clambering about in the rigging. Although her head and face were canine, the rest of Sabi’s form was human and, according to Semian tradition, remained covered in light, billowing clothes. D’Mique had only seen her fine-boned hands uncovered once during the journey, and that had been one night when Sabi had helped the chiurgeon bathe D’Mique’s wounds. Karok approached with a sheepish grin. D’Mique sighed again, certain of what he was about to say.

"You will be first ashore, Daemon Slayer," he said.

"I would think so."

"I would also be bitter, if I were a young soldier with few battles and fewer wars written on my skin," he acknowledged. "But now, as an old hand, I know the gift we have given you."

"I have thanked you and Captain Dris. Truly, I am grateful," D’Mique replied. "But it was a costly gift and we may never know the true cost."

Karok shifted uncomfortably and looked askance a moment. "Dear, yes, but not priceless and a cost that was not paid selfishly." He grimaced, turning thoughts in his head. "The Masters have vast power, Lady Warrior. Do not be fooled into thinking they are powerless without you. You were given a mission and, from what I gather, failed in it. It is noble to return and report that failure, but a power such as the Earth Master will have planned for that contingency. When you did not report in on time, he would have assumed your failure and moved on to the next option." Karok met her eyes as he spoke. Although his words were guarded, he spoke with conviction. As a goblin speaking about the Earth Master, Karok had to choose his words carefully. He, like all goblins, belonged to the Earth Master. From rocks, sands, and soil they sprung, and to dust they would return. While they lived, they served first their clan and kin, then any lord, sailor, or merchant with coin enough, but always, above all else, even self, they set the Master of Earth and lived and died at his whim.

D’Mique watched Karok fidget again from one foot to the other, then nodded. "There is wisdom in your words, friend," she said.

"Hard won," he agreed, sneering, his fangs gleaming between black lips. "Now, from Ebony Bay, you will need a horse."

"I do not think I have enough coin for one," she admitted. "What advice do you have?" Karok smiled at Dris.

The captain returned the smile and took D’Mique’s hand. "I have a string of ponies. We can send you to Nightmare with one, provided it is returned."

Relief painting her face, D’Mique nodded. "Of course," she said. "Well," she thought, "I’ll make good time."

"Coming ‘round!" Sabi shouted. "Pilot!"

"Ah," Dris said. He took his leave as Karok and D’Mique hurried to the bow to watch them close on Ebony Bay.

They’d kept relatively close to the shore as they’d sailed south from Freeport. Though rarely close enough to see beaches, D’Mique had been able to see distant mountains along the horizon from time to time. This morning, the ship had changed heading, veering westward to bring them in close to shore. The headland of the bay was visible to the north, to D’Mique’s right. High Spring was bleeding into High Summer, filling the land with green, a starkly different land than the blasted plains and basalt deserts she’d left behind. From the headland, the port city of Ebony Bay slowly crept out of the green forest and frolicked along the heights above the shore. It was larger than most other places D’Mique had been. The only city rivaling it in size was Olimidia, the last of the Shining Cities, home of the Land-Nymphs. However, many more people lived here. D’Mique had been here once before, briefly, on her way to Nightmare the first time. The cold breeze that danced along the waves and played across the ship’s deck joined the chill that crept from D’Mique’s heart. "What are you supposed to be?" the Greater Daemon had hissed, dark, mantis-like head cocked to one side, eyes glowing eerily in the shadows of the throne room. She had no answer for it then. Now? I am the Daemon Slayer, she thought in response to the remembered hiss.

Ebony Bay’s port held all manner of ships, from fishing boats to large sea-faring galleys. Most of the ships were smaller merchant vessels that plied the waters just offshore, moving goods and people from port to port around the Great Southern Peninsula. Aboard the Feather and Bell, D’Mique realized for the first time that the ship was a fair bit larger than many of the other merchant ships. This ship could brave the open oceans and probably made its way out to the island homes of the piscine Semians from time to time. Smaller boats hurried to move away from them as they turned and made their way toward the piers jutting out into the Bay. The Feather and Bell’s goblin pilot appeared at her elbow, surveying the land and ships around them, his eyes lingering on the small fishing boats that rushed out of their way. Like Karok, his goblin-dark hair had started turning a steely gray and his moss-green skin was rough and weathered by sun, wind, and sea. He looked at D’Mique, smiling when he caught her studying him, his green eyes—almost the twin of hers in color—flashing with merriment. "We’ll be in soon enough, Lady," he said before nodding and turning away. She returned the smile and watched him cross the length of the ship to the steering wheel, where he took control. Sabi stood next to him and barked orders to the crew in the rigging as he commanded the ship to slow. 

With all the sails furled, the ship slowed and was soon drifting toward the shore. "I think we scared them, Dris!" the pilot shouted. Captain Dris chuckled. He stood midship, surveying both the crew and the port ahead of them. D’Mique smiled at the path that had been cleared for their ship, a watery blue track straight to port. Every ship had scurried aside for the fast-approaching brigantine. The ship continued slowing as they approached a pair of anchored galleys.

Dris, nodding at the sailors’ work, moved to stand beside D’Mique. He watched the galleys pass by on their right. "We’re still fast, Rol," he shouted at the pilot.

"Bah!" the goblin pilot returned. "We’ll slow, we always do."

Dris gave a derisive snort and muttered to D’Mique, "He won’t tell you how many times we’ve had to repair that dock." He motioned vaguely ahead of them. She giggled nervously, her smile fading as a tickle of fear raced through her. She started nervously glancing around at the other ships and small fishing boats, trying to judge how quickly they were losing speed. "It’s going to be close, Lady. Prepare for a bit of a bump." Dris continued grumbling and started back toward the pilot and wheel.

"Prepare to dock," Sabi barked.

"Keep ‘er steady!" Rol shouted, leaving the wheel and rushing forward to stand beside D’Mique. He leaned out to look down into the water before them. D’Mique followed his gaze. Billowy shapes passed beneath them. "That Dris," Rol muttered before spinning around and rushing back to the wheel. "Bringing her broad," he shouted. Karok followed his words with three short blasts on his whistle, and the crew started running around behind D’Mique, grabbing ropes. Three of them ran forward with the anchor. "Away on my word!" Rol shouted.

"By the pilot’s order," Sabi commanded twice, grabbing hold of the mast nearest her, a sudden worried look flashing over her canine brow. "Look alive, Lady!" she called pointing to D’Mique. "Hold on!"

Rol turned the wheel then, slowly, and the Feather and Bell started veering south, then he turned it back the other way and they veered back north, as if the great ship had suddenly found itself on a slalom course. More ships had moved out of their way and they were starting to close on the nearest jetties and piers. Rol returned them to their original course, straight toward the docks of Ebony Bay. "Midship!" he shouted, "Away!" The trio holding the anchor threw it overboard midship to D’Mique’s left, and Rol turned the ship in that direction once again. They didn’t seem to be going very fast, to her eye, as they closed on the dock.

She watched as people started running from the end of the pier nearest them, scurrying out of the way of the oncoming ship. One dour elf remained behind, hands on his hips, scowling as the brigantine weaved its way into port. The dock grew closer and the ship continued, now bearing straight toward it once again. "Oh no," D’Mique breathed, bracing and grabbing onto the railing at her waist. They were coming up to the dock and the ship was not stopping. She expected the crash to come from the front, but instead, the ship suddenly floundered from behind. D’Mique continued forward, her momentum nearly toppling her overboard. She flailed at the wood and managed to stay aboard. The anchor behind them had caught the ship at last and nearly arrested her movement. The Feather and Bell bumped hard into the dock, first at the bow then along the left side.

"Tie off port!" Sabi shouted as sailors hustled to secure the ship. Four goblins jumped over the side, falling about four feet to the rolling boards beside the Feather and Bell, their Semian and human shipmates casting lines to them.

"Dris!" the glowering elf shouted from near the bow. "There’s a reason sane captains don’t let goblins pilot! Rol! You mange-spawn! This is the last time you come barreling into port here! I’ll ban the Feather and Bell and all your crew from my wharves!"

"Relax, Master Karvyx," Dris returned, "No damage done!"

"You’d ban Rol from the wheel if you want it to stay that way!" the elf returned.

Dris shrugged, "My hands are tied, Master Karvyx. He owns the ship!"

"Ha!" the elf threw his hands up in contempt and turned away, stomping down the pier toward his quarters just offshore.

With the ship moored, the denizens of the jetties slowly returned to the work they’d been doing. Rol and Karok lowered the gangplank to the dock and Sabi anchored it. They studied D’Mique a moment when she approached them, both of them smiling. "We are happy to have served you and the Earth Master," Karok said. "We will not ask for forgiveness regarding the deception, but we hope you will think better of us in time."

"When we meet again, I will welcome you as friends," D’Mique decided after studying them. "Goodbye."

"Swift journey, Lady Warrior," Rol bade, holding out a hand to help her down the gangplank. D’Mique took it to steady herself and held onto him until she could reach Sabi’s outstretched hand. Three more strides took her to the dock.

"I am glad we could help you, Lady," Sabi said. "Captain Dris will be with you in a moment and he’ll take you to get a pony." D’Mique nodded her understanding. "He has to chat a bit with Karvyx before we can leave." Dris appeared with a stack of papers and a sealed scroll tube, marching down the gangplank to join D’Mique as Sabi bowed a final goodbye.

"Come, Lady. Let me pay Karvyx and we’ll be on our way." D’Mique followed him down the pier toward where the elf had disappeared. She studied the dock and the ship as she passed where it’d banged into the dock. The wood looked the worse for wear on the ship. Dris caught her looking and scoffed. "It’s his ship," he said. "I just captain for him."

"It surprises me that he’s the owner and not you," she said.

"Aye. Pilots sometimes own their ships but usually as part of a company rather than in partnership. Rol and Karok are good owners, if a bit high risk. Why do you think they named her Feather and Bell?" he said with a chuckle. They reached the dock master’s quarters. Karvyx glared at Dris, glancing at D’Mique for a split second before dismissing her. Like all elves, he had alabaster-white skin and black orblike eyes with no visible pupils or irises. His white hair was short, shaved from the sides of his head, forming a three inch crest down the center of his head. "Master Karvyx. I bear spice and ingots," Dris said as he handed over the papers and scroll, "and one passenger," he indicated D’Mique.

"And you are?" Karvyx asked, studying her.

"I am D’Mique, a member of the Earth Master’s Honor Guard."

Karvyx’ black orb-eyes narrowed, his pale brow furrowing. "Then you will know his lieutenant, Berle," he said.

"Master Myrth’s elfin lieutenant is Commander Sylus." D’Mique corrected, recognizing the question as a test of her story.

"You know Sylus," Karvyx said, impressed.

"I was sent on a mission by Master Myrth and the Land-Nymphs of Olimidia. I am on my way to report back to him."

Karvyx nodded. "You are granted passage, Lady. Dris, against my better judgment, you have a week to move your cargo and reload." Dris bowed in acknowledgement.

"Come, Lady," Dris said. "We will find you a pony and you’ll be on your way." They hurried from the dock.

Ebony Bay flowed from the port and climbed the rolling shores ahead of D’Mique. The single story merchant shops mingled with two and three story inns, cafés, and tea houses. The people here, as with many other large cities, were a mix of goblins in armor, human servants and merchants, and a menagerie of Semians—canine and feline being the most common. D’Mique followed Dris through the crowd. They passed wagons and market stalls, turning left and right as they wound their way through the city toward the southern outskirts. As they walked, the close-sitting buildings of the city were left behind and garden patches, small fields, and farmyards appeared.

One field held about ten horses and mules, many of them cinder-gray like the horse D’Mique had ridden in the Blasted Lands. Tears stung her eyes as the remembered screams of her little ashen horse echoed in her mind. "I tried," D’Mique thought. She bit her tongue to remain composed and hurried to catch up to Dris. "Are these them?" she asked.

"Aye," he said, "You can have your pick of the lot, so long as someone from Nightmare is willing to bring her back."

"If I don’t bring her back myself, I’ll see to it that someone else does," she promised. Dris nodded and waited expectantly. D’Mique looked over the ponies in the field. She wasn’t much of a horse-person and had been riding them with any regularity only for about a year. There was a dusky beige one with a flaxen mane, standing calmly in the corner of the yard. "How about that one?" she asked, pointing toward the horse.

"Aye, she’ll make it to Nightmare," Dris said. "I’ll get you a saddle." He went around to the house that was attached to the stable and disappeared inside. A moment later he reappeared with tack for the pony and was soon leading the mare toward the gate. "Here you are, Lady," he said, handing the reins to her. With his hands free he undid the latch and swung open a portion of the fence to let the pony out. He patted the horse on the neck. "She’s sure of foot, won’t spook easily. Good little trail pony."

"Hi, girl," D’Mique greeted, letting the horse see her and smell her. "I need your help." She smiled at Dris, "Does she have a name?" she asked.

"Nah, you only name pets, Lady, not working horses."

D’Mique renewed her smile and led the pony through the gate, mounting easily and turning her toward town. "Thanks once again, Dris, for all your aid in my time of need."

"Your forgiveness for delaying you is all I ask in return."

D’Mique nodded and urged the pony onward.

––––––––
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They made quick time through town and were soon at the trade route that ran north and south. Just to her left, D’Mique could see the outer verge of the Bantu stronghold, home to black daemon hordes. The creatures preyed on weak or solo travelers, sometimes mustering enough courage to attack wagons and even nearby settlements. Because the cliffs that tumbled down to the steel-colored waters of Ebony Bay limited the daemons’ access to the city, residents and merchants found safe haven even close to the stronghold. Those who traveled through the forest itself, however, faced greater danger and needed to stay away during the night when the black daemons hunted and prowled about.

The road north, also heavily traveled, would be safe enough from the creatures. "I can do this," D’Mique thought to herself. She closed her eyes for a moment and listened to the wind, waves, and birdsong. The Great Southern Wilds had also been a stronghold and the horde that had been born from it had grown up around her, eyes gold, flooded by the tree daemon’s spell. She hadn’t been able to outrun them in the end, losing T’Pani and nearly her life instead. Being so close to a stronghold once more brought back the fear and pain of that day. "I can do this," she muttered aloud, chasing away the memories.

"Come, Pony," she said, turning north along the road, staying on the coastal side, as far from Bantu as possible without leaving the track. The forest’s whispering darkness also reminded her of home and she tried to focus on those memories instead. Her village, Dornak, lay at the heart of another black daemon stronghold called The Nesting by the elves and Semians, and the Dark Forest, by the humans who lived within it. It would take her three days to reach Nightmare. Three days along the outskirts of this stronghold, she thought. "I’d best make peace with it," she decided.
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She set a steady pace and the pony seemed happy with the quick walk along the coastal road. It was a pace that would see the work done, D’Mique decided. "Get the work done and get back to the paddock," she thought. "We’ll be a few days," she said aloud, patting the horse’s neck. The longer she rode, the more certain she was that this trail pony was the same type of horse as she’d ridden in the Blasted Lands when she’d still been chasing tree daemons.

There were no other travelers along the road, in either direction. For the first half of the day, she didn’t think much of it. The last time she’d traveled this way, there hadn’t been any fellow travelers, either. Despite Ebony Bay’s status as a bustling port and this being the main route to Fortress Nightmare and the Black Lands, it lay empty. Wagons had worn the road, hardened it with their passage over the months and years. In the winter, it was a difficult, muddy trail for a laden wagon but now, as High Spring was turning to Mid Summer, the road was perfect for trade. Yet, it lay empty.

D’Mique stopped midday and dismounted beside the road. The last time she’d been this way, she and Trillip had stopped just often enough to rest their horses. They’d pressed on through the days and camped at night, not wanting to chance drawing black daemons from the stronghold by walking in the dark. Now, she sat beside the road, perched on a stump that she was certain others had used in the same way. She ate berries and a hard biscuit from her pack, chewing thoughtfully. She remembered Trillip sitting beside her in the light of the setting suns, his bright green eyes intent on the stronghold. While he sat, she’d strained to find any trail, track, or sign that the Greater Daemon had traveled the road in front of them. The Land-Nymph, his taut alabaster-white skin shimmering with pinks and oranges reflected from the setting suns, the light setting his bright pink hair on fire, looked at her and smiled knowingly. "Oh Trillip," she thought, dismissing the memory and closing her eyes, sighing. "Where are you?"

He’d traded his life for that of his daughter, T’Pani. The Land-Nymph child wasn’t his actual daughter, she was the daughter of the woman Trillip loved, Mara, who had died in childbirth. With Mara gone, Trillip’s love and devotion had transferred to T’Pani. When the tree daemons kidnapped the child, Trillip had chased her across the Southern Peninsula to the edge of the Great Southern Wilds, a vast forest that lay north of the peninsula, cutting it off from the rest of the world. At the edge of the Wilds, Trillip had exchanged himself for T’Pani, agreeing to go with the tree daemons instead. Trusting D’Mique to keep T’Pani safe for him. A promise she hadn’t been able to fulfill. Now, they were both gone, both of them lost. Every so often she allowed herself to hope that somehow they were both with the tree daemons, trudging north together. Heavy-hearted, D’Mique stood and mounted the pony. "Report in," she told herself. "Let Myrth know what happened." She remembered what Karok had said, that Myrth would have had a back-up plan. That they would have moved on when she didn’t return right away. She’d disappeared nearly a season ago. What had happened in that interim? Frowning, she urged the pony into a short canter.

As Nix and Col set, D’Mique pulled aside and made camp. The clearing she’d stopped at had been used for the same purpose before, the firepit well-defined and a horse line still strung between two pines. Finding a tinderbox in the saddlebag, she collected a few dead logs and some kindling to start a fire. Soon, its cheery light pushed away the wane shadows cast by Rysk, who was nearing its zenith. Unlike some, D’Mique counted day and night by the Fiery Sisters and when they rose and set. For many elves, "day" was when any of the three stars were in the sky, which led to some very long walks when Sylus was in charge. She sat staring at the stronghold across the road. Bantu’s trees had pulled away from the road here, its stillness and the sense of unease it caused fading the further she was from it. She’d grown up in a daemon stronghold and had only noticed the sense of unease daemon strongholds caused when she’d been away from one for a long time. She studied the space between her and Bantu. "What do you think, Pony?" she asked aloud. "Do we sleep?" The horse continued clipping grass, silent. "Yeah," D’Mique thought. "I’ll keep you safe. You sleep. Just stay on the road tomorrow while I doze," she added with a sigh.

D’Mique dozed while Rysk passed the hours. As the blue sun set, she forced herself to stand, hoping that the hours of fitful dozing would be enough to keep her awake while she waited out the true night hours. Nothing stirred in the darkness and no black daemons crawled from the forest across the road, beyond the clearing. Just as the coastal chill was burrowing into her bones, the stars started to fade. Dawn was coming. She moved away from the pine where she’d been standing near the pony, and stirred the fire to life. Then she found a few more dead branches to pile on it, enough to chase the cold from the campsite. To the west, Nix and Col would soon rise. Given how late he’d been up at night, Rysk would still be some hours behind them. D’Mique’s activity woke the pony, who seemed happy enough to clip grass as D’Mique ate biscuits and berries for the second day.

She’d cleared camp and was on the road north again before the Fiery Sisters touched the sky, throwing their red-gold light across the plains. A short time later, she left the coast behind and the road turned inland as Bantu dropped away behind her, the wide grass plains replaced by black outcrops of basalt and stands of scrub oak. The road rose steadily as she traveled that day. She stopped near a creek that was making its way out of the foothills so that the pony could drink. Dismounting, she pulled nuts and a wrapped wedge of cheese from the pack for a quick lunch. She surveyed the food remaining. It was just enough to see her to Nightmare. Stooping, she took a drink from the creek, then mounted again and urged the pony onward.

As Nix and Col closed the day, D’Mique pulled off the road again. She’d reached the higher plains where the volcanic deserts of the Black Lands tumbled down to the Fanterra Plain. Ahead of her, the land peaked in a smooth ridge that ran east to west as far as she could see. She knew from her last journey that the ridge marked the beginning of the Black Lands. Beyond, the land fell gently into a shallow bowl-shaped valley marked with large swaths of lava rock. "We’ll stay here tonight," she whispered to the pony. The day had passed once again with no other person seen on the road. In the fading light, D’Mique studied the road, reading the signs of passage. She found wagons, horses, and people all heading north into the Black Lands. There had been so many she couldn’t count them all. At least five laden wagons, an assortment of horses and their riders. Dozens of people on foot. All had passed along the road recently, although none were here now. "There’s something going on," she said to herself. There were no signs that pointed to trouble or strife, no battles and no blood. Worried, D’Mique dozed fitfully through the night.
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The next day, she grimly carried on. The road entered the foothills, winding between black outcrops as it climbed the ridge. At the top, the land fell away into the Black Lands’ valley bowl. At the center, visible in the mid-morning light, sat the obsidian fortress, Nightmare, the Fire Master’s seat of power. When she’d first entered the valley the year before, the fortress and its surroundings had been lost in a fog. Now, she could see its towers gleaming far below her. Farmland and towns ringed the fortress in contrast to the other Masters’ palaces. Dragon Ridge stood on a lonely mountain; Sea Spray sat on an island in the middle of a lake; and the Wind Mistress’ Floating Castle was usually moored near a volcanic peak. Where other Masters seemed feared, Marladon seemed embraced.

The trail pony delivered her quickly down into the valley. Farms dotted the road, some of them with roadside stalls. Here, at long last, she found others. Furtive men and women barely glanced toward her, weighing her and the horse quickly before looking away and carrying on with their work. Occasional market stalls, laden with fruit and vegetables, were manned by the farmers’ children—humans, Semians, and even elves comprised the Black Lands population. D’Mique kept her own eyes from straying and focused on the road and her pony instead. She hurried onward until the farms fell away and she entered a large, defensible perimeter. At the center sat the obsidian Fortress Nightmare. Large black walls sprang from the edge of a deep moat. Instead of water, the moat was full of a thick, deep gray fog. Mythical beasts filled it, according to the stories. The year before, as she and Trillip closed on Fortress Nightmare, they’d walked through the Moat Fog and even dropped into the moat without actually seeing any beasts. "Maybe," she thought suddenly, "they are a myth. One of the few myths that remained a myth," she continued, chagrined at how often things she thought were myth proved real once she’d left her walled village.

There were a few older guards at the drawbridge as she approached and they waved in greeting. She dismounted at the bridge and waited for the greeter to approach her. "Your business?" he asked.

"I am here to speak to Master Marladon. I’m with Myrth’s Honor Guard," she said.

The human guard nodded at her words. "The Master is gone, but his steward is here. Come," he motioned her forward as he turned around. She followed him, leading the pony across the thick wooden bridge to the barbican, where the other guards were raising the portcullis. Passing through, she stepped into the cobblestone courtyard. For a moment, she remembered the four human guards who had greeted her and Trillip seasons before. How they’d disarmed the pair and then led them in to see the "Fire Master," the Greater Daemon, who’d taken the fortress and enslaved Marladon’s dragon army, throwing the real Fire Master in the dungeon to die. Now, there were no guards at the door. The older human signaled for her to wait, and he stood at his ease beside her.

A moment later, Kryoso exited the fortress and hurried down to her, calling out her name. As all elves were basically the same—pale white skin, black orb-eyes, and white hair—Mortaks were also similar. Kryoso’s black hair had grown longer since she’d last seen him, his lightly bronzed skin stretched taut over sculpted muscles that D’Mique had rarely seen on any other fighter. His bulk had always seemed misplaced to her, since he was a mage. She smiled and waved at him. His lilting voice also jarred against the male perfection of his physical stature. "What are you doing here?" he asked. D’Mique hesitated, mouth open but no words would come. Tears welled in her eyes and she caught a sob in her throat. He was in front of her, his silver orb-eyes, pupilless, irisless, but full of shine that reflected her face back at her, filling with concern, his brows knitting and his mouth frowning. "Oh," he took her into his arms and held her close. "What happened?" he whispered against her ear. He pulled away and studied her, trying to find an answer in her clothing and the small pony she’d ridden.

"Come, sit," he led her toward a nearby crate. She dropped the pony’s reins and allowed Kryoso to lead her to the crate where she sat. He wore black leggings and a red billowing shirt and black vest combination. It looked satiny and made for throne rooms and parties. Kryoso was Marladon’s steward. The two Mortaks were nearly inseparable, even though she’d first met Kryoso when she’d joined Myrth’s Honor Guard. The Mortak stood in front of her, schooling his face to a calm, respectful stillness.

"I need to talk to Myrth," D’Mique managed. "Is Marladon’s jar here? Could you use it?"

"I can use it, but it’s not here," Kryoso replied with a head shake. The Masters each had a set of three glass jars they could use to communicate with one another. No one had ever explained how the magic worked although it had something to do with forcelines. According to Marco, Myrth’s human apprentice, each jar was a construct. He wasn’t sure how the Air Mistress and Earth Master had made them and when he tried to explore their makeup, he grew lost and confused by them.

"It’s an emergency, Kryoso," D’Mique whispered.

"Everything is," Kryoso said. "Marladon marches north with the dragon army. If you hurry, you can catch them," Kryoso suggested, "they left yesterday morning but are slow and heavy. I can get you a fresh horse."

D’Mique sat in thought a moment, his words sinking in. "I promised to return this pony to Captain Dris, to a paddock on the southern outskirts of Ebony Bay," she said at last. "Can someone take her back?"

Kryoso bowed his head. "I will see to her personally," he promised. "Let’s stable her for now and I’ll get you some provisions. Maybe some armor and weapons?" he suggested, his silver orb-eyes traveling the length of her, brows knitting in concern. She nodded, standing. "And a sturdy mount for the coming war," he added with a sigh.

"What happened here, Kryoso?" she asked, following him at last into the unnaturally silent fortress.

"It’s a long story, Lady," he said with a wry smile. "Come inside and I’ll tell you all I know."
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​The Guard in Gaity
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Sunlight bathed the Earth Master’s workroom but it did not drive the chill from the air. The large, plate glass, transom-like windows were open, letting errant breezes in to dance through the drying herbs that hung from the rafters, and play in the chains and metal baubles that cascaded from a series of hooks near the Master’s jewelry-making equipment. The Earth Master’s hobbies, jewelry-making and herbology, belied the power held by the hawk Semian, Myrth. He sat now on the tall stool, his half-made bracelets forgotten while his pearl-gray eyes lingered on the water-filled jar near his elbow. His apprentice, Marco, remained motionless, the odd conversation Myrth had just had with the Water Master Nepo playing over in his head. "He seems happy enough to play the part of prisoner at the moment," Nepo had said. Marco had the impression that the arrangement was tenuous. Tekalo had captured a Nura—whatever that was—the one responsible for killing the Matriarch in Olimidia. It was at Sea Spray but Nepo wanted the Masters to escort it to Olimidia or Gaity to stand trial for murder.

Marco reached out tentatively along the forcelines, feeling Myrth’s weight beside him, judging the hawk-man’s mood. The Master schooled his emotions to a calm stillness out of habit. When he became agitated, the earth shook around him and mountains could tumble down or the surface of the planet open up beneath his feet. The Earth forcelines that crisscrossed the Fanterra Plain intertwined with his soul, giving him control over everything from the fertility of the farmer’s fields to the free-flowing patterns of the dunes in the Southern Desert. Myrth, like the other elemental Masters, used this vast power to steady the Plain and maintain the calm, predictable patterns of everyday life for those who lived on the Southern Peninsula and beyond. As his apprentice, Marco still had a lot to learn regarding the stillness of the earth. Through the winter, he’d learned to keep the Soil line steady. Over the last several days, Myrth had started allowing him to enter the Mage Realm once more, teaching him to end each session by smoothing the forcelines and calming the Earth Cloud. Normally, Myrth paced to expend his nervous energy as it bled off in small earthquakes but now, he just sat quietly still, staring at his communication jar.

"Master?" Marco asked.

Myrth stirred. "Prepare my honor guard, Marco. Choose two elves and two goblins; Genow should come with us. We need to travel quick and light," he ordered.

"Yes, Master," Marco ducked his head in a slight bow and left quickly. He exited the workroom through a thick oaken door and crossed a small antechamber to Myrth’s throneroom. Goblin guards tossed him glances as he entered the sepulcherian chamber. Myrth’s throne, carved from solid rock, hid a stairway down to his living quarters. Torches threw their weak light across the room, striving to drive the shadows into the corners. However, to Marco’s eyes, the world was bathed in the golden light of the Earth Cloud superimposed over the darkness and the torches mattered little. Marco hurried behind the throne and disappeared down the stairway into the Earth.

Warm wood and deep, lavish, red and gold carpeting and wall hangings decorated the living quarters. From the bottom of the stairs, halls ran to the left and right, forming a square around Myrth’s private suite. Marco’s room was to the right, but he started left instead, stopping at the first room and knocking. The Sun Goblin, Auros, opened the door, smiling when he saw Marco. "Chosen One, we felt your approach. I thought you were supposed to be sneaking?" he said. Marco returned the smile. He liked the jovial goblin who had taken Tierren’s position after the defeat of the Greater Daemon the previous year. Auros and his blood brother and roommate, Gado, had relished testing Marco’s growing power through the winter. They could feel him in the forcelines as a strong echo to Myrth but if he concentrated, he could hide from them.

"No time for games, Auros," Marco said. "Pack for travel, light and quick, you and Gado."

"Yes, Chosen," he said, his smile fading and his demeanor switching instantly from convivial to a disinterested aloofness.

Marco nodded and turned away, impressed by how quickly the goblin could change between his friendly off-duty personality to his no nonsense, on-duty, Honor Guard one. He continued around the square, stopping at the door near the next turning. A soft knock brought Vellin to the door. The elf opened it cautiously, glancing up at Marco, studiously assessing his expression with black orb eyes that reflected the diffuse light of the corridor back at the human. "Vellin, Myrth needs you and Squirm. Pack light and quick. We need to leave."

"Where?" the elf asked. His thin white hair made a wispy halo in the dancing lantern light behind him.

Marco thought through the conversation he’d heard. Nepo wanted to move the Nura to Olimidia or Gaity. "Sea Spray," Marco said, turning away. He did not wait for the elf’s response.

Beyond Vellin’s room, a rough-hewn corridor branched away from the private quarters. At its far end, a massive stone door sat closed, defended by Mud Goblins. Through the door lay the keep of the Earth Master, Dragon Ridge with its contingency of goblins and enough human, elfin, and Semian soldiers to support the keep. Past the rough-hewn corridor sat D’Mique’s unused room and, leading to the center of the square, the door to Myrth’s quarters. Marco sighed, stopping at D’Mique’s door. Nepo hadn’t mentioned anyone except Tekalo but he knew from Clippen that D’Mique, Burl, and a handful of mages from the Academy had set off with Trillip and Tekalo in pursuit of the Matriarch’s killers two cycles ago. He smiled, memories of the spunky Lady Warrior playing through his mind as he pressed on. The room beyond hers was Genow’s, his last stop. He knocked on Genow’s door.

"Oh, Marco," Genow greeted. "How are you?" Genow had been the first to befriend him last summer when he and D’Mique had joined Myrth’s Honor Guard in Dragon Ridge. When the rest of the honor guards had teased them and dismissed them because they were human, Genow had chosen to stand beside them. He was short for an elf, only slightly taller than the diminutive commander, Sylus. As other elves, he kept his white hair cut long, pulled back away from his face. His black orb-eyes beamed at Marco.

"We need to pack quickly and travel light, Genow. Myrth had a message from Nepo and we need to hurry to Sea Spray." Marco said, cutting off the elf’s friendly greeting.

"Now?" he asked.

"Yes, now. I’ll meet you and the others at the throne."

"Who?" Genow asked, a pout threatening to darken his light-heartedness.

Marco passed the elf a smile. He knew who Genow was partial to and had let that dictate whom he chose. "Auros-Gado, Vellin, and Squirm."

Genow clicked his tongue and rolled his eyes at the use of the nickname "Squirm." "He hates it when you call him that."

"Squirm is a good nickname," Marco said, burying his smile. "It’s apropos."

"It—"

Marco cut him off with a wave. "Hurry, Myrth will be ready soon." He chuckled to himself at the elf’s exasperation as he turned the corner and made for his room, leaving Genow to harumph at his back. Marco’s room sat in the corner of the square opposite Auros-Gado. Like Tierren and Rogan, Auros and Gado were sworn by blood to protect one another, even unto death. For Tierren and Rogan, it was a one-sided affair with Rogan swearing to repay Tierren for saving his life. With Auros and Gado, the bond was two-way, making them painfully, exquisitely, inseparable. So much so, that they were nearly a single entity. They were both master swordsmen and Earth Mages, although neither of them wielded much power. It took Gado nearly twenty minutes to enter the Mage Realm without any interruptions. While they’d both studied enough magic to be safe, neither of them would bother working spells defensively or offensively, focusing instead on the odd parlor trick. Marco secretly believed that Myrth had brought them to Dragon Ridge in order to give Marco practice at soothing the Earth forcelines.

At his door, Marco reached out to the Earth Cloud and changed its pattern, unlocking his door. He paused momentarily to check the forcelines. Closing his eyes, he mentally glanced down at his body. Earth shimmered along his skin, changing it from soft brown to golden. From Marco’s core, Earth formed strands of golden power that trailed off into the Mage Realm before joining with others. The strands formed currents, like rivulets, coming together to create a river. The flow of Earth eventually ran from Dragon Ridge to the World Dome at Gaity where it spilled into the Void. The lines passing through Marco danced and bounced, tracing undulating waves through the air. With a deep, slow breath, Marco willed them to stay still and they responded, the waves decreasing until each line moved languidly through space. There were six total now, he’d started with a single one, Soil, last autumn. While Myrth continued to maintain the largest cords, the Bedrock and Plates, he called them, he’d passed Marco a few regional areas to go along with his Soil. Now, the apprentice held the sand of the Southern Desert and the lava rocks of the Blasted Lands, Black Lands, and Broodlands. Most recently, Myrth had given him control of the forest mud of the Nesting. When they were smooth and languid, which took only a moment of concentration, Marco opened his eyes and opened his door.

At first, the room had been set up for him and a roommate, but after the death of the Greater Daemon, it had been upgraded to a private room. Like the other rooms in the underground keep, magic windows brought light and life to those who lived below. Here, Marco’s windows looked out on the Nesting and his village, Trinik. In the village window, a large plate glass that nearly covered the entire wall to his left, he occasionally saw his mother and father. He knew there was no way to communicate with them, but watching his mother chase the village boys around the green or catching a glimpse of his father with the town leaders brought a smile to his face. Opposite the village window, Marco had arranged three large bookshelves and his table and chairs. Between the door and the bookshelves, he’d hung a map of the forcelines, one he’d seen before in Tekalo’s room.

He pulled a travel pack from his wardrobe and opened it to stare in at the contents. He’d packed it months before and set it aside at Auros’ urging. It held a change of clothes, a small knife, tinderbox, and suturing materials. He glanced around the room, his eyes lighting on other clothes, his cloak, a comb for his hair, and a handful of scrolls he’d been reading. He added the comb, and a second shirt to the pack, then grabbed a black, feathered cap that hung from a hook near the village window. Proudly, he smoothed the three red feathers by running them between his fingers before he donned the Potent cap. Last year, his cap had held only two red feathers but once he’d been apprenticed to Myrth, Palo, the Grand Syra, leader of the Fanterra Plain, had insisted Marco add a third to show his true level of skill.

Commander Sylus despised the Potent cap but Myrth didn’t seem to mind. Marco had earned it while training in Gaity with the Grand Syra’s mage army, the Potentate. Like others before him, although he was a member of the Potentate and answerable to the Grand Syra Palo, he was first the Chosen of Earth and served Myrth before all others. Marco was certain that Sylus only disapproved of him wearing the cap because he was a commander in the rival army at Olimidia and the Academy had lost bragging rights to a powerful Earth Mage when Marco joined the Potentate. Marco smiled at his reflection in the mirror that hung on the wardrobe’s door before turning and leaving with his pack. "Sylus is staying here to look after the keep," he said to himself while giving his cap a jaunty tilt. He turned back the way he’d come, away from the throne room exit and caught Genow as the Healer exited his own room, a similar pack slung over his narrow shoulder.

Genow’s orb-eyes landed briefly on Marco’s cap and the three feathers, pulling a smile from the elf’s thin lips. "Sylus is staying behind, then?" Genow noted.

"Someone has to be in charge," Marco replied. They reached the corridor that led to the keep just as Vellin and Squirm exited their room. The pair of elves could have been Genow’s relatives, although they were not. Vellin, who was older than Genow, had grown ageless in appearance. His pale skin had lost any wrinkles or blemishes, while his black orb-eyes felt immensely heavy as he gazed upon the world. This agelessness coupled with the elfin natural affinity for Life magic and seemingly supernatural healing abilities had given rise to the myth that immortal elfin warriors existed. While they did not, Vellin came close. The accomplished swordsman was accompanied by Sennet, his young charge. When Sennet and Vellin had first joined them at Dragon Ridge, the young elf had squirmed at each introduction, practically fainting from nervousness when Marco and the Land-Nymph Trillip had greeted him. He’d nearly keeled over at the sight of D’Mique. Although he had calmed over the winter and could even hold a conversation with one of the warriors without turning bright pink from embarrassment, not before earning his nickname, "Squirm."

Marco and Genow turned down the rough-hewn corridor toward the Keep, walking quickly. As they neared the stone door, Marco grabbed hold of the Earth Cloud and used his will to move the boulder aside, startling the Mud Goblin that stood on the other side in the center of the doorway. The large brute stepped aside, bowing, "Chosen," he rumbled. Marco paused, closing his eyes as he returned the bow. A quick glance at the forcelines and he was able to smooth them, falling only a step behind Genow. Opening his eyes again, he hurried on, catching up to the shorter elf in a matter of steps.

At the next juncture, Genow and Marco turned toward the kitchen and the stores. Ahead of them, Auros-Gado were already outside the storeroom, collecting rations for a swift journey. Auros scratched his thin white nose. "Not too slow," he said, approvingly. Gado smiled at them, acknowledging Marco from where he crouched, working with the straps on his travel pack. Like Auros, he was a Sun Goblin. Whereas most of the goblins Marco knew were Mountain Goblins—their skin coming in various greens, browns, and oranges and their hair black—these two were Sun Goblins, with pale skin and hair. Gado’s pale orange hair was plaited tight against his skin, his long braid decorated with a bell and feather. D’Mique had worn the same, Marco knew, although he hadn’t understood the significance of the objects until the winter nights grew long and Auros-Gado had started spending time with him. They’d shared stories of their homes and past adventures with one another through those dreary, wet evenings.

Gado’s good luck charm tinkled as he stood and smiled at Marco. "We ordered yours for you," he said with a sly grin. He had a clipped accent—as if each word was being bitten off right as it ended—that Marco had never heard before. Gado patted Marco’s chest in a friendly manner twice as he passed. Marco’s quick glance down showed the Earth Cloud embracing Gado where he touched Marco, an oddity that Marco had only noticed with goblins. When others touched him, they sent the Earth Cloud shimmering away in waves and billows.

Genow, closest to the counter, turned to the quartermaster and asked, "Did they order us birdseed or anything like that?" Auros laughed at the question then nodded to Vellin and Squirm who were just arriving, before bidding Marco adieu with a touch of his finger to his forehead and following Gado back the way they’d come.

Vellin sighed, stopping next to Marco as the quartermaster assured Genow the goblins had ordered them all the same rations: meat, bread, berries, and fish for five days. "Is that the party, then?" he asked. "Auros-Gado, and us?" Marco nodded, opening his pack and passing it to Genow who returned to the quartermaster to fill it. Next to Genow, Squirm collected the rations for himself and Vellin. "It will be a good trip then," Vellin concluded under his breath.

"My goal was to keep Genow happy," Marco whispered, low enough that the Healer wouldn’t hear. Vellin bit back a chuckle as Squirm rejoined them. The thin, young elf had barely enough muscle on his bones to hold himself up, never mind any sort of weapon. From what Marco could tell, he wasn’t magically inclined either. Familial obligations had sent him to Vellin as a charge and Marco suspected the ageless elf kept Squirm out of loyalty, not love. Yet, except for calling him by the nickname he hated, everyone treated the young elf well, especially Vellin.

"Do you know why we are going to Sea Spray, Chosen One?" Squirm asked. His black orb-eyes
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